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Bramah was born at 1 Rushton Street, Hulme, near Manchester in 1868; his real name was Ernest Brammah Smith


The Wallet of Kai Lung (1900)
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This collection of fantasy stories was first published in 1900. The volume contains nine stories, told by the itinerant Chinese storyteller Kai Lung (apart from the last story, which takes the form of a manuscript written by a different character: Kin Yen). The Kai Lung stories became extremely popular with readers, with Bramah’s obituary in the Times identifying him as the ‘creator of Kai Lung’. Yet this first collection of tales was rejected by eight publishers before it was eventually issued by Grant Richards.

The stories are written in an affectionate parody of the highly mannered style characteristic of Mandarin English in translation and are studded with aphorisms. Indeed, so associated was Bramah with this style of writing that his stories have been erroneously cited as the originator of the now well-known Chinese curse, ‘May you live in interesting times’. Thematically, the tales deal, in humorous fashion, with fantastical events (such as human transfiguration) or improbable twists of fate or coincidence.
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THE TRANSMUTATION OF LING

I: INTRODUCTION
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THE SUN HAD dipped behind the western mountains before Kai Lung, with twenty li or more still between him and the city of Knei Yang, entered the camphor-laurel forest which stretched almost to his destination. No person of consequence ever made the journey unattended; but Kai Lung professed to have no fear, remarking with extempore wisdom, when warned at the previous village, that a worthless garment covered one with better protection than that afforded by an army of bowmen. Nevertheless, when within the gloomy aisles, Kai Lung more than once wished himself back at the village, or safely behind the mud walls of Knei Yang; and, making many vows concerning the amount of prayer-paper which he would assuredly burn when he was actually through the gates, he stepped out more quickly, until suddenly, at a turn in the glade, he stopped altogether, while the watchful expression into which he had unguardedly dropped at once changed into a mask of impassiveness and extreme unconcern. From behind the next tree projected a long straight rod, not unlike a slender bamboo at a distance, but, to Kai Lung’s all-seeing eye, in reality the barrel of a matchlock, which would come into line with his breast if he took another step. Being a prudent man, more accustomed to guile and subservience to destiny than to force, he therefore waited, spreading out his hands in proof of his peaceful acquiescence, and smiling cheerfully until it should please the owner of the weapon to step forth. This the unseen did a moment later, still keeping his gun in an easy and convenient attitude, revealing a stout body and a scarred face, which in conjunction made it plain to Kai Lung that he was in the power of Lin Yi, a noted brigand of whom he had heard much in the villages.

“O illustrious person,” said Kai Lung very earnestly, “this is evidently an unfortunate mistake. Doubtless you were expecting some exalted Mandarin to come and render you homage, and were preparing to overwhelm him with gratified confusion by escorting him yourself to your well-appointed abode. Indeed, I passed such a one on the road, very richly apparelled, who inquired of me the way to the mansion of the dignified and upright Lin Yi. By this time he is perhaps two or three li towards the east.”

“However distinguished a Mandarin may be, it is fitting that I should first attend to one whose manners and accomplishments betray him to be of the Royal House,” replied Lin Yi, with extreme affability. “Precede me, therefore, to my mean and uninviting hovel, while I gain more honour than I can reasonably bear by following closely in your elegant footsteps, and guarding your Imperial person with this inadequate but heavily-loaded weapon.”

Seeing no chance of immediate escape, Kai Lung led the way, instructed by the brigand, along a very difficult and bewildering path, until they reached a cave hidden among the crags. Here Lin Yi called out some words in the Miaotze tongue, whereupon a follower appeared, and opened a gate in the stockade of prickly mimosa which guarded the mouth of the den. Within the enclosure a fire burned, and food was being prepared. At a word from the chief, the unfortunate Kai Lung found his hands seized and tied behind his back, while a second later a rough hemp rope was fixed round his neck, and the other end tied to an overhanging tree.

Lin Yi smiled pleasantly and critically upon these preparations, and when they were complete dismissed his follower.

“Now we can converse at our ease and without restraint,” he remarked to Kai Lung. “It will be a distinguished privilege for a person occupying the important public position which you undoubtedly do; for myself, my instincts are so degraded and low-minded that nothing gives me more gratification than to dispense with ceremony.”

To this Kai Lung made no reply, chiefly because at that moment the wind swayed the tree, and compelled him to stand on his toes in order to escape suffocation.

“It would be useless to try to conceal from a person of your inspired intelligence that I am indeed Lin Yi,” continued the robber. “It is a dignified position to occupy, and one for which I am quite incompetent. In the sixth month of the third year ago, it chanced that this unworthy person, at that time engaged in commercial affairs at Knei Yang, became inextricably immersed in the insidious delights of quail-fighting. Having been entrusted with a large number of taels with which to purchase elephants’ teeth, it suddenly occurred to him that if he doubled the number of taels by staking them upon an exceedingly powerful and agile quail, he would be able to purchase twice the number of teeth, and so benefit his patron to a large extent. This matter was clearly forced upon his notice by a dream, in which he perceived one whom he then understood to be the benevolent spirit of an ancestor in the act of stroking a particular quail, upon whose chances he accordingly placed all he possessed. Doubtless evil spirits had been employed in the matter; for, to this person’s great astonishment, the quail in question failed in a very discreditable manner at the encounter. Unfortunately, this person had risked not only the money which had been entrusted to him, but all that he had himself become possessed of by some years of honourable toil and assiduous courtesy as a professional witness in law cases. Not doubting that his patron would see that he was himself greatly to blame in confiding so large a sum of money to a comparatively young man of whom he knew little, this person placed the matter before him, at the same time showing him that he would suffer in the eyes of the virtuous if he did not restore this person’s savings, which but for the presence of the larger sum, and a generous desire to benefit his patron, he would never have risked in so uncertain a venture as that of quail-fighting. Although the facts were laid in the form of a dignified request instead of a demand by legal means, and the reasoning carefully drawn up in columns of fine parchment by a very illustrious writer, the reply which this person received showed him plainly that a wrong view had been taken of the matter, and that the time had arrived when it became necessary for him to make a suitable rejoinder by leaving the city without delay.”

“It was a high-minded and disinterested course to take,” said Kai Lung with great conviction, as Lin Yi paused. “Without doubt evil will shortly overtake the avaricious-souled person at Knei Yang.”

“It has already done so,” replied Lin Yi. “While passing through this forest in the season of Many White Vapours, the spirits of his bad deeds appeared to him in misleading and symmetrical shapes, and drew him out of the path and away from his bowmen. After suffering many torments, he found his way here, where, in spite of our continual care, he perished miserably and in great bodily pain.... But I cannot conceal from myself, in spite of your distinguished politeness, that I am becoming intolerably tiresome with my commonplace talk.”

“On the contrary,” replied Kai Lung, “while listening to your voice I seemed to hear the beating of many gongs of the finest and most polished brass. I floated in the Middle Air, and for the time I even became unconscious of the fact that this honourable appendage, though fashioned, as I perceive, out of the most delicate silk, makes it exceedingly difficult for me to breathe.”

“Such a thing cannot be permitted,” exclaimed Lin Yi, with some indignation, as with his own hands he slackened the rope and, taking it from Kai Lung’s neck, fastened it around his ankle. “Now, in return for my uninviting confidences, shall not my senses be gladdened by a recital of the titles and honours borne by your distinguished family? Doubtless, at this moment many Mandarins of the highest degree are anxiously awaiting your arrival at Knei Yang, perhaps passing the time by outdoing one another in protesting the number of taels each would give rather than permit you to be tormented by fire-brands, or even to lose a single ear.”

“Alas!” replied Kai Lung, “never was there a truer proverb than that which says, ‘It is a mark of insincerity of purpose to spend one’s time in looking for the sacred Emperor in the low-class tea-shops.’ Do Mandarins or the friends of Mandarins travel in mean garments and unattended? Indeed, the person who is now before you is none other than the outcast Kai Lung, the story-teller, one of degraded habits and no very distinguished or reputable ancestors. His friends are few, and mostly of the criminal class; his wealth is not more than some six or eight cash, concealed in his left sandal; and his entire stock-in-trade consists of a few unendurable and badly told stories, to which, however, it is his presumptuous intention shortly to add a dignified narrative of the high-born Lin Yi, setting out his domestic virtues and the honour which he has reflected upon his house, his valour in war, the destruction of his enemies, and, above all, his great benevolence and the protection which he extends to the poor and those engaged in the distinguished arts.”

“The absence of friends is unfortunate,” said Lin Yi thoughtfully, after he had possessed himself of the coins indicated by Kai Lung, and also of a much larger amount concealed elsewhere among the story-teller’s clothing. “My followers are mostly outlawed Miaotze, who have been driven from their own tribes in Yun Nan for man-eating and disregarding the sacred laws of hospitality. They are somewhat rapacious, and in this way it has become a custom that they should have as their own, for the purpose of exchanging for money, persons such as yourself, whose insatiable curiosity has led them to this place.”

“The wise and all-knowing Emperor Fohy instituted three degrees of attainment: Being poor, to obtain justice; being rich, to escape flattery; and being human, to avoid the passions,” replied Kai Lung. “To these the practical and enlightened Kang added yet another, the greatest: Being lean, to yield fatness.”

“In such cases,” observed the brigand, “the Miaotze keep an honoured and very venerable rite, which chiefly consists in suspending the offender by a pigtail from a low tree, and placing burning twigs of hemp-palm between his toes. To this person it seems a foolish and meaningless habit; but it would not be well to interfere with their religious observances, however trivial they may appear.”

“Such a course must inevitably end in great loss,” suggested Kai Lung; “for undoubtedly there are many poor yet honourable persons who would leave with them a bond for a large number of taels and save the money with which to redeem it, rather than take part in a ceremony which is not according to one’s own Book of Rites.”

“They have already suffered in that way on one or two occasions,” replied Lin Yi; “so that such a proposal, no matter how nobly intended, would not gladden their faces. Yet they are simple and docile persons, and would, without doubt, be moved to any feeling you should desire by the recital of one of your illustrious stories.”

“An intelligent and discriminating assemblage is more to a story-teller than much reward of cash from hands that conceal open mouths,” replied Kai Lung with great feeling. “Nothing would confer more pleasurable agitation upon this unworthy person than an opportunity of narrating his entire stock to them. If also the accomplished Lin Yi would bestow renown upon the occasion by his presence, no omen of good would be wanting.”

“The pleasures of the city lie far behind me,” said Lin Yi, after some thought, “and I would cheerfully submit myself to an intellectual accomplishment such as you are undoubtedly capable of. But as we have necessity to leave this spot before the hour when the oak-leaves change into night-moths, one of your amiable stories will be the utmost we can strengthen our intellects with. Select which you will. In the meantime, food will be brought to refresh you after your benevolent exertions in conversing with a person of my vapid understanding. When you have partaken, or thrown it away as utterly unendurable, the time will have arrived, and this person, together with all his accomplices, will put themselves in a position to be subjected to all the most dignified emotions.”

II

“The story which I have selected for this gratifying occasion,” said Kai Lung, when, an hour or so later, still pinioned, but released from the halter, he sat surrounded by the brigands, “is entitled ‘Good and Evil,’ and it is concerned with the adventures of one Ling, who bore the honourable name of Ho. The first, and indeed the greater, part of the narrative, as related by the venerable and accomplished writer of history Chow-Tan, is taken up by showing how Ling was assuredly descended from an enlightened Emperor of the race of Tsin; but as the no less omniscient Ta-lin-hi proves beyond doubt that the person in question was in no way connected with any but a line of hereditary ape-worshippers, who entered China from an unknown country many centuries ago, it would ill become this illiterate person to express an opinion on either side, and he will in consequence omit the first seventeen books of the story, and only deal with the three which refer to the illustrious Ling himself.”

THE STORY OF LING

Narrated by Kai Lung when a prisoner in the camp of Lin Yi.

Ling was the youngest of three sons, and from his youth upwards proved to be of a mild and studious disposition. Most of his time was spent in reading the sacred books, and at an early age he found the worship of apes to be repulsive to his gentle nature, and resolved to break through the venerable traditions of his family by devoting his time to literary pursuits, and presenting himself for the public examinations at Canton. In this his resolution was strengthened by a rumour that an army of bowmen was shortly to be raised from the Province in which he lived, so that if he remained he would inevitably be forced into an occupation which was even more distasteful to him than the one he was leaving.

Having arrived at Canton, Ling’s first care was to obtain particulars of the examinations, which he clearly perceived, from the unusual activity displayed on all sides, to be near at hand. On inquiring from passers-by, he received very conflicting information; for the persons to whom he spoke were themselves entered for the competition, and therefore naturally misled him in order to increase their own chances of success. Perceiving this, Ling determined to apply at once, although the light was past, to a Mandarin who was concerned in the examinations, lest by delay he should lose his chance for the year.

“It is an unfortunate event that so distinguished a person should have selected this day and hour on which to overwhelm us with his affable politeness!” exclaimed the porter at the gate of the Yamen, when Ling had explained his reason for going. “On such a day, in the reign of the virtuous Emperor Hoo Chow, a very benevolent and unassuming ancestor of my good lord the Mandarin was destroyed by treachery, and ever since his family has observed the occasion by fasting and no music. This person would certainly be punished with death if he entered the inner room from any cause.”

At these words, Ling, who had been simply brought up, and chiefly in the society of apes, was going away with many expressions of self-reproach at selecting such a time, when the gate-keeper called him back.

“I am overwhelmed with confusion at the position in which I find myself,” he remarked, after he had examined his mind for a short time. “I may meet with an ungraceful and objectionable death if I carry out your estimable instructions, but I shall certainly merit and receive a similar fate if I permit so renowned and versatile a person to leave without a fitting reception. In such matters a person can only trust to the intervention of good spirits; if, therefore, you will permit this unworthy individual to wear, while making the venture, the ring which he perceives upon your finger, and which he recognizes as a very powerful charm against evil, misunderstandings, and extortion, he will go without fear.”

Overjoyed at the amiable porter’s efforts on his behalf, Ling did as he was desired, and the other retired. Presently the door of the Yamen was opened by an attendant of the house, and Ling bidden to enter. He was covered with astonishment to find that this person was entirely unacquainted with his name or purpose.

“Alas!” said the attendant, when Ling had explained his object, “well said the renowned and inspired Ting Fo, ‘When struck by a thunderbolt it is unnecessary to consult the Book of Dates as to the precise meaning of the omen.’ At this moment my noble-minded master is engaged in conversation with all the most honourable and refined persons in Canton, while singers and dancers of a very expert and nimble order have been sent for. The entertainment will undoubtedly last far into the night, and to present myself even with the excuse of your graceful and delicate inquiry would certainly result in very objectionable consequences to this person.”

“It is indeed a day of unprepossessing circumstances,” replied Ling, and after many honourable remarks concerning his own intellect and appearance, and those of the person to whom he was speaking, he had turned to leave when the other continued:

“Ever since your dignified presence illumined this very ordinary chamber, this person has been endeavouring to bring to his mind an incident which occurred to him last night while he slept. Now it has come back to him with a diamond clearness, and he is satisfied that it was as follows: While he floated in the Middle Air a benevolent spirit in the form of an elderly and toothless vampire appeared, leading by the hand a young man, of elegant personality. Smiling encouragingly upon this person, the spirit said, ‘O Fou, recipient of many favours from Mandarins and of innumerable taels from gratified persons whom you have obliged, I am, even at this moment, guiding this exceptional young man towards your presence; when he arrives do not hesitate, but do as he desires, no matter how great the danger seems or how inadequately you may appear to be rewarded on earth.’ The vision then melted, but I now clearly perceive that with the exception of the embroidered cloak which you wear, you are the person thus indicated to me. Remove your cloak, therefore, in order to give the amiable spirit no opportunity of denying the fact, and I will advance your wishes; for, as the Book of Verses indicates, ‘The person who patiently awaits a sign from the clouds for many years, and yet fails to notice the earthquake at his feet, is devoid of intellect.’”

Convinced that he was assuredly under the especial protection of the Deities, and that the end of his search was in view, Ling gave his rich cloak to the attendant, and was immediately shown into another room, where he was left alone.

After a considerable space of time the door opened and there entered a person whom Ling at first supposed to be the Mandarin. Indeed, he was addressing him by his titles when the other interrupted him. “Do not distress your incomparable mind by searching for honourable names to apply to so inferior a person as myself,” he said agreeably. “The mistake is, nevertheless, very natural; for, however miraculous it may appear, this unseemly individual, who is in reality merely a writer of spoken words, is admitted to be exceedingly like the dignified Mandarin himself, though somewhat stouter, clad in better garments, and, it is said, less obtuse of intellect. This last matter he very much doubts, for he now finds himself unable to recognize by name one who is undoubtedly entitled to wear the Royal Yellow.”

With this encouragement Ling once more explained his position, narrating the events which had enabled him to reach the second chamber of the Yamen. When he had finished the secretary was overpowered with a high-minded indignation.

“Assuredly those depraved and rapacious persons who have both misled and robbed you shall suffer bow-stringing when the whole matter is brought to light,” he exclaimed. “The noble Mandarin neither fasts nor receives guests, for, indeed, he has slept since the sun went down. This person would unhesitatingly break his slumber for so commendable a purpose were it not for a circumstance of intolerable unavoidableness. It must not even be told in a low breath beyond the walls of the Yamen, but my benevolent and high-born lord is in reality a person of very miserly instinct, and nothing will call him from his natural sleep but the sound of taels shaken beside his bed. In an unexpected manner it comes about that this person is quite unsupplied with anything but thin printed papers of a thousand taels each, and these are quite useless for the purpose.”

“It is unendurable that so obliging a person should be put to such inconvenience on behalf of one who will certainly become a public laughing-stock at the examinations,” said Ling, with deep feeling; and taking from a concealed spot in his garments a few taels, he placed them before the secretary for the use he had indicated.

Ling was again left alone for upwards of two strokes of the gong, and was on the point of sleep when the secretary returned with an expression of dignified satisfaction upon his countenance. Concluding that he had been successful in the manner of awakening the Mandarin, Ling was opening his mouth for a polite speech, which should contain a delicate allusion to the taels, when the secretary warned him, by affecting a sudden look of terror, that silence was exceedingly desirable, and at the same time opened another door and indicated to Ling that he should pass through.

In the next room Ling was overjoyed to find himself in the presence of the Mandarin, who received him graciously, and paid many estimable compliments to the name he bore and the country from which he came. When at length Ling tore himself from this enchanting conversation, and explained the reason of his presence, the Mandarin at once became a prey to the whitest and most melancholy emotions, even plucking two hairs from his pigtail to prove the extent and conscientiousness of his grief.

“Behold,” he cried at length, “I am resolved that the extortionate and many-handed persons at Peking who have control of the examination rites and customs shall no longer grow round-bodied without remark. This person will unhesitatingly proclaim the true facts of the case without regarding the danger that the versatile Chancellor or even the sublime Emperor himself may, while he speaks, be concealed in some part of this unassuming room to hear his words; for, as it is wisely said, ‘When marked out by destiny, a person will assuredly be drowned, even though he passes the whole of his existence among the highest branches of a date tree.’”

“I am overwhelmed that I should be the cause of such an engaging display of polished agitation,” said Ling, as the Mandarin paused. “If it would make your own stomach less heavy, this person will willingly follow your estimable example, either with or without knowing the reason.”

“The matter is altogether on your account, O most unobtrusive young man,” replied the Mandarin, when a voice without passion was restored to him. “It tears me internally with hooks to reflect that you, whose refined ancestors I might reasonably have known had I passed my youth in another Province, should be victim to the cupidity of the ones in authority at Peking. A very short time before you arrived there came a messenger in haste from those persons, clearly indicating that a legal toll of sixteen taels was to be made on each printed paper setting forth the time and manner of the examinations, although, as you may see, the paper is undoubtedly marked, ‘Persons are given notice that they are defrauded of any sum which they may be induced to exchange for this matter.’ Furthermore, there is a legal toll of nine taels on all persons who have previously been examined—”

“I am happily escaped from that,” exclaimed Ling with some satisfaction as the Mandarin paused.

“ — and twelve taels on all who present themselves for the first time. This is to be delivered over when the paper is purchased, so that you, by reason of this unworthy proceeding at Peking, are required to forward to that place, through this person, no less than thirty-two taels.”

“It is a circumstance of considerable regret,” replied Ling; “for had I only reached Canton a day earlier, I should, it appears, have avoided this evil.”

“Undoubtedly it would have been so,” replied the Mandarin, who had become engrossed in exalted meditation. “However,” he continued a moment later, as he bowed to Ling with an accomplished smile, “it would certainly be a more pleasant thought for a person of your refined intelligence that had you delayed until to-morrow the insatiable persons at Peking might be demanding twice the amount.”

Pondering the deep wisdom of this remark, Ling took his departure; but in spite of the most assiduous watchfulness he was unable to discern any of the three obliging persons to whose efforts his success had been due.

III

It was very late when Ling again reached the small room which he had selected as soon as he reached Canton, but without waiting for food or sleep he made himself fully acquainted with the times of the forthcoming examinations and the details of the circumstances connected with them. With much satisfaction he found that he had still a week in which to revive his intellect on the most difficult subjects. Having become relieved on these points, Ling retired for a few hours’ sleep, but rose again very early, and gave the whole day with great steadfastness to contemplation of the sacred classics Y-King, with the exception of a short period spent in purchasing ink, brushes and writing-leaves. The following day, having become mentally depressed through witnessing unaccountable hordes of candidates thronging the streets of Canton, Ling put aside his books, and passed the time in visiting all the most celebrated tombs in the neighbourhood of the city. Lightened in mind by this charitable and agreeable occupation, he returned to his studies with a fixed resolution, nor did he again falter in his purpose. On the evening of the examination, when he was sitting alone, reading by the aid of a single light, as his custom was, a person arrived to see him, at the same time manifesting a considerable appearance of secrecy and reserve. Inwardly sighing at the interruption, Ling nevertheless received him with distinguished consideration and respect, setting tea before him, and performing towards it many honourable actions with his own hands. Not until some hours had sped in conversation relating to the health of the Emperor, the unexpected appearance of a fiery dragon outside the city, and the insupportable price of opium, did the visitor allude to the object of his presence.

“It has been observed,” he remarked, “that the accomplished Ling, who aspires to a satisfactory rank at the examinations, has never before made the attempt. Doubtless in this case a preternatural wisdom will avail much, and its fortunate possessor will not go unrewarded. Yet it is as precious stones among ashes for one to triumph in such circumstances.”

“The fact is known to this person,” replied Ling sadly, “and the thought of the years he may have to wait before he shall have passed even the first degree weighs down his soul with bitterness from time to time.”

“It is no infrequent thing for men of accomplished perseverance, but merely ordinary intellects, to grow venerable within the four walls of the examination cell,” continued the other. “Some, again, become afflicted with various malignant evils, while not a few, chiefly those who are presenting themselves for the first time, are so overcome on perceiving the examination paper, and understanding the inadequate nature of their own accomplishments, that they become an easy prey to the malicious spirits which are ever on the watch in those places; and, after covering their leaves with unpresentable remarks and drawings of men and women of distinguished rank, have at length to be forcibly carried away by the attendants and secured with heavy chains.”

“Such things undoubtedly exist,” agreed Ling; “yet by a due regard paid to spirits, both good and bad, a proper esteem for one’s ancestors, and a sufficiency of charms about the head and body, it is possible to be closeted with all manner of demons and yet to suffer no evil.”

“It is undoubtedly possible to do so, according to the Immortal Principles,” admitted the stranger; “but it is not an undertaking in which a refined person would take intelligent pleasure; as the proverb says, ‘He is a wise and enlightened suppliant who seeks to discover an honourable Mandarin, but he is a fool who cries out, “I have found one.”’ However, it is obvious that the reason of my visit is understood, and that your distinguished confidence in yourself is merely a graceful endeavour to obtain my services for a less amount of taels than I should otherwise have demanded. For half the usual sum, therefore, this person will take your place in the examination cell, and enable your versatile name to appear in the winning lists, while you pass your moments in irreproachable pleasures elsewhere.”

Such a course had never presented itself to Ling. As the person who narrates this story has already marked, he had passed his life beyond the influence of the ways and manners of towns, and at the same time he had naturally been endowed with an unobtrusive highmindedness. It appeared to him, in consequence, that by accepting this engaging offer he would be placing those who were competing with him at a disadvantage. This person clearly sees that it is a difficult matter for him to explain how this could be, as Ling would undoubtedly reward the services of the one who took his place, nor would the number of the competitors be in any way increased; yet in such a way the thing took shape before his eyes. Knowing, however, that few persons would be able to understand this action, and being desirous of not injuring the estimable emotions of the obliging person who had come to him, Ling made a number of polished excuses in declining, hiding the true reason within himself. In this way he earned the powerful malignity of the person in question, who would not depart until he had effected a number of very disagreeable prophecies connected with unpropitious omens and internal torments, all of which undoubtedly had a great influence on Ling’s life beyond that time.

Each day of the examination found Ling alternately elated or depressed, according to the length and style of the essay which he had written while enclosed in his solitary examination cell. The trials each lasted a complete day, and long before the fifteen days which composed the full examination were passed, Ling found himself half regretting that he had not accepted his visitor’s offer, or even reviling the day on which he had abandoned the hereditary calling of his ancestors. However, when, after all was over, he came to deliberate with himself on his chances of attaining a degree, he could not disguise from his own mind that he had well-formed hopes; he was not conscious of any undignified errors, and, in reply to several questions, he had been able to introduce curious knowledge which he possessed by means of his exceptional circumstances — knowledge which it was unlikely that any other candidate would have been able to make himself master of.

At length the day arrived on which the results were to be made public; and Ling, together with all the other competitors and many distinguished persons, attended at the great Hall of Intellectual Coloured Lights to hear the reading of the lists. Eight thousand candidates had been examined, and from this number less than two hundred were to be selected for appointments. Amid a most distinguished silence the winning names were read out. Waves of most undignified but inevitable emotion passed over those assembled as the list neared its end, and the chances of success became less at each spoken word; and then, finding that his was not among them, together with the greater part of those present, he became a prey to very inelegant thoughts, which were not lessened by the refined cries of triumph of the successful persons. Among this confusion the one who had read the lists was observed to be endeavouring to make his voice known, whereupon, in the expectation that he had omitted a name, the tumult was quickly subdued by those who again had pleasurable visions.

“There was among the candidates one of the name of Ling,” said he, when no-noise had been obtained. “The written leaves produced by this person are of a most versatile and conflicting order, so that, indeed, the accomplished examiners themselves are unable to decide whether they are very good or very bad. In this matter, therefore, it is clearly impossible to place the expert and inimitable Ling among the foremost, as his very uncertain success may have been brought about with the assistance of evil spirits; nor would it be safe to pass over his efforts without reward, as he may be under the protection of powerful but exceedingly ill-advised deities. The estimable Ling is told to appear again at this place after the gong has been struck three times, when the matter will have been looked at from all round.”

At this announcement there arose another great tumult, several crying out that assuredly their written leaves were either very good or very bad; but no further proclamation was made, and very soon the hall was cleared by force.

At the time stated Ling again presented himself at the Hall, and was honourably received.

“The unusual circumstances of the matter have already been put forth,” said an elderly Mandarin of engaging appearance, “so that nothing remains to be made known except the end of our despicable efforts to come to an agreeable conclusion. In this we have been made successful, and now desire to notify the result. A very desirable and not unremunerative office, rarely bestowed in this manner, is lately vacant, and taking into our minds the circumstances of the event, and the fact that Ling comes from a Province very esteemed for the warlike instincts of its inhabitants, we have decided to appoint him commander of the valiant and blood-thirsty band of archers now stationed at Si-chow, in the Province of Hu-Nan. We have spoken. Let three guns go off in honour of the noble and invincible Ling, now and henceforth a commander in the ever-victorious Army of the Sublime Emperor, brother of the Sun and Moon, and Upholder of the Four Corners of the World.”

IV

Many hours passed before Ling, now more downcast in mind than the most unsuccessful student in Canton, returned to his room and sought his couch of dried rushes. All his efforts to have his distinguished appointment set aside had been without avail, and he had been ordered to reach Si-chow within a week. As he passed through the streets, elegant processions in honour of the winners met him at every corner, and drove him into the outskirts for the object of quietness. There he remained until the beating of paper drums and the sound of exulting voices could be heard no more; but even when he returned lanterns shone in many dwellings, for two hundred persons were composing verses, setting forth their renown and undoubted accomplishments, ready to affix to their doors and send to friends on the next day. Not giving any portion of his mind to this desirable act of behaviour, Ling flung himself upon the floor, and, finding sleep unattainable, plunged himself into profound meditation of a very uninviting order. “Without doubt,” he exclaimed, “evil can only arise from evil, and as this person has always endeavoured to lead a life in which his devotions have been equally divided between the sacred Emperor, his illustrious parents, and his venerable ancestors, the fault cannot lie with him. Of the excellence of his parents he has full knowledge; regarding the Emperor, it might not be safe to conjecture. It is therefore probable that some of his ancestors were persons of abandoned manner and inelegant habits, to worship whom results in evil rather than good. Otherwise, how could it be that one whose chief delight lies in the passive contemplation of the Four Books and the Five Classics, should be selected by destiny to fill a position calling for great personal courage and an aggressive nature? Assuredly it can only end in a mean and insignificant death, perhaps not even followed by burial.”

In this manner of thought he fell asleep, and after certain very base and impressive dreams, from which good omens were altogether absent, he awoke, and rose to begin his preparations for leaving the city. After two days spent chiefly in obtaining certain safeguards against treachery and the bullets of foemen, purchasing opium and other gifts with which to propitiate the soldiers under his charge, and in consulting well-disposed witches and readers of the future, he set out, and by travelling in extreme discomfort, reached Si-chow within five days. During his journey he learned that the entire Province was engaged in secret rebellion, several towns, indeed, having declared against the Imperial army without reserve. Those persons to whom Ling spoke described the rebels, with respectful admiration, as fierce and unnaturally skilful in all methods of fighting, revengeful and merciless towards their enemies, very numerous and above the ordinary height of human beings, and endowed with qualities which made their skin capable of turning aside every kind of weapon. Furthermore, he was assured that a large band of the most abandoned and best trained was at that moment in the immediate neighbourhood of Si-chow.

Ling was not destined long to remain in any doubt concerning the truth of these matters, for as he made his way through a dark cypress wood, a few li from the houses of Si-chow, the sounds of a confused outcry reached his ears, and on stepping aside to a hidden glade some distance from the path, he beheld a young and elegant maiden of incomparable beauty being carried away by two persons of most repulsive and undignified appearance, whose dress and manner clearly betrayed them to be rebels of the lowest and worst-paid type. At this sight Ling became possessed of feelings of a savage yet agreeable order, which until that time he had not conjectured to have any place within his mind, and without even pausing to consider whether the planets were in favourable positions for the enterprise to be undertaken at that time, he drew his sword, and ran forward with loud cries. Unsettled in their intentions at this unexpected action, the two persons turned and advanced upon Ling with whirling daggers, discussing among themselves whether it would be better to kill him at the first blow or to take him alive, and, when the day had become sufficiently cool for the full enjoyment of the spectacle, submit him to various objectionable tortures of so degraded a nature that they were rarely used in the army of the Emperor except upon the persons of barbarians. Observing that the maiden was not bound, Ling cried out to her to escape and seek protection within the town, adding, with a magnanimous absence of vanity:

“Should this person chance to fall, the repose which the presence of so lovely and graceful a being would undoubtedly bring to his departing spirit would be out-balanced by the unendurable thought that his commonplace efforts had not been sufficient to save her from the two evilly-disposed individuals who are, as he perceives, at this moment, neglecting no means within their power to accomplish his destruction.” Accepting the discernment of these words, the maiden fled, first bestowing a look upon Ling which clearly indicated an honourable regard for himself, a high-minded desire that the affair might end profitably on his account, and an amiable hope that they should meet again, when these subjects could be expressed more clearly between them.

In the meantime Ling had become at a disadvantage, for the time occupied in speaking and in making the necessary number of bows in reply to her entrancing glance had given the other persons an opportunity of arranging their charms and sacred written sentences to greater advantage, and of occupying the most favourable ground for the encounter. Nevertheless, so great was the force of the new emotion which had entered into Ling’s nature that, without waiting to consider the dangers or the best method of attack, he rushed upon them, waving his sword with such force that he appeared as though surrounded by a circle of very brilliant fire. In this way he reached the rebels, who both fell unexpectedly at one blow, they, indeed, being under the impression that the encounter had not commenced in reality, and that Ling was merely menacing them in order to inspire their minds with terror and raise his own spirits. However much he regretted this act of the incident which he had been compelled to take, Ling could not avoid being filled with intellectual joy at finding that his own charms and omens were more distinguished than those possessed by the rebels, none of whom, as he now plainly understood, he need fear.

Examining these things within his mind, and reflecting on the events of the past few days, by which he had been thrown into a class of circumstances greatly differing from anything which he had ever sought, Ling continued his journey, and soon found himself before the southern gate of Si-chow. Entering the town, he at once formed the resolution of going before the Mandarin for Warlike Deeds and Arrangements, so that he might present, without delay, the papers and seals which he had brought with him from Canton.

“The noble Mandarin Li Keen?” replied the first person to whom Ling addressed himself. “It would indeed be a difficult and hazardous conjecture to make concerning his sacred person. By chance he is in the strongest and best-concealed cellar in Si-chow, unless the sumptuous attractions of the deepest dry well have induced him to make a short journey”; and, with a look of great unfriendliness at Ling’s dress and weapons, this person passed on.

“Doubtless he is fighting single-handed against the armed men by whom the place is surrounded,” said another; “or perhaps he is constructing an underground road from the Yamen to Peking, so that we may all escape when the town is taken. All that can be said with certainty is that the Heaven-sent and valorous Mandarin has not been seen outside the walls of his well-fortified residence since the trouble arose; but, as you carry a sword of conspicuous excellence, you will doubtless be welcome.”

Upon making a third attempt Ling was more successful, for he inquired of an aged woman, who had neither a reputation for keen and polished sentences to maintain, nor any interest in the acts of the Mandarin or of the rebels. From her he learned how to reach the Yamen, and accordingly turned his footsteps in that direction. When at length he arrived at the gate, Ling desired his tablets to be carried to the Mandarin with many expressions of an impressive and engaging nature, nor did he neglect to reward the porter. It was therefore with the expression of a misunderstanding mind that he received a reply setting forth that Li Keen was unable to receive him. In great doubt he prevailed upon the porter, by means of a still larger reward, again to carry in his message, and on this occasion an answer in this detail was placed before him.

“Li Keen,” he was informed, “is indeed awaiting the arrival of one Ling, a noble and valiant Commander of Bowmen. He is given to understand, it is true, that a certain person claiming the same honoured name is standing in somewhat undignified attitudes at the gate, but he is unable in any way to make these two individuals meet within his intellect. He would further remind all persons that the refined observances laid down by the wise and exalted Board of Rites and Ceremonies have a marked and irreproachable significance when the country is in a state of disorder, the town surrounded by rebels, and every breathing-space of time of more than ordinary value.”

Overpowered with becoming shame at having been connected with so unseemly a breach of civility, for which his great haste had in reality been accountable, Ling hastened back into the town, and spent many hours endeavouring to obtain a chair of the requisite colour in which to visit the Mandarin. In this he was unsuccessful, until it was at length suggested to him that an ordinary chair, such as stood for hire in the streets of Si-chow, would be acceptable if covered with blue paper. Still in some doubt as to what the nature of his reception would be, Ling had no choice but to take this course, and accordingly he again reached the Yamen in such a manner, carried by two persons whom he had obtained for the purpose. While yet hardly at the residence a salute was suddenly fired; all the gates and doors were, without delay, thrown open with embarrassing and hospitable profusion, and the Mandarin himself passed out, and would have assisted Ling to step down from his chair had not that person, clearly perceiving that such a course would be too great an honour, evaded him by an unobtrusive display of versatile dexterity. So numerous and profound were the graceful remarks which each made concerning the habits and accomplishments of the other that more than the space of an hour was passed in traversing the small enclosed ground which led up to the principal door of the Yamen. There an almost greater time was agreeably spent, both Ling and the Mandarin having determined that the other should enter first. Undoubtedly Ling, who was the more powerful of the two, would have conferred this courteous distinction upon Li Keen had not that person summoned to his side certain attendants who succeeded in frustrating Ling in his high-minded intentions, and in forcing him through the doorway in spite of his conscientious protests against the unsurmountable obligation under which the circumstance placed him.

Conversing in this intellectual and dignified manner, the strokes of the gong passed unheeded; tea had been brought into their presence many times, and night had fallen before the Mandarin allowed Ling to refer to the matter which had brought him to the place, and to present his written papers and seals.

“It is a valuable privilege to have so intelligent a person as the illustrious Ling occupying this position,” remarked the Mandarin, as he returned the papers; “and not less so on account of the one who preceded him proving himself to be a person of feeble attainments and an unendurable deficiency of resource.”

“To one with the all-knowing Li Keen’s mental acquisitions, such a person must indeed have become excessively offensive,” replied Ling delicately; “for, as it is truly said, ‘Although there exist many thousand subjects for elegant conversation, there are persons who cannot meet a cripple without talking about feet.’”

“He to whom I have referred was such a one,” said Li Keen, appreciating with an expression of countenance the fitness of Ling’s proverb. “He was totally inadequate to the requirements of his position; for he possessed no military knowledge, and was placed in command by those at Peking as a result of his taking a high place at one of the examinations. But more than this, although his three years of service were almost completed, I was quite unsuccessful in convincing him that an unseemly degradation probably awaited him unless he could furnish me with the means with which to propitiate the persons in authority at Peking. This he neglected to do with obstinate pertinacity, which compelled this person to inquire within himself whether one of so little discernment could be trusted with an important and arduous office. After much deliberation, this person came to the decision that the Commander in question was not a fit person, and he therefore reported him to the Imperial Board of Punishment at Peking as one subject to frequent and periodical eccentricities, and possessed of less than ordinary intellect. In consequence of this act of justice, the Commander was degraded to the rank of common bowman, and compelled to pay a heavy fine in addition.”

“It was a just and enlightened conclusion of the affair,” said Ling, in spite of a deep feeling of no enthusiasm, “and one which surprisingly bore out your own prophecy in the matter.”

“It was an inspired warning to persons who should chance to be in a like position at any time,” replied Li Keen. “So grasping and corrupt are those who control affairs in Peking that I have no doubt they would scarcely hesitate in debasing even one so immaculate as the exceptional Ling, and placing him in some laborious and ill-paid civil department should he not accede to their extortionate demands.”

This suggestion did not carry with it the unpleasurable emotions which the Mandarin anticipated it would. The fierce instincts which had been aroused within Ling by the incident in the cypress wood had died out, while his lamentable ignorance of military affairs was ever before his mind. These circumstances, together with his naturally gentle habits, made him regard such a degradation rather favourably than otherwise. He was meditating within himself whether he could arrange such a course without delay when the Mandarin continued:

“That, however, is a possibility which is remote to the extent of at least two or three years; do not, therefore, let so unpleasing a thought cast darkness upon your brows or remove the unparalleled splendour of so refined an occasion... Doubtless the accomplished Ling is a master of the art of chess-play, for many of our most thoughtful philosophers have declared war to be nothing but such a game; let this slow-witted and cumbersome person have an opportunity, therefore, of polishing his declining facilities by a pleasant and dignified encounter.”

V

On the next day, having completed his business at the Yamen, Ling left the town, and without desiring any ceremony quietly betook himself to his new residence within the camp, which was situated among the millet fields some distance from Si-chow. As soon as his presence became known all those who occupied positions of command, and whose years of service would shortly come to an end, hastened to present themselves before him, bringing with them offerings according to the rank they held, they themselves requiring a similar service from those beneath them. First among these, and next in command to Ling himself, was the Chief of Bowmen, a person whom Ling observed with extreme satisfaction to be very powerful in body and possessing a strong and dignified countenance which showed unquestionable resolution and shone with a tiger-like tenaciousness of purpose.

“Undoubtedly,” thought Ling, as he observed this noble and prepossessing person, “here is one who will be able to assist me in whatever perplexities may arise. Never was there an individual who seemed more worthy to command and lead; assuredly to him the most intricate and prolonged military positions will be an enjoyment; the most crafty stratagems of the enemy as the full moon rising from behind a screen of rushes. Without making any pretence of knowledge, this person will explain the facts of the case to him and place himself without limit in his hands.”

For this purpose he therefore detained the Chief of Bowmen when the others departed, and complimented him, with many expressive phrases, on the excellence of his appearance, as the thought occurred to him that by this means, without disclosing the full measure of his ignorance, the person in question might be encouraged to speak unrestrainedly of the nature of his exploits, and perchance thereby explain the use of the appliances employed and the meaning of the various words of order, in all of which details the Commander was as yet most disagreeably imperfect. In this, however, he was disappointed, for the Chief of Bowmen, greatly to Ling’s surprise, received all his polished sentences with somewhat foolish smiles of great self-satisfaction, merely replying from time to time as he displayed his pigtail to greater advantage or rearranged his gold-embroidered cloak:

“This person must really pray you to desist; the honour is indeed too great.”

Disappointed in his hope, and not desiring after this circumstance to expose his shortcomings to one who was obviously not of a highly-refined understanding, no matter how great his valour in war or his knowledge of military affairs might be, Ling endeavoured to lead him to converse of the bowmen under his charge. In this matter he was more successful, for the Chief spoke at great length and with evilly-inspired contempt of their inelegance, their undiscriminating and excessive appetites, and the frequent use which they made of low words and gestures. Desiring to become acquainted rather with their methods of warfare than with their domestic details, Ling inquired of him what formation they relied upon when receiving the foemen.

“It is a matter which has not engaged the attention of this one,” replied the Chief, with an excessive absence of interest. “There are so many affairs of intelligent dignity which cannot be put aside, and which occupy one from beginning to end. As an example, this person may describe how the accomplished Li-Lu, generally depicted as the Blue-eyed Dove of Virtuous and Serpent-like Attitudes, has been scattering glory upon the Si-chow Hall of Celestial Harmony for many days past. It is an enlightened display which the high-souled Ling should certainly endeavour to dignify with his presence, especially at the portion where the amiable Li-Lu becomes revealed in the appearance of a Peking sedan-chair bearer and describes the manner and likenesses of certain persons — chiefly high-priests of Buddha, excessively round-bodied merchants who feign to be detained within Peking on affairs of commerce, maidens who attend at the tables of tea-houses, and those of both sexes who are within the city for the first time to behold its temples and open spaces — who are conveyed from place to place in the chair.”

“And the bowmen?” suggested Ling, with difficulty restraining an undignified emotion.

“Really, the elegant Ling will discover them to be persons of deficient manners, and quite unworthy of occupying his well-bred conversation,” replied the Chief. “As regards their methods — if the renowned Ling insists — they fight by means of their bows, with which they discharge arrows at the foemen, they themselves hiding behind trees and rocks. Should the enemy be undisconcerted by the cloud of arrows, and advance, the bowmen are instructed to make a last endeavour to frighten them back by uttering loud shouts and feigning the voices of savage beasts of the forest and deadly snakes.”

“And beyond that?” inquired Ling.

“Beyond that there are no instructions,” replied the Chief. “The bowmen would then naturally take to flight, or, if such a course became impossible, run to meet the enemy, protesting that they were convinced of the justice of their cause, and were determined to fight on their side in the future.”

“Would it not be of advantage to arm them with cutting weapons also?” inquired Ling; “so that when all their arrows were discharged they would still be able to take part in the fight, and not be lost to us?”

“They would not be lost to us, of course,” replied the Chief, “as we would still be with them. But such a course as the one you suggest could not fail to end in dismay. Being as well armed as ourselves, they would then turn upon us, and, having destroyed us, proceed to establish leaders of their own.”

As Ling and the Chief of Bowmen conversed in this enlightened manner, there arose a great outcry from among the tents, and presently there entered to them a spy who had discovered a strong force of the enemy not more than ten or twelve li away, who showed every indication of marching shortly in the direction of Si-chow. In numbers alone, he continued, they were greatly superior to the bowmen, and all were well armed. The spreading of this news threw the entire camp into great confusion, many protesting that the day was not a favourable one on which to fight, others crying that it was their duty to fall back on Si-chow and protect the women and children. In the midst of this tumult the Chief of Bowmen returned to Ling, bearing in his hand a written paper which he regarded in uncontrollable anguish.

“Oh, illustrious Ling,” he cried, restraining his grief with difficulty, and leaning for support upon the shoulders of two bowmen, “how prosperous indeed are you! What greater misfortune can engulf a person who is both an ambitious soldier and an affectionate son, than to lose such a chance of glory and promotion as only occurs once within the lifetime, and an affectionate and venerable father upon the same day? Behold this mandate to attend, without a moment’s delay, at the funeral obsequies of one whom I left, only last week, in the fullness of health and power. The occasion being an unsuitable one, I will not call upon the courteous Ling to join me in sorrow; but his own devout filial piety is so well known that I can conscientiously rely upon an application for absence to be only a matter of official ceremony.”

“The application will certainly be regarded as merely official ceremony,” replied Ling, without resorting to any delicate pretence of meaning, “and the refined scruples of the person who is addressing me will be fully met by the official date of his venerated father’s death being fixed for a more convenient season. In the meantime, the unobtrusive Chief of Bowmen may take the opportunity of requesting that the family tomb be kept unsealed until he is heard from again.”

Ling turned away, as he finished this remark, with a dignified feeling of not inelegant resentment. In this way he chanced to observe a large body of soldiers which was leaving the camp accompanied by their lesser captains, all crowned with garlands of flowers and creeping plants. In spite of his very inadequate attainments regarding words of order, the Commander made it understood by means of an exceedingly short sentence that he was desirous of the men returning without delay.

“Doubtless the accomplished Commander, being but newly arrived in this neighbourhood, is unacquainted with the significance of this display,” said one of the lesser captains pleasantly. “Know then, O wise and custom-respecting Ling, that on a similar day many years ago this valiant band of bowmen was engaged in a very honourable affair with certain of the enemy. Since then it has been the practice to commemorate the matter with music and other forms of delight within the large square at Si-chow.”

“Such customs are excellent,” said Ling affably. “On this occasion, however, the public square will be so insufferably thronged with the number of timorous and credulous villagers who have pressed into the town that insufficient justice would be paid to your entrancing display. In consequence of this, we will select for the purpose some convenient spot in the neighbourhood. The proceedings will be commenced by a display of arrow-shooting at moving objects, followed by racing and dancing, in which this person will lead. I have spoken.”

At these words many of the more courageous among the bowmen became destructively inspired, and raised shouts of defiance against the enemy, enumerating at great length the indignities which they would heap upon their prisoners. Cries of distinction were also given on behalf of Ling, even the more terrified exclaiming:

“The noble Commander Ling will lead us! He has promised, and assuredly he will not depart from his word. Shielded by his broad and sacred body, from which the bullets glance aside harmlessly, we will advance upon the enemy in the stealthy manner affected by ducks when crossing the swamp. How altogether superior a person our Commander is when likened unto the leaders of the foemen — they who go into battle completely surrounded by their archers!”

Upon this, perceiving the clear direction in which matters were turning, the Chief of Bowmen again approached Ling.

“Doubtless the highly-favoured person whom I am now addressing has been endowed with exceptional authority direct from Peking,” he remarked with insidious politeness. “Otherwise this narrow-minded individual would suggest that such a decision does not come within the judgment of a Commander.”

In his ignorance of military matters it had not entered the mind of Ling that his authority did not give him the power to commence an attack without consulting other and more distinguished persons. At the suggestion, which he accepted as being composed of truth, he paused, the enlightened zeal with which he had been inspired dying out as he plainly understood the difficulties by which he was enclosed. There seemed a single expedient path for him in the matter; so, directing a person of exceptional trustworthiness to prepare himself for a journey, he inscribed a communication to the Mandarin Li Keen, in which he narrated the facts and asked for speedy directions, and then despatched it with great urgency to Si-chow.

VI

When these matters were arranged, Ling returned to his tent, a victim to feelings of a deep and confused doubt, for all courses seemed to be surrounded by extreme danger, with the strong possibility of final disaster. While he was considering these things attentively, the spy who had brought word of the presence of the enemy again sought him. As he entered, Ling perceived that his face was the colour of a bleached linen garment, while there came with him the odour of sickness.

“There are certain matters which this person has not made known,” he said, having first expressed a request that he might not be compelled to stand while he conversed. “The bowmen are as an inferior kind of jackal, and they who lead them are pigs, but this person has observed that the Heaven-sent Commander has internal organs like steel hardened in a white fire and polished by running water. For this reason he will narrate to him the things he has seen — things at which the lesser ones would undoubtedly perish in terror without offering to strike a blow.”

“Speak,” said Ling, “without fear and without concealment.”

“In numbers the rebels are as three to one with the bowmen, and are, in addition, armed with matchlocks and other weapons; this much I have already told,” said the spy. “Yesterday they entered the village of Ki without resistance, as the dwellers there were all peaceable persons, who gain a living from the fields, and who neither understood nor troubled about the matters between the rebels and the army. Relying on the promises made by the rebel chiefs, the villagers even welcomed them, as they had been assured that they came as buyers of their corn and rice. To-day not a house stands in the street of Ki, not a person lives. The men they slew quickly, or held for torture, as they desired at the moment; the boys they hung from the trees as marks for their arrows. Of the women and children this person, who has since been subject to several attacks of fainting and vomiting, desires not to speak. The wells of Ki are filled with the bodies of such as had the good fortune to be warned in time to slay themselves. The cattle drag themselves from place to place on their forefeet; the fish in the Heng-Kiang are dying, for they cannot live on water thickened into blood. All these things this person has seen.”

When he had finished speaking, Ling remained in deep and funereal thought for some time. In spite of his mild nature, the words which he had heard filled him with an inextinguishable desire to slay in hand-to-hand fighting. He regretted that he had placed the decision of the matter before Li Keen.

“If only this person had a mere handful of brave and expert warriors, he would not hesitate to fall upon those savage and barbarous characters, and either destroy them to the last one, or let his band suffer a like fate,” he murmured to himself.

The return of the messenger found him engaged in reviewing the bowmen, and still in this mood, so that it was with a commendable feeling of satisfaction, no less than virtuous contempt, that he learned of the Mandarin’s journey to Peking as soon as he understood that the rebels were certainly in the neighbourhood.

“The wise and ornamental Li Keen is undoubtedly consistent in all matters,” said Ling, with some refined bitterness. “The only information regarding his duties to which this person obtained from him chanced to be a likening of war to skilful chess-play, and to this end the accomplished person in question has merely availed himself of a common expedient which places him at the remote side of the divine Emperor. Yet this act is not unwelcome, for the responsibility of deciding what course is to be adopted now clearly rests with this person. He is, as those who are standing by may perceive, of under the usual height, and of no particular mental or bodily attainments. But he has eaten the rice of the Emperor, and wears the Imperial sign embroidered upon his arm. Before him are encamped the enemies of his master and of his land, and in no way will he turn his back upon them. Against brave and skilful men, such as those whom this person commands, rebels of a low and degraded order are powerless, and are, moreover, openly forbidden to succeed by the Forty-second Mandate in the Sacred Book of Arguments. Should it have happened that into this assembly any person of a perfidious or uncourageous nature has gained entrance by guile, and has not been detected and driven forth by his outraged companions (as would certainly occur if such a person were discovered), I, Ling, Commander of Bowmen, make an especial and well-considered request that he shall be struck by a molten thunderbolt if he turns to flight or holds thoughts of treachery.”

Having thus addressed and encouraged the soldiers, Ling instructed them that each one should cut and fashion for himself a graceful but weighty club from among the branches of the trees around, and then return to the tents for the purpose of receiving food and rice spirit.

When noon was passed, allowing such time as would enable him to reach the camp of the enemy an hour before darkness, Ling arranged the bowmen in companies of convenient numbers, and commenced the march, sending forward spies, who were to work silently and bring back tidings from every point. In this way he penetrated to within a single li of the ruins of Ki, being informed by the spies that no outposts of the enemy were between him and that place. Here the first rest was made to enable the more accurate and bold spies to reach them with trustworthy information regarding the position and movements of the camp. With little delay there returned the one who had brought the earliest tidings, bruised and torn with his successful haste through the forest, but wearing a complacent and well-satisfied expression of countenance. Without hesitation or waiting to demand money before he would reveal his knowledge, he at once disclosed that the greater part of the enemy were rejoicing among the ruins of Ki, they having discovered there a quantity of opium and a variety of liquids, while only a small guard remained in the camp with their weapons ready. At these words Ling sprang from the ground in gladness, so great was his certainty of destroying the invaders utterly. It was, however, with less pleasurable emotions that he considered how he should effect the matter, for it was in no way advisable to divide his numbers into two bands. Without any feeling of unendurable conceit, he understood that no one but himself could hold the bowmen before an assault, however weak. In a similar manner, he determined that it would be more advisable to attack those in the village first. These he might have reasonable hopes of cutting down without warning the camp, or, in any event, before those from the camp arrived. To assail the camp first would assuredly, by the firing, draw upon them those from the village, and in whatever evil state these might arrive, they would, by their numbers, terrify the bowmen, who without doubt would have suffered some loss from the matchlocks.

Waiting for the last light of day, Ling led on the men again, and sending forward some of the most reliable, surrounded the place of the village silently and without detection. In the open space, among broken casks and other inconsiderable matters, plainly shown by the large fires at which burned the last remains of the houses of Ki, many men moved or lay, some already dull or in heavy sleep. As the darkness dropped suddenly, the signal of a peacock’s shriek, three times uttered, rang forth, and immediately a cloud of arrows, directed from all sides, poured in among those who feasted. Seeing their foemen defenceless before them, the archers neglected the orders they had received, and throwing away their bows they rushed in with uplifted clubs, uttering loud shouts of triumph. The next moment a shot was fired in the wood, drums beat, and in an unbelievably short space of time a small but well-armed band of the enemy was among them. Now that all need of caution was at an end, Ling rushed forward with raised sword, calling to his men that victory was certainly theirs, and dealing discriminating and inspiriting blows whenever he met a foeman. Three times he formed the bowmen into a figure emblematic of triumph, and led them against the line of matchlocks. Twice they fell back, leaving mingled dead under the feet of the enemy. The third time they stood firm, and Ling threw himself against the waving rank in a noble and inspired endeavour to lead the way through. At that moment, when a very distinguished victory seemed within his hand, his elegant and well-constructed sword broke upon an iron shield, leaving him defenceless and surrounded by the enemy.

“Chief among the sublime virtues enjoined by the divine Confucius,” began Ling, folding his arms and speaking in an unmoved voice, “is an intelligent submission—” but at that word he fell beneath a rain of heavy and unquestionably well-aimed blows.

VII

Between Si-chow and the village of Ki, in a house completely hidden from travellers by the tall and black trees which surrounded it, lived an aged and very wise person whose ways and manner of living had become so distasteful to his neighbours that they at length agreed to regard him as a powerful and ill-disposed magician. In this way it became a custom that all very unseemly deeds committed by those who, in the ordinary course, would not be guilty of such behaviour, should be attributed to his influence, so that justice might be effected without persons of assured respectability being put to any inconvenience. Apart from the feeling which resulted from this just decision, the uncongenial person in question had become exceedingly unpopular on account of certain definite actions of his own, as that of causing the greater part of Si-chow to be burned down by secretly breathing upon the seven sacred water-jugs to which the town owed its prosperity and freedom from fire. Furthermore, although possessed of many taels, and able to afford such food as is to be found upon the tables of Mandarins, he selected from choice dishes of an objectionable nature; he had been observed to eat eggs of unbecoming freshness, and the Si-chow Official Printed Leaf made it public that he had, on an excessively hot occasion, openly partaken of cow’s milk. It is not a matter for wonder, therefore, that when unnaturally loud thunder was heard in the neighbourhood of Si-chow the more ignorant and credulous persons refused to continue in any description of work until certain ceremonies connected with rice spirit, and the adherence to a reclining position for some hours, had been conscientiously observed as a protection against evil.

Not even the most venerable person in Si-chow could remember the time when the magician had not lived there, and as there existed no written record narrating the incident, it was with well-founded probability that he was said to be incapable of death. Contrary to the most general practice, although quite unmarried, he had adopted no son to found a line which would worship his memory in future years, but had instead brought up and caused to be educated in the most difficult varieties of embroidery a young girl, to whom he referred, for want of a more suitable description, as the daughter of his sister, although he would admit without hesitation, when closely questioned, that he had never possessed a sister, at the same time, however, alluding with some pride to many illustrious brothers, who had all obtained distinction in various employments.

Few persons of any high position penetrated into the house of the magician, and most of these retired with inelegant haste on perceiving that no domestic altar embellished the great hall. Indeed, not to make concealment of the fact, the magician was a person who had entirely neglected the higher virtues in an avaricious pursuit of wealth. In that way all his time and a very large number of taels had been expended, testing results by means of the four elements, and putting together things which had been inadequately arrived at by others. It was confidently asserted in Si-chow that he possessed every manner of printed leaf which had been composed in whatsoever language, and all the most precious charms, including many snake-skins of more than ordinary rarity, and the fang of a black wolf which had been stung by seven scorpions.

On the death of his father the magician had become possessed of great wealth, yet he contributed little to the funeral obsequies nor did any suggestion of a durable and expensive nature conveying his enlightened name and virtues down to future times cause his face to become gladdened. In order to preserve greater secrecy about the enchantments which he certainly performed, he employed only two persons within the house, one of whom was blind and the other deaf. In this ingenious manner he hoped to receive attention and yet be unobserved, the blind one being unable to see the nature of the incantations which he undertook, and the deaf one being unable to hear the words. In this, however, he was unsuccessful, as the two persons always contrived to be present together, and to explain to one another the nature of the various matters afterwards; but as they were of somewhat deficient understanding, the circumstance was unimportant.

It was with more uneasiness that the magician perceived one day that the maiden whom he had adopted was no longer a child. As he desired secrecy above all things until he should have completed the one important matter for which he had laboured all his life, he decided with extreme unwillingness to put into operation a powerful charm towards her, which would have the effect of diminishing all her attributes until such time as he might release her again. Owing to his reluctance in the matter, however, the magic did not act fully, but only in such a way that her feet became naturally and without binding the most perfect and beautiful in the entire province of Hu Nan, so that ever afterwards she was called Pan Fei Mian, in delicate reference to that Empress whose feet were so symmetrical that a golden lily sprang up wherever she trod. Afterwards the magician made no further essay in the matter, chiefly because he was ever convinced that the accomplishment of his desire was within his grasp.

The rumours of armed men in the neighbourhood of Si-chow threw the magician into an unendurable condition of despair. To lose all, as would most assuredly happen if he had to leave his arranged rooms and secret preparations and take to flight, was the more bitter because he felt surer than ever that success was even standing by his side. The very subtle liquid, which would mix itself into the component parts of the living creature which drank it, and by an insidious and harmless process so work that, when the spirit departed, the flesh would become resolved into a figure of pure and solid gold of the finest quality, had engaged the refined minds of many of the most expert individuals of remote ages. With most of these inspired persons, however, the search had been undertaken in pure-minded benevolence, their chief aim being an honourable desire to discover a method by which one’s ancestors might be permanently and effectively preserved in a fit and becoming manner to receive the worship and veneration of posterity. Yet, in spite of these amiable motives, and of the fact that the magician merely desired the possession of the secret to enable him to become excessively wealthy, the affair had been so arranged that it should come into his possession.

The matter which concerned Mian in the dark wood, when she was only saved by the appearance of the person who is already known as Ling, entirely removed all pleasurable emotions from the magician’s mind, and on many occasions he stated in a definite and systematic manner that he would shortly end an ignoble career which seemed to be destined only to gloom and disappointment. In this way an important misunderstanding arose, for when, two days later, during the sound of matchlock firing, the magician suddenly approached the presence of Mian with an uncontrollable haste and an entire absence of dignified demeanour, and fell dead at her feet without expressing himself on any subject whatever, she deliberately judged that in this manner he had carried his remark into effect, nor did the closed vessel of yellow liquid which he held in his hand seem to lead away from this decision. In reality, the magician had fallen owing to the heavy and conflicting emotions which success had engendered in an intellect already greatly weakened by his continual disregard of the higher virtues; for the bottle, indeed, contained the perfection of his entire life’s study, the very expensive and three-times purified gold liquid.

On perceiving the magician’s condition, Mian at once called for the two attendants, and directed them to bring from an inner chamber all the most effective curing substances, whether in the form of powder or liquid. When these proved useless, no matter in what way they were applied, it became evident that there could be very little hope of restoring the magician, yet so courageous and grateful for the benefits which she had received from the person in question was Mian, that, in spite of the uninviting dangers of the enterprise, she determined to journey to Ki to invoke the assistance of a certain person who was known to be very successful in casting out malicious demons from the bodies of animals, and from casks and barrels, in which they frequently took refuge, to the great detriment of the quality of the liquid placed therein.

Not without many hidden fears, Mian set out on her journey, greatly desiring not to be subjected to an encounter of a nature similar to the one already recorded; for in such a case she could hardly again hope for the inspired arrival of the one whom she now often thought of in secret as the well-formed and symmetrical young sword-user. Nevertheless, an event of equal significance was destined to prove the wisdom of the well-known remark concerning thoughts which are occupying one’s intellect and the unexpected appearance of a very formidable evil spirit; for as she passed along, quickly yet with so dignified a motion that the moss received no impression beneath her footsteps, she became aware of a circumstance which caused her to stop by imparting to her mind two definite and greatly dissimilar emotions.

In a grassy and open space, on the verge of which she stood, lay the dead bodies of seventeen rebels, all disposed in very degraded attitudes, which contrasted strongly with the easy and becoming position adopted by the eighteenth — one who bore the unmistakable emblems of the Imperial army. In this brave and noble-looking personage Mian at once saw her preserver, and not doubting that an inopportune and treacherous death had overtaken him, she ran forward and raised him in her arms, being well assured that however indiscreet such an action might appear in the case of an ordinary person, the most select maiden need not hesitate to perform so honourable a service in regard to one whose virtues had by that time undoubtedly placed him among the Three Thousand Pure Ones. Being disturbed in this providential manner, Ling opened his eyes, and faintly murmuring, “Oh, sainted and adorable Koon Yam, Goddess of Charity, intercede for me with Buddha!” he again lost possession of himself in the Middle Air. At this remark, which plainly proved Ling to be still alive, in spite of the fact that both the maiden and the person himself had thoughts to the contrary, Mian found herself surrounded by a variety of embarrassing circumstances, among which occurred a remembrance of the dead magician and the wise person at Ki whom she had set out to summon; but on considering the various natural and sublime laws which bore directly on the alternative before her, she discovered that her plain destiny was to endeavour to restore the breath in the person who was still alive rather than engage on the very unsatisfactory chance of attempting to call it back to the body from which it had so long been absent.

Having been inspired to this conclusion — which, when she later examined her mind, she found not to be repulsive to her own inner feelings — Mian returned to the house with dexterous speed, and calling together the two attendants, she endeavoured by means of signs and drawings to explain to them what she desired to accomplish. Succeeding in this after some delay (for the persons in question, being very illiterate and narrow-minded, were unable at first to understand the existence of any recumbent male person other than the dead magician, whom they thereupon commenced to bury in the garden with expressions of great satisfaction at their own intelligence in comprehending Mian’s meaning so readily) they all journeyed to the wood, and bearing Ling between them, they carried him to the house without further adventure.

VIII

It was in the month of Hot Dragon Breaths, many weeks after the fight in the woods of Ki, that Ling again opened his eyes to find himself in an unknown chamber, and to recognize in the one who visited him from time to time the incomparable maiden whose life he had saved in the cypress glade. Not a day had passed in the meanwhile on which Mian had neglected to offer sacrifices to Chang-Chung, the deity interested in drugs and healing substances, nor had she wavered in her firm resolve to bring Ling back to an ordinary existence even when the attendants had protested that the person in question might without impropriety be sent to the Restoring Establishment of the Last Chance, so little did his hope of recovering rest upon the efforts of living beings.

After he had beheld Mian’s face and understood the circumstances of his escape and recovery, Ling quickly shook off the evil vapours which had held him down so long, and presently he was able to walk slowly in the courtyard and in the shady paths of the wood beyond, leaning upon Mian for the support he still required.

“Oh, graceful one,” he said on such an occasion, when little stood between him and the full powers which he had known before the battle, “there is a matter which has been pressing upon this person’s mind for some time past. It is as dark after light to let the thoughts dwell around it, yet the thing itself must inevitably soon be regarded, for in this life one’s actions are for ever regulated by conditions which are neither of one’s own seeking nor within one’s power of controlling.”

At these words all brightness left Mian’s manner, for she at once understood that Ling referred to his departure, of which she herself had lately come to think with unrestrained agitation.

“Oh, Ling,” she exclaimed at length, “most expert of sword-users and most noble of men, surely never was a maiden more inelegantly placed than the one who is now by your side. To you she owes her life, yet it is unseemly for her even to speak of the incident; to you she must look for protection, yet she cannot ask you to stay by her side. She is indeed alone. The magician is dead, Ki has fallen, Ling is going, and Mian is undoubtedly the most unhappy and solitary person between the Wall and the Nan Hai.”

“Beloved Mian,” exclaimed Ling, with inspiring vehemence, “and is not the utterly unworthy person before you indebted to you in a double measure that life is still within him? Is not the strength which now promotes him to such exceptional audacity as to aspire to your lovely hand, of your own creating? Only encourage Ling to entertain a well-founded hope that on his return he shall not find you partaking of the wedding feast of some wealthy and exceptionally round-bodied Mandarin, and this person will accomplish the journey to Canton and back as it were in four strides.”

“Oh, Ling, reflexion of my ideal, holder of my soul, it would indeed be very disagreeable to my own feelings to make any reply save one,” replied Mian, scarcely above a breath-voice. “Gratitude alone would direct me, were it not that the great love which fills me leaves no resting-place for any other emotion than itself. Go if you must, but return quickly, for your absence will weigh upon Mian like a dragon-dream.”

“Violet light of my eyes,” exclaimed Ling, “even in surroundings which with the exception of the matter before us are uninspiring in the extreme, your virtuous and retiring encouragement yet raises me to such a commanding eminence of demonstrative happiness that I fear I shall become intolerably self-opinionated towards my fellow-men in consequence.”

“Such a thing is impossible with my Ling,” said Mian, with conviction. “But must you indeed journey to Canton?”

“Alas!” replied Ling, “gladly would this person decide against such a course did the matter rest with him, for as the Verses say, ‘It is needless to apply the ram’s head to the unlocked door.’ But Ki is demolished, the unassuming Mandarin Li Keen has retired to Peking, and of the fortunes of his bowmen this person is entirely ignorant.”

“Such as survived returned to their homes,” replied Mian, “and Si-chow is safe, for the scattered and broken rebels fled to the mountains again; so much this person has learned.”

“In that case Si-chow is undoubtedly safe for the time, and can be left with prudence,” said Ling. “It is an unfortunate circumstance that there is no Mandarin of authority between here and Canton who can receive from this person a statement of past facts and give him instructions for the future.”

“And what will be the nature of such instructions as will be given at Canton?” demanded Mian.

“By chance they may take the form of raising another company of bowmen,” said Ling, with a sigh, “but, indeed, if this person can obtain any weight by means of his past service, they will tend towards a pleasant and unambitious civil appointment.”

“Oh, my artless and noble-minded lover!” exclaimed Mian, “assuredly a veil has been before your eyes during your residence in Canton, and your naturally benevolent mind has turned all things into good, or you would not thus hopefully refer to your brilliant exploits in the past. Of what commercial benefit have they been to the sordid and miserly persons in authority, or in what way have they diverted a stream of taels into their insatiable pockets? Far greater is the chance that had Si-chow fallen many of its household goods would have found their way into the Yamens of Canton. Assuredly in Li Keen you will have a friend who will make many delicate allusions to your ancestors when you meet, and yet one who will float many barbed whispers to follow you when you have passed; for you have planted shame before him in the eyes of those who would otherwise neither have eyes to see nor tongues to discuss the matter. It is for such a reason that this person distrusts all things connected with the journey, except your constancy, oh, my true and strong one.”

“Such faithfulness would alone be sufficient to assure my safe return if the matter were properly represented to the supreme Deities,” said Ling. “Let not the thin curtain of bitter water stand before your lustrous eyes any longer, then, the events which have followed one another in the past few days in a fashion that can only be likened to thunder following lightning are indeed sufficient to distress one with so refined and swan-like an organization, but they are now assuredly at an end.”

“It is a hope of daily recurrence to this person,” replied Mian, honourably endeavouring to restrain the emotion which openly exhibited itself in her eyes; “for what maiden would not rather make successful offerings to the Great Mother Kum-Fa than have the most imposing and verbose Triumphal Arch erected to commemorate an empty and unsatisfying constancy?”

In this amiable manner the matter was arranged between Ling and Mian, as they sat together in the magician’s garden drinking peach-tea, which the two attendants — not without discriminating and significant expressions between themselves — brought to them from time to time. Here Ling made clear the whole manner of his life from his earliest memory to the time when he fell in dignified combat, nor did Mian withhold anything, explaining in particular such charms and spells of the magician as she had knowledge of, and in this graceful manner materially assisting her lover in the many disagreeable encounters and conflicts which he was shortly to experience.

It was with even more objectionable feelings than before that Ling now contemplated his journey to Canton, involving as it did the separation from one who had become as the shadow of his existence, and by whose side he had an undoubted claim to stand. Yet the necessity of the undertaking was no less than before, and the full possession of all his natural powers took away his only excuse for delaying in the matter. Without any pleasurable anticipations, therefore, he consulted the Sacred Flat and Round Sticks, and learning that the following day would be propitious for the journey, he arranged to set out in accordance with the omen.

When the final moment arrived at which the invisible threads of constantly passing emotions from one to the other must be broken, and when Mian perceived that her lover’s horse was restrained at the door by the two attendants, who with unsuspected delicacy of feeling had taken this opportunity of withdrawing, the noble endurance which had hitherto upheld her melted away, and she became involved in very melancholy and obscure meditations until she observed that Ling also was quickly becoming affected by a similar gloom.

“Alas!” she exclaimed, “how unworthy a person I am thus to impose upon my lord a greater burden than that which already weighs him down! Rather ought this one to dwell upon the happiness of that day, when, after successfully evading or overthrowing the numerous bands of assassins which infest the road from here to Canton, and after escaping or recovering from the many deadly pestilences which invariably reduce that city at this season of the year, he shall triumphantly return. Assuredly there is a highly-polished surface united to every action in life, no matter how funereal it may at first appear. Indeed, there are many incidents compared with which death itself is welcome, and to this end Mian has reserved a farewell gift.”

Speaking in this manner the devoted and magnanimous maiden placed in Ling’s hands the transparent vessel of liquid which the magician had grasped when he fell. “This person,” she continued, speaking with difficulty, “places her lover’s welfare incomparably before her own happiness, and should he ever find himself in a situation which is unendurably oppressive, and from which death is the only escape — such as inevitable tortures, the infliction of violent madness, or the subjection by magic to the will of some designing woman — she begs him to accept this means of freeing himself without regarding her anguish beyond expressing a clearly defined last wish that the two persons in question may be in the end happily reunited in another existence.”

Assured by this last evidence of affection, Ling felt that he had no longer any reason for internal heaviness; his spirits were immeasurably raised by the fragrant incense of Mian’s great devotion, and under its influence he was even able to breathe towards her a few words of similar comfort as he left the spot and began his journey.

IX

On entering Canton, which he successfully accomplished without any unpleasant adventure, the marked absence of any dignified ostentation which had been accountable for many of Ling’s misfortunes in the past, impelled him again to reside in the same insignificant apartment that he had occupied when he first visited the city as an unknown and unimportant candidate. In consequence of this, when Ling was communicating to any person the signs by which messengers might find him, he was compelled to add, “the neighbourhood in which this contemptible person resides is that officially known as ‘the mean quarter favoured by the lower class of those who murder by treachery,’” and for this reason he was not always treated with the regard to which his attainments entitled him, or which he would have unquestionably received had he been able to describe himself as of “the partly-drained and uninfected area reserved to Mandarins and their friends.”

It was with an ignoble feeling of mental distress that Ling exhibited himself at the Chief Office of Warlike Deeds and Arrangements on the following day; for the many disadvantageous incidents of his past life had repeated themselves before his eyes while he slept, and the not unhopeful emotions which he had felt when in the inspiring presence of Mian were now altogether absent. In spite of the fact that he reached the office during the early gong strokes of the morning, it was not until the withdrawal of light that he reached any person who was in a position to speak with him on the matter, so numerous were the lesser ones through whose chambers he had to pass in the process. At length he found himself in the presence of an upper one who had the appearance of being acquainted with the circumstances, and who received him with dignity, though not with any embarrassing exhibition of respect or servility.

“‘The hero of the illustrious encounter beyond the walls of Si-chow,’” exclaimed that official, reading the words from the tablet of introduction which Ling had caused to be carried into him, and at the same time examining the person in question closely. “Indeed, no such one is known to those within this office, unless the words chance to point to the courteous and unassuming Mandarin Li Keen, who, however, is at this moment recovering his health at Peking, as set forth in the amiable and impartial report which we have lately received from him.”

At these words Ling plainly understood that there was little hope of the last events becoming profitable on his account.

“Did not the report to which allusion has been made bear reference to one Ling, Commander of the Archers, who thrice led on the fighting men, and who was finally successful in causing the rebels to disperse towards the mountains?” he asked, in a voice which somewhat trembled.

“There is certainly reference to one of the name you mention,” said the other; “but regarding the terms — perhaps this person would better protect his own estimable time by displaying the report within your sight.”

With these words the upper one struck a gong several times, and after receiving from an inner chamber the parchment in question, he placed it before Ling, at the same time directing a lesser one to interpose between it and the one who read it a large sheet of transparent substance, so that destruction might not come to it, no matter in what way its contents affected the reader. Thereon Ling perceived the following facts, very skilfully inscribed with the evident purpose of inducing persons to believe, without question, that words so elegantly traced must of necessity be truthful also.

 A Benevolent Example of the Intelligent Arrangement by which the most Worthy Persons outlive those who are Incapable.

 The circumstances connected with the office of the valuable and accomplished Mandarin of Warlike Deeds and Arrangements at Si-chow have, in recent times, been of anything but a prepossessing order. Owing to the very inadequate methods adopted by those who earn a livelihood by conveying necessities from the more enlightened portions of the Empire to that place, it so came about that for a period of five days the Yamen was entirely unsupplied with the fins of sharks or even with goats’ eyes. To add to the polished Mandarin’s distress of mind the barbarous and slow-witted rebels who infest those parts took this opportunity to destroy the town and most of its inhabitants, the matter coming about as follows:

 The feeble and commonplace person named Ling who commands the bowmen had but recently been elevated to that distinguished position from a menial and degraded occupation (for which, indeed, his stunted intellect more aptly fitted him); and being in consequence very greatly puffed out in self-gratification, he became an easy prey to the cunning of the rebels, and allowed himself to be beguiled into a trap, paying for this contemptible stupidity with his life. The town of Si-chow was then attacked, and being in this manner left defenceless through the weakness — or treachery — of the person Ling, who had contrived to encompass the entire destruction of his unyielding company, it fell after a determined and irreproachable resistance; the Mandarin Li Keen being told, as, covered with the blood of the foemen, he was dragged away from the thickest part of the unequal conflict by his followers, that he was the last person to leave the town. On his way to Peking with news of this valiant defence, the Mandarin was joined by the Chief of Bowmen, who had understood and avoided the very obvious snare into which the stagnant-minded Commander had led his followers, in spite of disinterested advice to the contrary. For this intelligent perception, and for general nobility of conduct when in battle, the versatile Chief of Bowmen is by this written paper strongly recommended to the dignity of receiving the small metal Embellishment of Valour.

 It has been suggested to the Mandarin Li Keen that the bestowal of the Crystal Button would only be a fit and graceful reward for his indefatigable efforts to uphold the dignity of the sublime Emperor; but to all such persons the Mandarin has sternly replied that such a proposal would more fitly originate from the renowned and valuable Office of Warlike Deeds and Arrangements, he well knowing that the wise and engaging persons who conduct that indispensable and well-regulated department are gracefully voracious in their efforts to reward merit, even when it is displayed, as in the case in question, by one who from his position will inevitably soon be urgently petitioning in a like manner on their behalf.

When Ling had finished reading this elegantly arranged but exceedingly misleading parchment, he looked up with eyes from which he vainly endeavoured to restrain the signs of undignified emotion, and said to the upper one:

“It is difficult employment for a person to refrain from unendurable thoughts when his unassuming and really conscientious efforts are represented in a spirit of no satisfaction, yet in this matter the very expert Li Keen appears to have gone beyond himself; the Commander Ling, who is herein represented as being slain by the enemy, is, indeed, the person who is standing before you, and all the other statements are in a like exactness.”

“The short-sighted individual who for some hidden desire of his own is endeavouring to present himself as the corrupt and degraded creature Ling, has overlooked one important circumstance,” said the upper one, smiling in a very intolerable manner, at the same time causing his head to move slightly from side to side in the fashion of one who rebukes with assumed geniality; and, turning over the written paper, he displayed upon the under side the Imperial vermilion Sign. “Perhaps,” he continued, “the omniscient person will still continue in his remarks, even with the evidence of the Emperor’s unerring pencil to refute him.”

At these words and the undoubted testimony of the red mark, which plainly declared the whole of the written matter to be composed of truth, no matter what might afterwards transpire, Ling understood that very little prosperity remained with him.

“But the town of Si-chow,” he suggested, after examining his mind; “if any person in authority visited the place, he would inevitably find it standing and its inhabitants in agreeable health.”

“The persistent person who is so assiduously occupying my intellectual moments with empty words seems to be unaccountably deficient in his knowledge of the customs of refined society and of the meaning of the Imperial Signet,” said the other, with an entire absence of benevolent consideration. “That Si-chow has fallen and that Ling is dead are two utterly uncontroversial matters truthfully recorded. If a person visited Si-chow, he might find it rebuilt or even inhabited by those from the neighbouring villages or by evil spirits taking the forms of the ones who formerly lived there; as in a like manner, Ling might be restored to existence by magic, or his body might be found and possessed by an outcast demon who desired to revisit the earth for a period. Such circumstances do not in any way disturb the announcement that Si-chow has without question fallen, and that Ling has officially ceased to live, of which events notifications have been sent to all who are concerned in the matters.”

As the upper one ceased speaking, four strokes sounded upon the gong, and Ling immediately found himself carried into the street by the current of both lesser and upper ones who poured forth at the signal. The termination of this conversation left Ling in a more unenviable state of dejection than any of the many preceding misfortunes had done, for with enlarged inducements to possess himself of a competent appointment he seemed to be even further removed from this attainment than he had been at any time in his life. He might, indeed, present himself again for the public examinations; but in order to do even that it would be necessary for him to wait almost a year, nor could he assure himself that his efforts would again be likely to result in an equal success. Doubts also arose within his mind of the course which he should follow in such a case; whether to adopt a new name, involving as it would certain humiliation and perhaps disgrace if detection overtook his footsteps, or still to possess the title of one who was in a measure dead, and hazard the likelihood of having any prosperity which he might obtain reduced to nothing if the fact should become public.

As Ling reflected upon such details he found himself without intention before the house of a wise person who had become very wealthy by advising others on all matters, but chiefly on those connected with strange occurrences and such events as could not be settled definitely either one way or the other until a remote period had been reached. Becoming assailed by a curious desire to know what manner of evils particularly attached themselves to such as were officially dead but who nevertheless had an ordinary existence, Ling placed himself before this person, and after arranging the manner of reward related to him so many of the circumstances as were necessary to enable a full understanding to be reached, but at the same time in no way betraying his own interest in the matter.

“Such inflictions are to no degree frequent,” said the wise person after he had consulted a polished sphere of the finest red jade for some time; “and this is in a measure to be regretted, as the hair of these persons — provided they die a violent death, which is invariably the case — constitutes a certain protection against being struck by falling stars, or becoming involved in unsuccessful law cases. The persons in question can be recognized with certainty in the public ways by the unnatural pallor of their faces and by the general repulsiveness of their appearance, but as they soon take refuge in suicide, unless they have the fortune to be removed previously by accident, it is an infrequent matter that one is gratified by the sight. During their existence they are subject to many disorders from which the generality of human beings are benevolently preserved; they possess no rights of any kind, and if by any chance they are detected in an act of a seemingly depraved nature, they are liable to judgment at the hands of the passers-by without any form whatever, and to punishment of a more severe order than that administered to commonplace criminals. There are many other disadvantages affecting such persons when they reach the Middle Air, of which the chief—”

“This person is immeasurably indebted for such a clear explanation of the position,” interrupted Ling, who had a feeling of not desiring to penetrate further into the detail; “but as he perceives a line of anxious ones eagerly waiting at the door to obtain advice and consolation from so expert and amiable a wizard, he will not make himself uncongenial any longer with his very feeble topics of conversation.”

By this time Ling plainly comprehended that he had been marked out from the beginning — perhaps for all the knowledge which he had to the opposite effect, from a period in the life of a far-removed ancestor — to be an object of marked derision and the victim of all manner of malevolent demons in whatever actions he undertook. In this condition of understanding his mind turned gratefully to the parting gift of Mian whom he had now no hope of possessing; for the intolerable thought of uniting her to so objectionable a being as himself would have been dismissed as utterly inelegant even had he been in a manner of living to provide for her adequately, which itself seemed clearly impossible. Disregarding all similar emotions, therefore, he walked without pausing to his abode, and stretching his body upon the rushes, drank the entire liquid unhesitatingly, and prepared to pass beyond with a tranquil mind entirely given up to thoughts and images of Mian.

X

Upon a certain occasion, the particulars of which have already been recorded, Ling had judged himself to have passed into the form of a spirit on beholding the ethereal form of Mian bending over him. After swallowing the entire liquid, which had cost the dead magician so much to distil and make perfect, it was with a well-assured determination of never again awakening that he lost the outward senses and floated in the Middle Air, so that when his eyes next opened upon what seemed to be the bare walls of his own chamber, his first thought was a natural conviction that the matter had been so arranged either out of a charitable desire that he should not be overcome by a too sudden transition to unparalleled splendour, or that such a reception was the outcome of some dignified jest on the part of certain lesser and more cheerful spirits. After waiting in one position for several hours, however, and receiving no summons or manifestation of a celestial nature, he began to doubt the qualities of the liquid, and applying certain tests, he soon ascertained that he was still in the lower world and unharmed. Nevertheless, this circumstance did not tend in any way to depress his mind, for, doubtless owing to some hidden virtue of the fluid, he felt an enjoyable emotion that he still lived; all his attributes appeared to be purified, and he experienced an inspired certainty of feeling that an illustrious and highly-remunerative future lay before one who still had an ordinary existence after being both officially killed and self-poisoned.

In this intelligent disposition thoughts of Mian recurred to him with unreproved persistence, and in order to convey to her an account of the various matters which had engaged him since his arrival at the city, and a well-considered declaration of the unchanged state of his own feelings towards her, he composed and despatched with impetuous haste the following delicate verses:

CONSTANCY 

About the walls and gates of Canton Are many pleasing and entertaining maidens; Indeed, in the eyes of their friends and of the passers-by Some of them are exceptionally adorable. The person who is inscribing these lines, however, Sees before him, as it were, an assemblage of deformed and   un-prepossessing hags, Venerable in age and inconsiderable in appearance; For the dignified and majestic image of Mian is ever before him, Making all others very inferior.

 Within the houses and streets of Canton Hang many bright lanterns. The ordinary person who has occasion to walk by night Professes to find them highly lustrous. But there is one who thinks contrary facts, And when he goes forth he carries two long curved poles To prevent him from stumbling among the dark and hidden places; For he has gazed into the brilliant and pellucid orbs of Mian, And all other lights are dull and practically opaque.

 In various parts of the literary quarter of Canton Reside such as spend their time in inward contemplation. In spite of their generally uninviting exteriors Their reflexions are often of a very profound order. Yet the unpopular and persistently-abused Ling Would unhesitatingly prefer his own thoughts to theirs, For what makes this person’s thoughts far more pleasing Is that they are invariably connected with the virtuous and   ornamental Mian.

Becoming very amiably disposed after this agreeable occupation, Ling surveyed himself at the disc of polished metal, and observed with surprise and shame the rough and uninviting condition of his person. He had, indeed, although it was not until some time later that he became aware of the circumstance, slept for five days without interruption, and it need not therefore be a matter of wonder or of reproach to him that his smooth surfaces had become covered with short hair. Reviling himself bitterly for the appearance which he conceived he must have exhibited when he conducted his business, and to which he now in part attributed his ill-success, Ling went forth without delay, and quickly discovering one of those who remove hair publicly for a very small sum, he placed himself in the chair, and directed that his face, arms, and legs should be denuded after the manner affected by the ones who make a practice of observing the most recent customs.

“Did the illustrious individual who is now conferring distinction on this really worn-out chair by occupying it express himself in favour of having the face entirely denuded?” demanded the one who conducted the operation; for these persons have become famous for their elegant and persistent ability to discourse, and frequently assume ignorance in order that they themselves may make reply, and not for the purpose of gaining knowledge. “Now, in the objectionable opinion of this unintelligent person, who has a presumptuous habit of offering his very undesirable advice, a slight covering on the upper lip, delicately arranged and somewhat fiercely pointed at the extremities, would bestow an appearance of — how shall this illiterate person explain himself? — dignity? — matured reflexion? — doubtless the accomplished nobleman before me will understand what is intended with a more knife-like accuracy than this person can describe it — but confer that highly desirable effect upon the face of which at present it is entirely destitute... ‘Entirely denuded?’ Then without fail it shall certainly be so, O incomparable personage... Does the versatile Mandarin now present profess any concern as to the condition of the rice plants?... Indeed, the remark is an inspired one; the subject is totally devoid of interest to a person of intelligence ... A remarkable and gravity-removing event transpired within the notice of this unassuming person recently. A discriminating individual had purchased from him a portion of his justly renowned Thrice-extracted Essence of Celestial Herb Oil — a preparation which in this experienced person’s opinion, indeed, would greatly relieve the undoubted afflictions from which the one before him is evidently suffering — when after once anointing himself—”

A lengthy period containing no words caused Ling, who had in the meantime closed his eyes and lost Canton and all else in delicate thoughts of Mian, to look up. That which met his attention on doing so filled him with an intelligent wonder, for the person before him held in his hand what had the appearance of a tuft of bright yellow hair, which shone in the light of the sun with a most engaging splendour, but which he nevertheless regarded with a most undignified expression of confusion and awe.

“Illustrious demon,” he cried at length, kow-towing very respectfully, “have the extreme amiableness to be of a benevolent disposition, and do not take an unworthy and entirely unremunerative revenge upon this very unimportant person for failing to detect and honour you from the beginning.”

“Such words indicate nothing beyond an excess of hemp spirit,” answered Ling, with signs of displeasure. “To gain my explicit esteem, make me smooth without delay, and do not exhibit before me the lock of hair which, from its colour and appearance, has evidently adorned the head of one of those maidens whose duty it is to quench the thirst of travellers in the long narrow rooms of this city.”

“Majestic and anonymous spirit,” said the other, with extreme reverence, and an entire absence of the appearance of one who had gazed into too many vessels, “if such be your plainly-expressed desire, this superficial person will at once proceed to make smooth your peach-like skin, and with a carefulness inspired by the certainty that the most unimportant wound would give forth liquid fire, in which he would undoubtedly perish. Nevertheless, he desires to make it evident that this hair is from the head of no maiden, being, indeed, the uneven termination of your own sacred pigtail, which this excessively self-confident slave took the inexcusable liberty of removing, and which changed in this manner within his hand in order to administer a fit reproof for his intolerable presumption.”

Impressed by the mien and unquestionable earnestness of the remover of hair, Ling took the matter which had occasioned these various emotions in his hand and examined it. His amazement was still greater when he perceived that — in spite of the fact that it presented every appearance of having been cut from his own person — none of the qualities of hair remained in it; it was hard and wire-like, possessing, indeed, both the nature and the appearance of a metal.

As he gazed fixedly and with astonishment, there came back into the remembrance of Ling certain obscure and little-understood facts connected with the limitless wealth possessed by the Yellow Emperor — of which the great gold life-like image in the Temple of Internal Symmetry at Peking alone bears witness now — and of his lost secret. Many very forcible prophecies and omens in his own earlier life, of which the rendering and accomplishment had hitherto seemed to be dark and incomplete, passed before him, and various matters which Mian had related to him concerning the habits and speech of the magician took definite form within his mind. Deeply impressed by the exact manner in which all these circumstances fitted together, one into another, Ling rewarded the person before him greatly beyond his expectation, and hurried without delay to his own chamber.

XI

For many hours Ling remained in his room, examining in his mind all passages, either in his own life or in the lives of others, which might by any chance have influence on the event before him. In this thorough way he became assured that the competition and its results, his journey to Si-chow with the encounter in the cypress wood, the flight of the incapable and treacherous Mandarin, and the battle of Ki, were all, down to the matter of the smallest detail, parts of a symmetrical and complete scheme, tending to his present condition. Cheered and upheld by this proof of the fact that very able deities were at work on his behalf, he turned his intellect from the entrancing subject to a contemplation of the manner in which his condition would enable him to frustrate the uninventive villainies of the obstinate person Li Keen, and to provide a suitable house and mode of living to which he would be justified in introducing Mian, after adequate marriage ceremonies had been observed between them. In this endeavour he was less successful than he had imagined would be the case, for when he had first fully understood that his body was of such a substance that nothing was wanting to transmute it into fine gold but the absence of the living spirit, he had naturally, and without deeply examining the detail, assumed that so much gold might be considered to be in his possession. Now, however, a very definite thought arose within him that his own wishes and interests would have been better secured had the benevolent spirits who undertook the matter placed the secret within his knowledge in such a way as to enable him to administer the fluid to some very heavy and inexpensive animal, so that the issue which seemed inevitable before the enjoyment of the riches could be entered upon should not have touched his own comfort so closely. To a person of Ling’s refined imagination it could not fail to be a subject of internal reproach that while he would become the most precious dead body in the world, his value in life might not be very honourably placed even by the most complimentary one who should require his services. Then came the thought, which, however degraded, he found himself unable to put quite beyond him, that if in the meantime he were able to gain a sufficiency for Mian and himself, even her pure and delicate love might not be able to bear so offensive a test as that of seeing him grow old and remain intolerably healthy — perhaps with advancing years actually becoming lighter day by day, and thereby lessening in value before her eyes — when the natural infirmities of age and the presence of an ever-increasing posterity would make even a moderate amount of taels of inestimable value.

No doubt remained in Ling’s mind that the process of frequently making smooth his surfaces would yield an amount of gold enough to suffice for his own needs, but a brief consideration of the matter convinced him that this source would be inadequate to maintain an entire household even if he continually denuded himself to an almost ignominious extent. As he fully weighed these varying chances the certainty became more clear to him with every thought that for the virtuous enjoyment of Mian’s society one great sacrifice was required of him. This act, it seemed to be intimated, would without delay provide for an affluent and lengthy future, and at the same time would influence all the spirits — even those who had been hitherto evilly-disposed towards him — in such a manner that his enemies would be removed from his path by a process which would expose them to public ridicule, and he would be assured in founding an illustrious and enduring line. To accomplish this successfully necessitated the loss of at least the greater part of one entire member, and for some time the disadvantages of going through an existence with only a single leg or arm seemed more than a sufficient price to pay even for the definite advantages which would be made over to him in return. This unworthy thought, however, could not long withstand the memory of Mian’s steadfast and high-minded affection, and the certainty of her enlightened gladness at his return even in the imperfect condition which he anticipated. Nor was there absent from his mind a dimly-understood hope that the matter did not finally rest with him, but that everything which he might be inspired to do was in reality only a portion of the complete and arranged system into which he had been drawn, and in which his part had been assigned to him from the beginning without power for him to deviate, no matter how much to the contrary the thing should appear.

As no advantage would be gained by making any delay, Ling at once sought the most favourable means of putting his resolution into practice, and after many skilful and insidious inquiries he learnt of an accomplished person who made a consistent habit of cutting off limbs which had become troublesome to their possessors either through accident or disease. Furthermore, he was said to be of a sincere and charitable disposition, and many persons declared that on no occasion had he been known to make use of the helpless condition of those who visited him in order to extort money from them.

Coming to the ill-considered conclusion that he would be able to conceal within his own breast the true reason for the operation, Ling placed himself before the person in question, and exhibited the matter to him so that it would appear as though his desires were promoted by the presence of a small but persistent sprite which had taken its abode within his left thigh, and there resisted every effort of the most experienced wise persons to induce it to come forth again. Satisfied with this explanation of the necessity of the deed, the one who undertook the matter proceeded, with Ling’s assistance, to sharpen his cutting instruments and to heat the hardening irons; but no sooner had he made a shallow mark to indicate the lines which his knife should take, than his subtle observation at once showed him that the facts had been represented to him in a wrong sense, and that his visitor, indeed, was composed of no common substance. Being of a gentle and forbearing disposition, he did not manifest any indication of rage at the discovery, but amiably and unassumingly pointed out that such a course was not respectful towards himself, and that, moreover, Ling might incur certain well-defined and highly undesirable maladies as a punishment for the deception.

Overcome with remorse at deceiving so courteous and noble-minded a person, Ling fully explained the circumstances to him, not even concealing from him certain facts which related to the actions of remote ancestors, but which, nevertheless, appeared to have influenced the succession of events. When he had made an end of the narrative, the other said:

“Behold now, it is truly remarked that every Mandarin has three hands and every soldier a like number of feet, yet it is a saying which is rather to be regarded as manifesting the deep wisdom and discrimination of the speaker than as an actual fact which can be taken advantage of when one is so minded — least of all by so valiant a Commander as the one before me, who has clearly proved that in time of battle he has exactly reversed the position.”

“The loss would undoubtedly be of considerable inconvenience occasionally,” admitted Ling, “yet none the less the sage remark of Huai Mei-shan, ‘When actually in the embrace of a voracious and powerful wild animal, the desirability of leaving a limb is not a matter to be subjected to lengthy consideration,’ is undoubtedly a valuable guide for general conduct. This person has endured many misfortunes and suffered many injustices; he has known the wolf-gnawings of great hopes, which have withered and daily grown less when the difficulties of maintaining an honourable and illustrious career have unfolded themselves within his sight. Before him still lie the attractions of a moderate competency to be shared with the one whose absence would make even the Upper Region unendurable, and after having this entrancing future once shattered by the tiger-like cupidity of a depraved and incapable Mandarin, he is determined to welcome even the sacrifice which you condemn rather than let the opportunity vanish through indecision.”

“It is not an unworthy or abandoned decision,” said the one whose aid Ling had invoked, “nor a matter in which this person would refrain from taking part, were there no other and more agreeable means by which the same results may be attained. A circumstance has occurred within this superficial person’s mind, however: A brother of the one who is addressing you is by profession one of those who purchase large undertakings for which they have not the money to pay, and who thereupon by various expedients gain the ear of the thrifty, enticing them by fair offers of return to entrust their savings for the purpose of paying off the debt. These persons are ever on the watch for transactions by which they inevitably prosper without incurring any obligation, and doubtless my brother will be able to gather a just share of the value of your highly-remunerative body without submitting you to the insufferable annoyance of losing a great part of it prematurely.”

Without clearly understanding how so inviting an arrangement could be effected, the manner of speaking was exceedingly alluring to Ling’s mind, perplexed as he had become through weighing and considering the various attitudes of the entire matter. To receive a certain and sufficient sum of money without his person being in any way mutilated would be a satisfactory, but as far as he had been able to observe an unapproachable, solution to the difficulty. In the mind of the amiable person with whom he was conversing, however, the accomplishment did not appear to be surrounded by unnatural obstacles, so that Ling was content to leave the entire design in his hands, after stating that he would again present himself on a certain occasion when it was asserted that the brother in question would be present.

So internally lightened did Ling feel after this inspiring conversation, and so confident of a speedy success had the obliging person’s words made him become, that for the first time since his return to Canton he was able to take an intellectual interest in the pleasures of the city. Becoming aware that the celebrated play entitled “The Precious Lamp of Spotted Butterfly Temple” was in process of being shown at the Tea Garden of Rainbow Lights and Voices, he purchased an entrance, and after passing several hours in this conscientious enjoyment, returned to his chamber, and passed a night untroubled by any manifestations of an unpleasant nature.

XII

Chang-ch’un, the brother of the one to whom Ling had applied in his determination, was confidently stated to be one of the richest persons in Canton. So great was the number of enterprises in which he had possessions, that he himself was unable to keep an account of them, and it was asserted that upon occasions he had run through the streets, crying aloud that such an undertaking had been the subject of most inferior and uninviting dreams and omens (a custom observed by those who wish a venture ill), whereas upon returning and consulting his written parchments, it became plain to him that he had indulged in a very objectionable exhibition, as he himself was the person most interested in the success of the matter. Far from discouraging him, however, such incidents tended to his advantage, as he could consistently point to them in proof of his unquestionable commercial honourableness, and in this way many persons of all classes, not only in Canton, or in the Province, but all over the Empire, would unhesitatingly entrust money to be placed in undertakings which he had purchased and was willing to describe as “of much good.” A certain class of printed leaves — those in which Chang-ch’un did not insert purchased mentions of his forthcoming ventures or verses recording his virtues (in return for buying many examples of the printed leaf containing them) — took frequent occasion of reminding persons that Chang-ch’un owed the beginning of his prosperity to finding a written parchment connected with a Mandarin of exalted rank and a low caste attendant at the Ti-i tea-house among the paper heaps, which it was at that time his occupation to assort into various departments according to their quality and commercial value. Such printed leaves freely and unhesitatingly predicted that the day on which he would publicly lose face was incomparably nearer than that on which the Imperial army would receive its back pay, and in a quaint and gravity-removing manner advised him to protect himself against an obscure but inevitable poverty by learning the accomplishment of chair-carrying — an occupation for which his talents and achievements fitted him in a high degree, they remarked.

In spite of these evilly intentioned remarks, and of illustrations representing him as being bowstrung for treacherous killing, being seized in the action of secretly conveying money from passers-by to himself and other similar annoying references to his private life, Chang-ch’un did not fail to prosper, and his undertakings succeeded to such an extent that without inquiry into the detail many persons were content to describe as “gold-lined” anything to which he affixed his sign, and to hazard their savings for staking upon the ventures. In all other departments of life Chang was equally successful; his chief wife was the daughter of one who stood high in the Emperor’s favour; his repast table was never unsupplied with sea-snails, rats’ tongues, or delicacies of an equally expensive nature, and it was confidently maintained that there was no official in Canton, not even putting aside the Taotai, who dare neglect to fondle Chang’s hand if he publicly offered it to him for that purpose.

It was at the most illustrious point of his existence — at the time, indeed, when after purchasing without money the renowned and proficient charm-water Ho-Ko for a million taels, he had sold it again for ten — that Chang was informed by his brother of the circumstances connected with Ling. After becoming specially assured that the matter was indeed such as it was represented to be, Chang at once discerned that the venture was of too certain and profitable a nature to be put before those who entrusted their money to him in ordinary and doubtful cases. He accordingly called together certain persons whom he was desirous of obliging, and informing them privately and apart from business terms that the opportunity was one of exceptional attractiveness, he placed the facts before them. After displaying a number of diagrams bearing upon the mater, he proposed that they should form an enterprise to be called “The Ling (After Death) Without Much Risk Assembly.” The manner of conducting this undertaking he explained to be as follows: The body of Ling, whenever the spirit left it, should become as theirs to be used for profit. For this benefit they would pay Ling fifty thousand taels when the understanding was definitely arrived at, five thousand taels each year until the matter ended, and when that period arrived another fifty thousand taels to persons depending upon him during his life. Having stated the figure business, Chang-ch’un put down his written papers, and causing his face to assume the look of irrepressible but dignified satisfaction which it was his custom to wear on most occasions, and especially when he had what appeared at first sight to be evil news to communicate to public assemblages of those who had entrusted money to his ventures, he proceeded to disclose the advantages of such a system. At the extreme, he said, the amount which they would be required to pay would be two hundred and fifty thousand taels; but this was in reality a very misleading view of the circumstance, as he would endeavour to show them. For one detail, he had allotted to Ling thirty years of existence, which was the extreme amount according to the calculations of those skilled in such prophecies; but, as they were all undoubtedly aware, persons of very expert intellects were known to enjoy a much shorter period of life than the gross and ordinary, and as Ling was clearly one of the former, by the fact of his contriving so ingenious a method of enriching himself, they might with reasonable foresight rely upon his departing when half the period had been attained; in that way seventy-five thousand taels would be restored to them, for every year represented a saving of five thousand. Another agreeable contemplation was that of the last sum, for by such a time they would have arrived at the most pleasurable part of the enterprise: a million taels’ worth of pure gold would be displayed before them, and the question of the final fifty thousand could be disposed of by cutting off an arm or half a leg. Whether they adopted that course, or decided to increase their fortunes by exposing so exceptional and symmetrical a wonder to the public gaze in all the principal cities of the Empire, was a circumstance which would have to be examined within their minds when the time approached. In such a way the detail of purchase stood revealed as only fifty thousand taels in reality, a sum so despicably insignificant that he had internal pains at mentioning it to so wealthy a group of Mandarins, and he had not yet made clear to them that each year they would receive gold to the amount of almost a thousand taels. This would be the result of Ling making smooth his surfaces, and it would enable them to know that the person in question actually existed, and to keep the circumstances before their intellects.

When Chang-Ch’un had made the various facts clear to this extent, those who were assembled expressed their feelings as favourably turned towards the project, provided the tests to which Ling was to be put should prove encouraging, and a secure and intelligent understanding of things to be done and not to be done could be arrived at between them. To this end Ling was brought into the chamber, and fixing his thoughts steadfastly upon Mian, he permitted portions to be cut from various parts of his body without betraying any signs of ignoble agitation. No sooner had the pieces been separated and the virtue of Ling’s existence passed from them than they changed colour and hardened, nor could the most delicate and searching trials to which they were exposed by a skilful worker in metals, who was obtained for the purpose, disclose any particular, however minute, in which they differed from the finest gold. The hair, the nails, and the teeth were similarly affected, and even Ling’s blood dried into a fine gold powder. This detail of the trial being successfully completed, Ling subjected himself to intricate questioning on all matters connected with his religion and manner of conducting himself, both in public and privately, the history and behaviour of his ancestors, the various omens and remarkable sayings which had reference to his life and destiny, and the intentions which he then possessed regarding his future movements and habits of living. All the wise sayings and written and printed leaves which made any allusion to the existence of and possibility of discovery of the wonderful gold fluid were closely examined, and found to be in agreement, whereupon those present made no further delay in admitting that the facts were indeed as they had been described, and indulged in a dignified stroking of each other’s faces as an expression of pleasure and in proof of their satisfaction at taking part in so entrancing and remunerative an affair. At Chang’s command many rare and expensive wines were then brought in, and partaken of without restraint by all persons, the repast being lightened by numerous well-considered and gravity-removing jests having reference to Ling and the unusual composition of his person. So amiably were the hours occupied that it was past the time of no light when Chang rose and read at full length the statement of things to be done and things not to be done, which was to be sealed by Ling for his part and the other persons who were present for theirs. It so happened, however, that at that period Ling’s mind was filled with brilliant and versatile thoughts and images of Mian, and many-hued visions of the manner in which they would spend the entrancing future which was now before them, and in this way it chanced that he did not give any portion of his intellect to the reading, mistaking it, indeed, for a delicate and very ably-composed set of verses which Chang-ch’un was reciting as a formal blessing on parting. Nor was it until he was desired to affix his sign that Ling discovered his mistake, and being of too respectful and unobtrusive a disposition to require the matter to be repeated then, he carried out the obligation without in any particular understanding the written words to which he was agreeing.

As Ling walked through the streets to his chamber after leaving the house and company of Chang-Ch’un, holding firmly among his garments the thin printed papers to the amount of fifty thousand taels which he had received, and repeatedly speaking to himself in terms of general and specific encouragement at the fortunate events of the past few days, he became aware that a person of mean and rapacious appearance, whom he had some memory of having observed within the residence he had but just left, was continually by his side. Not at first doubting that the circumstance resulted from a benevolent desire on the part of Chang-ch’un that he should be protected on his passage through the city, Ling affected not to observe the incident; but upon reaching his own door the person in question persistently endeavoured to pass in also. Forming a fresh judgment about the matter, Ling, who was very powerfully constructed, and whose natural instincts were enhanced in every degree by the potent fluid of which he had lately partaken, repeatedly threw him across the street until he became weary of the diversion. At length, however, the thought arose that one who patiently submitted to continually striking the opposite houses with his head must have something of importance to communicate, whereupon he courteously invited him to enter the apartment and unweigh his mind.

“The facts of the case appear to have been somewhat inadequately represented,” said the stranger, bowing obsequiously, “for this unornamental person was assured by the benignant Chang-ch’un that the one whose shadow he was to become was of a mild and forbearing nature.”

“Such words are as the conversation of birds to me,” replied Ling, not conjecturing how the matter had fallen about. “This person has just left the presence of the elegant and successful Chang-ch’un, and no word that he spoke gave indication of such a follower or such a service.”

“Then it is indeed certain that the various transactions have not been fully understood,” exclaimed the other, “for the exact communication to this unseemly one was, ‘The valuable and enlightened Ling has heard and agreed to the different things to be done and not to be done, one phrase of which arranges for your continual presence, so that he will anticipate your attentions.’”

At these words the truth became as daylight before Ling’s eyes, and he perceived that the written paper to which he had affixed his sign contained the detail of such an office as that of the person before him. When too late, more than ever did he regret that he had not formed some pretext for causing the document to be read a second time, as in view of his immediate intentions such an arrangement as the one to which he had agreed had every appearance of becoming of an irksome and perplexing nature. Desiring to know the length of the attendant’s commands, Ling asked him for a clear statement of his duties, feigning that he had missed that portion of the reading through a momentary attack of the giddy sickness. To this request the stranger, who explained that his name was Wang, instantly replied that his written and spoken orders were: never to permit more than an arm’s length of space to separate them; to prevent, by whatever force was necessary for the purpose, all attempts at evading the things to be done and not to be done, and to ignore as of no interest all other circumstances. It seemed to Ling, in consequence, that little seclusion would be enjoyed unless an arrangement could be effected between Wang and himself; so to this end, after noticing the evident poverty and covetousness of the person in question, he made him an honourable offer of frequent rewards, provided a greater distance was allowed to come between them as soon as Si-chow was reached. On his side, Ling undertook not to break through the wording of the things to be done and not to be done, and to notify to Wang any movements upon which he meditated. In this reputable manner the obstacle was ingeniously removed, and the intelligent nature of the device was clearly proved by the fact that not only Ling but Wang also had in the future a much greater liberty of action than would have been possible if it had been necessary to observe the short-sighted and evidently hastily-thought-of condition which Chang-ch’un had endeavoured to impose.

XIII

In spite of his natural desire to return to Mian as quickly as possible, Ling judged it expedient to give several days to the occupation of purchasing apparel of the richest kinds, weapons and armour in large quantities, jewels and ornaments of worked metals and other objects to indicate his changed position. Nor did he neglect actions of a pious and charitable nature, for almost his first care was to arrange with the chief ones at the Temple of Benevolent Intentions that each year, on the day corresponding to that on which he drank the gold fluid, a sumptuous and well-constructed coffin should be presented to the most deserving poor and aged person within that quarter of the city in which he had resided. When these preparations were completed, Ling set out with an extensive train of attendants; but riding on before, accompanied only by Wang, he quickly reached Si-chow without adventure.

The meeting between Ling and Mian was affecting to such an extent that the blind and deaf attendants wept openly without reproach, notwithstanding the fact that neither could become possessed of more than a half of the occurrence. Eagerly the two reunited ones examined each other’s features to discover whether the separation had brought about any change in the beloved and well-remembered lines. Ling discovered upon Mian the shadow of an anxious care at his absence, while the disappointments and trials which Ling had experienced in Canton had left traces which were plainly visible to Mian’s penetrating gaze. In such an entrancing occupation the time was to them without hours until a feeling of hunger recalled them to lesser matters, when a variety of very select foods and liquids was placed before them without delay. After this elegant repast had been partaken of, Mian, supporting herself upon Ling’s shoulder, made a request that he would disclose to her all the matters which had come under his observation both within the city and during his journey to and from that place. Upon this encouragement, Ling proceeded to unfold his mind, not withholding anything which appeared to be of interest, no matter how slight. When he had reached Canton without any perilous adventure, Mian breathed more freely; as he recorded the interview at the Office of Warlike Deeds and Arrangements, she trembled at the insidious malignity of the evil person Li Keen. The conversation with the wise reader of the future concerning the various states of such as be officially dead almost threw her into the rigid sickness, from which, however, the wonderful circumstance of the discovered properties of the gold fluid quickly recalled her. But to Ling’s great astonishment no sooner had he made plain the exceptional advantages which he had derived from the circumstances, and the nature of the undertaking at which he had arrived with Chang-ch’un, than she became a prey to the most intolerable and unrestrained anguish.

“Oh, my devoted but excessively ill-advised lover,” she exclaimed wildly, and in tones which clearly indicated that she was inspired by every variety of affectionate emotion, “has the unendurable position in which you and all your household will be placed by the degrading commercial schemes and instincts of the mercenary-souled person Chang-ch’un occupied no place in your generally well-regulated intellect? Inevitably will those who drink our almond tea, in order to have an opportunity of judging the value of the appointments of the house, pass the jesting remark that while the Lings assuredly have ‘a dead person’s bones in the secret chamber,’ at the present they will not have one in the family graveyard by reason of the death of Ling himself. Better to lose a thousand limbs during life than the entire person after death; nor would your adoring Mian hesitate to clasp proudly to her organ of affection the veriest trunk that had parted with all its attributes in a noble and sacrificing endeavour to preserve at least some dignified proportions to embellish the Ancestral Temple and to receive the worship of posterity.”

“Alas!” replied Ling, with extravagant humiliation, “it is indeed true; and this person is degraded beyond the common lot of those who break images and commit thefts from sacred places. The side of the transaction which is at present engaging our attention never occurred to this superficial individual until now.”

“Wise and incomparable one,” said Mian, in no degree able to restrain the fountains of bitter water which clouded her delicate and expressive eyes, “in spite of this person’s biting and ungracious words do not, she makes a formal petition, doubt the deathless strength of her affection. Cheerfully, in order to avert the matter in question, or even to save her lover the anguish of unavailing and soul-eating remorse, would she consign herself to a badly-constructed and slow-consuming fire or expose her body to various undignified tortures. Happy are those even to whom is left a little ash to be placed in a precious urn and diligently guarded, for it, in any event, truly represents all that is left of the once living person, whereas after an honourable and spotless existence my illustrious but unthinking lord will be blended with a variety of baser substances and passed from hand to hand, his immaculate organs serving to reward murderers for their deeds and to tempt the weak and vicious to all manner of unmentionable crimes.”

So overcome was Ling by the distressing nature of the oversight he had permitted that he could find no words with which to comfort Mian, who, after some moments, continued:

“There are even worse visions of degradation which occur to this person. By chance, that which was once the noble-minded Ling may be disposed of, not to the Imperial Treasury for converting into pieces of exchange, but to some undiscriminating worker in metals who will fashion out of his beautiful and symmetrical stomach an elegant food-dish, so that from the ultimate developments of the circumstance may arise the fact that his own descendants, instead of worshipping him, use his internal organs for this doubtful if not absolutely unclean purpose, and thereby suffer numerous well-merited afflictions, to the end that the finally-despised Ling and this discredited person, instead of founding a vigorous and prolific generation, become the parents of a line of feeble-minded and physically-depressed lepers.”

“Oh, my peacock-eyed one!” exclaimed Ling, in immeasurable distress, “so proficient an exhibition of virtuous grief crushes this misguided person completely to the ground. Rather would he uncomplainingly lose his pigtail than—”

“Such a course,” said a discordant voice, as the unpresentable person Wang stepped forth from behind a hanging curtain, where, indeed, he had stood concealed during the entire conversation, “is especially forbidden by the twenty-third detail of the things to be done and not to be done.”

“What new adversity is this?” cried Mian, pressing to Ling with a still closer embrace. “Having disposed of your incomparable body after death, surely an adequate amount of liberty and seclusion remains to us during life.”

“Nevertheless,” interposed the dog-like Wang, “the refined person in question must not attempt to lose or to dispose of his striking and invaluable pigtail; for by such an action he would be breaking through his spoken and written word whereby he undertook to be ruled by the things to be done and not to be done; and he would also be robbing the ingenious-minded Chang-ch’un.”

“Alas!” lamented the unhappy Ling, “that which appeared to be the end of all this person’s troubles is obviously simply the commencement of a new and more extensive variety. Understand, O conscientious but exceedingly inopportune Wang, that the words which passed from this person’s mouth did not indicate a fixed determination, but merely served to show the unfeigned depth of his emotion. Be content that he has no intention of evading the definite principles of the things to be done and not to be done, and in the meantime honour this commonplace establishment by retiring to the hot and ill-ventilated chamber, and there partaking of a suitable repast which shall be prepared without delay.”

When Wang had departed, which he did with somewhat unseemly haste, Ling made an end of recording his narrative, which Mian’s grief had interrupted. In this way he explained to her the reason of Wang’s presence, and assured her that by reason of the arrangement he had made with that person, his near existence would not be so unsupportable to them as might at first appear to be the case.

While they were still conversing together, and endeavouring to divert their minds from the objectionable facts which had recently come within their notice, an attendant entered and disclosed that the train of servants and merchandise which Ling had preceded on the journey was arriving. At this fresh example of her lover’s consistent thought for her, Mian almost forgot her recent agitation, and eagerly lending herself to the entrancing occupation of unfolding and displaying the various objects, her brow finally lost the last trace of sadness. Greatly beyond the imaginings of anticipation were the expensive articles with which Ling proudly surrounded her; and in examining and learning the cost of the set jewels and worked metals, the ornamental garments for both persons, the wood and paper appointments for the house — even incenses, perfumes, spices and rare viands had not been forgotten — the day was quickly and profitably spent.

When the hour of sunset arrived, Ling, having learned that certain preparations which he had commanded were fully carried out, took Mian by the hand and led her into the chief apartment of the house, where were assembled all the followers and attendants, even down to the illiterate and superfluous Wang. In the centre of the room upon a table of the finest ebony stood a vessel of burning incense, some dishes of the most highly-esteemed fruit, and an abundance of old and very sweet wine. Before these emblems Ling and Mian placed themselves in an attitude of deep humiliation, and formally expressed their gratitude to the Chief Deity for having called them into existence, to the cultivated earth for supplying them with the means of sustaining life, to the Emperor for providing the numerous safeguards by which their persons were protected at all times, and to their parents for educating them. This adequate ceremony being completed, Ling explicitly desired all those present to observe the fact that the two persons in question were, by that fact and from that time, made as one being, and the bond between them, incapable of severance.

When the ruling night-lantern came out from among the clouds, Ling and Mian became possessed of a great desire to go forth with pressed hands and look again on the forest paths and glades in which they had spent many hours of exceptional happiness before Ling’s journey to Canton. Leaving the attendants to continue the feasting and drum-beating in a completely unrestrained manner, they therefore passed out unperceived, and wandering among the trees, presently stood on the banks of the Heng-Kiang.

“Oh, my beloved!” exclaimed Mian, gazing at the brilliant and unruffled water, “greatly would this person esteem a short river journey, such as we often enjoyed together in the days when you were recovering.”

Ling, to whom the expressed desires of Mian were as the word of the Emperor, instantly prepared the small and ornamental junk which was fastened near for this purpose, and was about to step in, when a presumptuous and highly objectionable hand restrained him.

“Behold,” remarked a voice which Ling had some difficulty in ascribing to any known person, so greatly had it changed from its usual tone, “behold how the immature and altogether too-inferior Ling observes his spoken and written assertions!”

At this low-conditioned speech, Ling drew his well-tempered sword without further thought, in spite of the restraining arms of Mian, but at the sight of the utterly incapable person Wang, who stood near smiling meaninglessly and waving his arms with a continuous and backward motion, he again replaced it.

“Such remarks can be left to fall unheeded from the lips of one who bears every indication of being steeped in rice spirit,” he said with unprovoked dignity.

“It will be the plain duty of this expert and uncorruptible person to furnish the unnecessary, but, nevertheless, very severe and self-opinionated Chang-ch’un with a written account of how the traitorous and deceptive Ling has endeavoured to break through the thirty-fourth vessel of the liquids to be consumed and not to be consumed,” continued Wang with increased deliberation and an entire absence of attention to Ling’s action and speech, “and how by this refined person’s unfailing civility and resourceful strategy he has been frustrated.”

“Perchance,” said Ling, after examining his thoughts for a short space, and reflecting that the list of things to be done and not to be done was to him as a blank leaf, “there may even be some small portion of that which is accurate in his statement. In what manner,” he continued, addressing the really unendurable person, who was by this time preparing to pass the night in the cool swamp by the river’s edge, “does this one endanger any detail of the written and sealed parchment by such an action?”

“Inasmuch,” replied Wang, pausing in the process of removing his outer garments, “as the seventy-ninth — the intricate name given to it escapes this person’s tongue at the moment — but the ninety-seventh — experLingknowswhamean — provides that any person, with or without, attempting or not avoiding to travel by sea, lake, or river, or to place himself in such a position as he may reasonably and intelligently be drowned in salt water, fresh water, or — or honourable rice spirit, shall be guilty of, and suffer — complete loss of memory.” With these words the immoderate and contemptible person sank down in a very profound slumber.

“Alas!” said Ling, turning to Mian, who stood near, unable to retire even had she desired, by reason of the extreme agitation into which the incident had thrown her delicate mind and body, “how intensely aggravating a circumstance that we are compelled to entertain so dissolute a one by reason of this person’s preoccupation when the matter was read. Nevertheless, it is not unlikely that the detail he spoke of was such as he insisted, to the extent of making it a thing not to be done to journey in any manner by water. It shall be an early endeavour of this person to get these restraining details equitably amended; but in the meantime we will retrace our footsteps through the wood, and the enraptured Ling will make a well-thought-out attempt to lighten the passage by a recital of his recently-composed verses on the subject of ‘Exile from the Loved One; or, Farewell and Return.’”

XIV

“My beloved lord!” said Mian sadly, on a morning after many days had passed since the return of Ling, “have you not every possession for which the heart of a wise person searches? Yet the dark mark is scarcely ever absent from your symmetrical brow. If she who stands before you, and is henceforth an integral part of your organization, has failed you in any particular, no matter how unimportant, explain the matter to her, and the amendment will be a speedy and a joyful task.”

It was indeed true that Ling’s mind was troubled, but the fault did not lie with Mian, as the person in question was fully aware, for before her eyes as before those of Ling the unevadable compact which had been entered into with Chang-ch’un was ever present, insidiously planting bitterness within even the most select and accomplished delights. Nor with increasing time did the obstinate and intrusive person Wang become more dignified in his behaviour; on the contrary, he freely made use of his position to indulge in every variety of abandonment, and almost each day he prevented, by reason of his knowledge of the things to be done and not to be done, some refined and permissible entertainment upon which Ling and Mian had determined. Ling had despatched many communications upon this subject to Chang-ch’un, praying also that some expert way out of the annoyance of the lesser and more unimportant things not to be done should be arrived at, but the time when he might reasonably expect an answer to these written papers had not yet arrived.

It was about this period that intelligence was brought to Ling from the villages on the road to Peking, how Li Keen, having secretly ascertained that his Yamen was standing and his goods uninjured, had determined to return, and was indeed at that hour within a hundred li of Si-chow. Furthermore, he had repeatedly been understood to pronounce clearly that he considered Ling to be the head and beginning of all his inconveniences, and to declare that the first act of justice which he should accomplish on his return would be to submit the person in question to the most unbearable tortures, and then cause him to lose his head publicly as an outrager of the settled state of things and an enemy of those who loved tranquillity. Not doubting that Li Keen would endeavour to gain an advantage by treachery if the chance presented itself, Ling determined to go forth to meet him, and without delay settle the entire disturbance in one well-chosen and fatally-destructive encounter. To this end, rather than disturb the placid mind of Mian, to whom the thought of the engagement would be weighted with many disquieting fears, he gave out that he was going upon an expedition to surprise and capture certain fish of a very delicate flavour, and attended by only two persons, he set forth in the early part of the day.

Some hours later, owing to an ill-considered remark on the part of the deaf attendant, to whom the matter had been explained in an imperfect light, Mian became possessed of the true facts of the case, and immediately all the pleasure of existence went from her. She despaired of ever again beholding Ling in an ordinary state, and mournfully reproached herself for the bitter words which had risen to her lips when the circumstance of his condition and the arrangement with Chang-ch’un first became known to her. After spending an interval in a polished lament at the manner in which things were inevitably tending, the thought occurred to Mian whether by any means in her power she could influence the course and settled method of affairs. In this situation the memory of the person Wang, and the fact that on several occasions he had made himself objectionable when Ling had proposed to place himself in such a position that he incurred some very remote chance of death by drowning or by fire, recurred to her. Subduing the natural and pure-minded repulsion which she invariably experienced at the mere thought of so debased an individual, she sought for him, and discovering him in the act of constructing cardboard figures of men and animals, which it was his custom to dispose skilfully in little-frequented paths for the purpose of enjoying the sudden terror of those who passed by, she quickly put the matter before him, urging him, by some means, to prevent the encounter, which must assuredly cost the life of the one whom he had so often previously obstructed from incurring the slightest risk.

“By no means,” exclaimed Wang, when he at length understood the full meaning of the project; “it would be a most unpresentable action for this commonplace person to interfere in so honourable an undertaking. Had the priceless body of the intrepid Ling been in any danger of disappearing, as, for example, by drowning or being consumed in fire, the nature of the circumstance would have been different. As the matter exists, however, there is every appearance that the far-seeing Chang-ch’un will soon reap the deserved reward of his somewhat speculative enterprise, and to that end this person will immediately procure a wooden barrier and the services of four robust carriers, and proceed to the scene of the conflict.”

Deprived of even this hope of preventing the encounter, Mian betook herself in extreme dejection to the secret room of the magician, which had been unopened since the day when the two attendants had searched for substances to apply to their master, and there she diligently examined every object in the remote chance of discovering something which might prove of value in averting the matter in question.

Not anticipating that the true reason of his journey would become known to Mian, Ling continued on his way without haste, and passing through Si-chow before the sun had risen, entered upon the great road to Peking. At a convenient distance from the town he came to a favourable piece of ground where he decided to await the arrival of Li Keen, spending the time profitably in polishing his already brilliant sword, and making observations upon the nature of the spot and the condition of the surrounding omens, on which the success of his expedition would largely depend.

As the sun reached the highest point in the open sky the sound of an approaching company could be plainly heard; but at the moment when the chair of the Mandarin appeared within the sight of those who waited, the great luminary, upon which all portents depend directly or indirectly, changed to the colour of new-drawn blood and began to sink towards the earth. Without any misgivings, therefore, Ling disposed his two attendants in the wood, with instructions to step forth and aid him if he should be attacked by overwhelming numbers, while he himself remained in the way. As the chair approached, the Mandarin observed a person standing alone, and thinking that it was one who, hearing of his return, had come out of the town to honour him, he commanded the bearers to pause. Thereupon, stepping up to the opening, Ling struck the deceptive and incapable Li Keen on the cheek, at the same time crying in a full voice, “Come forth, O traitorous and two-stomached Mandarin! for this person is very desirous of assisting you in the fulfilment of your boastful words. Here is a most irreproachable sword which will serve excellently to cut off this person’s undignified head; here is a waistcord which can be tightened around his breast, thereby producing excruciating pains over the entire body.”

At the knowledge of who the one before him was, and when he heard the words which unhesitatingly announced Ling’s fixed purpose, Li Keen first urged the carriers to fall upon Ling and slay him, and then, perceiving that such a course was exceedingly distasteful to their natural tendencies, to take up the chair and save him by flight. But Ling in the meantime engaged their attention, and fully explained to them the treacherous and unworthy conduct of Li Keen, showing them how his death would be a just retribution for his ill-spent life, and promising them each a considerable reward in addition to their arranged payment when the matter in question had been accomplished. Becoming convinced of the justice of Ling’s cause, they turned upon Li Keen, insisting that he should at once attempt to carry out the ill-judged threats against Ling, of which they were consistent witnesses, and announcing that, if he failed to do so, they would certainly bear him themselves to a not far distant well of stagnant water, and there gain the approbation of the good spirits by freeing the land of so unnatural a monster.

Seeing only a dishonourable death on either side, Li Keen drew his sword, and made use of every artifice of which he had knowledge in order to disarm Ling or to take him at a disadvantage. In this he was unsuccessful, for Ling, who was by nature a very expert sword-user, struck him repeatedly, until he at length fell in an expiring condition, remarking with his last words that he had indeed been a narrow-minded and extortionate person during his life, and that his death was an enlightened act of celestial accuracy.

Directing Wang and his four hired persons, who had in the meantime arrived, to give the body of the Mandarin an honourable burial in the deep of the wood, Ling rewarded and dismissed the chairbearers, and without delay proceeded to Si-chow, where he charitably distributed the goods and possessions of Li Keen among the poor of the town. Having in this able and conscientious manner completely proved the misleading nature of the disgraceful statements which the Mandarin had spread abroad concerning him, Ling turned his footsteps towards Mian, whose entrancing joy at his safe return was judged by both persons to be a sufficient reward for the mental distress with which their separation had been accompanied.

XV

After the departure of Ling from Canton, the commercial affairs of Chang-ch’un began, from a secret and undetectable cause, to assume an ill-regulated condition. No venture which he undertook maintained a profitable attitude, so that many persons who in former times had been content to display the printed papers setting forth his name and virtues in an easily-seen position in their receiving-rooms, now placed themselves daily before his house in order to accuse him of using their taels in ways which they themselves had not sufficiently understood, and for the purpose of warning passers-by against his inducements. It was in vain that Chang proposed new undertakings, each of an infallibly more prosperous nature than those before; the persons who had hitherto supported him were all entrusting their money to one named Pung Soo, who required millions where Chang had been content with thousands, and who persistently insisted on greeting the sacred Emperor as an equal.

In this unenviable state Chang’s mind continually returned to thoughts of Ling, whose lifeless body would so opportunely serve to dispel the embarrassing perplexities of existence which were settling thickly about him. Urged forward by a variety of circumstances which placed him in an entirely different spirit from the honourable bearing which he had formerly maintained, he now closely examined all the papers connected with the matter, to discover whether he might not be able to effect his purpose with an outward exhibition of law forms. While engaged in this degrading occupation, a detail came to his notice which caused him to become very amiably disposed and confident of success. Proceeding with the matter, he caused a well-supported report to be spread about that Ling was suffering from a wasting sickness, which, without in any measure shortening his life, would cause him to return to the size and weight of a newly-born child, and being by these means enabled to secure the entire matter of “The Ling (After Death) Without Much Risk Assembly” at a very small outlay, he did so, and then, calling together a company of those who hire themselves out for purposes of violence, journeyed to Si-chow.

Ling and Mian were seated together at a table in the great room, examining a vessel of some clear liquid, when Chang-ch’un entered with his armed ones, in direct opposition to the general laws of ordinary conduct and the rulings of hospitality. At the sight, which plainly indicated a threatened display of violence, Ling seized his renowned sword, which was never far distant from him, and prepared to carry out his spoken vow, that any person overstepping a certain mark on the floor would assuredly fall.

“Put away your undoubtedly competent weapon, O Ling,” said Chang, who was desirous that the matter should be arranged if possible without any loss to himself, “for such a course can be honourably adopted when it is taken into consideration that we are as twenty to one, and have, moreover, the appearance of being inspired by law forms.”

“There are certain matters of allowed justice which over-rule all other law forms,” replied Ling, taking a surer hold of his sword-grasp. “Explain, for your part, O obviously double-dealing Chang-ch’un, from whom this person only recently parted on terms of equality and courtesy, why you come not with an agreeable face and a peaceful following, but with a countenance which indicates both violence and terror, and accompanied by many whom this person recognizes as the most outcast and degraded from the narrow and evil-smelling ways of Canton?”

“In spite of your blustering words,” said Chang, with some attempt at an exhibition of dignity, “this person is endowed by every right, and comes only for the obtaining, by the help of this expert and proficient gathering, should such a length become necessary, of his just claims. Understand that in the time since the venture was arranged this person has become possessed of all the property of ‘The Ling (After Death) Without Much Risk Assembly,’ and thereby he is competent to act fully in the matter. It has now come within his attention that the one Ling to whom the particulars refer is officially dead, and as the written and sealed document clearly undertook that the person’s body was to be delivered up for whatever use the Assembly decided whenever death should possess it, this person has now come for the honourable carrying out of the undertaking.”

At these words the true nature of the hidden contrivance into which he had fallen descended upon Ling like a heavy and unavoidable thunderbolt. Nevertheless, being by nature and by reason of his late exploits fearless of death, except for the sake of the loved one by his side, he betrayed no sign of discreditable emotion at the discovery.

“In such a case,” he replied, with an appearance of entirely disregarding the danger of the position, “the complete parchment must be of necessity overthrown; for if this person is now officially dead, he was equally so at the time of sealing, and arrangements entered into by dead persons have no actual existence.”

“That is a matter which has never been efficiently decided,” admitted Chang-ch’un, with no appearance of being thrown into a state of confusion at the suggestion, “and doubtless the case in question can by various means be brought in the end before the Court of Final Settlement at Peking, where it may indeed be judged in the manner you assert. But as such a process must infallibly consume the wealth of a province and the years of an ordinary lifetime, and as it is this person’s unmoved intention to carry out his own view of the undertaking without delay, such speculations are not matters of profound interest.”

Upon this Chang gave certain instructions to his followers, who thereupon prepared to advance. Perceiving that the last detail of the affair had been arrived at, Ling threw back his hanging garment, and was on the point of rushing forward to meet them, when Mian, who had maintained a possessed and reliant attitude throughout, pushed towards him the vessel of pure and sparkling liquid with which they had been engaged when so presumptuously broken in upon, at the same time speaking to him certain words in an outside language. A new and Heaven-sent confidence immediately took possession of Ling, and striking his sword against the wall with such irresistible force that the entire chamber trembled and the feeble-minded assassins shrank back in unrestrained terror, he leapt upon the table, grasping in one hand the open vessel.

“Behold the end, O most uninventive and slow-witted Chang-ch’un!” he cried in a dreadful and awe-compelling voice. “As a reward for your faithless and traitorous behaviour, learn how such avaricious-minded incompetence turns and fastens itself upon the vitals of those who beget it. In spite of many things which were not of a graceful nature towards him, this person has unassumingly maintained his part of the undertaking, and would have followed such a course conscientiously to the last. As it is, when he has made an end of speaking, the body which you are already covetously estimating in taels will in no way be distinguishable from that of the meanest and most ordinary maker of commercial ventures in Canton. For, behold! the fluid which he holds in his hand, and which it is his fixed intention to drain to the last drop, is in truth nothing but a secret and exceedingly powerful counteractor against the virtues of the gold drug; and though but a single particle passed his lips, and the swords of your brilliant and versatile murderers met the next moment in his breast, the body which fell at your feet would be meet for worms rather than for the melting-pot.”

It was indeed such a substance as Ling represented it to be, Mian having discovered it during her very systematic examination of the dead magician’s inner room. Its composition and distillation had involved that self-opinionated person in many years of arduous toil, for with a somewhat unintelligent lack of foresight he had obstinately determined to perfect the antidote before he turned his attention to the drug itself. Had the matter been more ingeniously arranged, he would undoubtedly have enjoyed an earlier triumph and an affluent and respected old age.

At Ling’s earnest words and prepared attitude an instant conviction of the truth of his assertions took possession of Chang. Therefore, seeing nothing but immediate and unevadable ruin at the next step, he called out in a loud and imploring voice that he should desist, and no harm would come upon him. To this Ling consented, first insisting that the followers should be dismissed without delay, and Chang alone remain to have conversation on the matter. By this just act the lower parts of Canton were greatly purified, for the persons in question being driven forth into the woods, mostly perished by encounters with wild animals, or at the hands of the enraged villagers, to whom Ling had by this time become greatly endeared.

When the usual state had been restored, Ling made clear to Chang the altered nature of the conditions to which he would alone agree. “It is a noble-minded and magnanimous proposal on your part, and one to which this misguided person had no claim,” admitted Chang, as he affixed his seal to the written undertaking and committed the former parchment to be consumed by fire. By this arrangement it was agreed that Ling should receive only one-half of the yearly payment which had formerly been promised, and that no sum of taels should become due to those depending on him at his death. In return for these valuable allowances, there were to exist no details of things to be done and not to be done, Ling merely giving an honourable promise to observe the matter in a just spirit, while — most esteemed of all — only a portion of his body was to pass to Chang when the end arrived, the upper part remaining to embellish the family altar and receive the veneration of posterity.



As the great sky-lantern rose above the trees and the time of no-noise fell upon the woods, a flower-laden pleasure-junk moved away from its restraining cords, and, without any sense of motion, gently bore Ling and Mian between the sweet-smelling banks of the Heng-Kiang. Presently Mian drew from beneath her flowing garment an instrument of stringed wood, and touching it with a quick but delicate stroke, like the flight and pausing of a butterfly, told in well-balanced words a refined narrative of two illustrious and noble-looking persons, and how, after many disagreeable evils and unendurable separations, they entered upon a destined state of earthly prosperity and celestial favour. When she made an end of the verses, Ling turned the junk’s head by one well-directed stroke of the paddle, and prepared by using similar means to return to the place of mooring.

“Indeed,” he remarked, ceasing for a moment to continue this skilful occupation, “the words which you have just spoken might, without injustice, be applied to the two persons who are now conversing together. For after suffering misfortunes and wrongs beyond an appropriate portion, they have now reached that period of existence when a tranquil and contemplative future is assured to them. In this manner is the sage and matured utterance of the inspired philosopher Nien-tsu again proved: that the life of every person is largely composed of two varieties of circumstances which together build up his existence — the Good and the Evil.”



THE END OF THE STORY OF LING

XVI

When Kai Lung, the story-teller, made an end of speaking, he was immediately greeted with a variety of delicate and pleasing remarks, all persons who had witnessed the matter, down even to the lowest type of Miaotze, who by reason of their obscure circumstances had been unable to understand the meaning of a word that had been spoken, maintaining that Kai Lung’s accomplishment of continuing for upwards of three hours without a pause had afforded an entertainment of a very high and refined order. While these polished sayings were being composed, together with many others of a similar nature, Lin Yi suddenly leapt to his feet with a variety of highly objectionable remarks concerning the ancestors of all those who were present, and declaring that the story of Ling was merely a well-considered stratagem to cause them to forget the expedition which they had determined upon, for by that time it should have been completely carried out. It was undoubtedly a fact that the hour spoken of for the undertaking had long passed, Lin Yi having completely overlooked the speed of time in his benevolent anxiety that the polite and valorous Ling should in the end attain to a high and remunerative destiny.

In spite of Kai Lung’s consistent denials of any treachery, he could not but be aware that the incident tended greatly to his disadvantage in the eyes of those whom he had fixed a desire to conciliate, nor did his well-intentioned offer that he would without hesitation repeat the display for a like number of hours effect his amiable purpose. How the complication would finally have been determined without interruption is a matter merely of imagination, for at that moment an outpost, who had been engaged in guarding the secrecy of the expedition, threw himself into the enclosure in a torn and breathless condition, having run through the forest many li in a winding direction for the explicit purpose of warning Lin Yi that his intentions had become known, and that he and his followers would undoubtedly be surprised and overcome if they left the camp.

At this intimation of the eminent service which Kai Lung had rendered them, the nature of their faces towards him at once changed completely, those who only a moment before had been demanding his death particularly hailing him as their inspired and unobtrusive protector, and in all probability, indeed, a virtuous and benignant spirit in disguise.

Bending under the weight of offerings which Lin Yi and his followers pressed upon him, together with many clearly set out desires for his future prosperity, and assured of their unalterable protection on all future occasions, Kai Lung again turned his face towards the lanterns of Knei Yang. Far down the side of the mountain they followed his footsteps, now by a rolling stone, now by a snapping branch of yellow pine. Once again they heard his voice, cheerfully repeating to himself; “Among the highest virtues of a pure existence—” But beyond that point the gentle forest breath bore him away.


THE STORY OF YUNG CHANG

 Narrated by Kai Lung, in the open space of the tea-shop of The Celestial Principles, at Wu-whei.
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“HO, ILLUSTRIOUS PASSERS-BY!” said Kai Lung, the story-teller, as he spread out his embroidered mat under the mulberry-tree. “It is indeed unlikely that you would condescend to stop and listen to the foolish words of such an insignificant and altogether deformed person as myself. Nevertheless, if you will but retard your elegant footsteps for a few moments, this exceedingly unprepossessing individual will endeavour to entertain you with the recital of the adventures of the noble Yung Chang, as recorded by the celebrated Pe-ku-hi.”

Thus adjured, the more leisurely-minded drew near to hear the history of Yung Chang. There was Sing You the fruit-seller, and Li Ton-ti the wood-carver; Hi Seng left his clients to cry in vain for water; and Wang Yu, the idle pipe-maker, closed his shop of “The Fountain of Beauty,” and hung on the shutter the gilt dragon to keep away customers in his absence. These, together with a few more shopkeepers and a dozen or so loafers, constituted a respectable audience by the time Kai Lung was ready.

“It would be more seemly if this ill-conditioned person who is now addressing such a distinguished assembly were to reward his fine and noble-looking hearers for their trouble,” apologized the story-teller. “But, as the Book of Verses says, ‘The meaner the slave, the greater the lord’; and it is, therefore, not unlikely that this majestic concourse will reward the despicable efforts of their servant by handfuls of coins till the air appears as though filled with swarms of locusts in the season of much heat. In particular, there is among this august crowd of Mandarins one Wang Yu, who has departed on three previous occasions without bestowing the reward of a single cash. If the feeble and covetous-minded Wang Yu will place within this very ordinary bowl the price of one of his exceedingly ill-made pipes, this unworthy person will proceed.”

“Vast chasms can be filled, but the heart of man never,” quoted the pipe-maker in retort. “Oh, most incapable of story-tellers, have you not on two separate occasions slept beneath my utterly inadequate roof without payment?”

But he, nevertheless, deposited three cash in the bowl, and drew nearer among the front row of the listeners.

“It was during the reign of the enlightened Emperor Tsing Nung,” began Kai Lung, without further introduction, “that there lived at a village near Honan a wealthy and avaricious maker of idols, named Ti Hung. So skilful had he become in the making of clay idols that his fame had spread for many li round, and idol-sellers from all the neighbouring villages, and even from the towns, came to him for their stock. No other idol-maker between Honan and Nanking employed so many clay-gatherers or so many modellers; yet, with all his riches, his avarice increased till at length he employed men whom he called ‘agents’ and ‘travellers,’ who went from house to house selling his idols and extolling his virtues in verses composed by the most illustrious poets of the day. He did this in order that he might turn into his own pocket the full price of the idols, grudging those who would otherwise have sold them the few cash which they would make. Owing to this he had many enemies, and his army of travellers made him still more; for they were more rapacious than the scorpion, and more obstinate than the ox. Indeed, there is still the proverb, ‘With honey it is possible to soften the heart of the he-goat; but a blow from an iron cleaver is taken as a mark of welcome by an agent of Ti Hung.’ So that people barred the doors at their approach, and even hung out signs of death and mourning.

“Now, among all his travellers there was none more successful, more abandoned, and more valuable to Ti Hung than Li Ting. So depraved was Li Ting that he was never known to visit the tombs of his ancestors; indeed, it was said that he had been heard to mock their venerable memories, and that he had jestingly offered to sell them to anyone who should chance to be without ancestors of his own. This objectionable person would call at the houses of the most illustrious Mandarins, and would command the slaves to carry to their masters his tablets, on which were inscribed his name and his virtues. Reaching their presence, he would salute them with the greeting of an equal, ‘How is your stomach?’ and then proceed to exhibit samples of his wares, greatly overrating their value. ‘Behold!’ he would exclaim, ‘is not this elegantly-moulded idol worthy of the place of honour in this sumptuous mansion which my presence defiles to such an extent that twelve basins of rose-water will not remove the stain? Are not its eyes more delicate than the most select of almonds? and is not its stomach rounder than the cupolas upon the high temple at Peking? Yet, in spite of its perfections, it is not worthy of the acceptance of so distinguished a Mandarin, and therefore I will accept in return the quarter-tael, which, indeed, is less than my illustrious master gives for the clay alone.’

“In this manner Li Ting disposed of many idols at high rates, and thereby endeared himself so much to the avaricious heart of Ti Hung that he promised him his beautiful daughter Ning in marriage.

“Ning was indeed very lovely. Her eyelashes were like the finest willow twigs that grow in the marshes by the Yang-tse-Kiang; her cheeks were fairer than poppies; and when she bathed in the Hoang Ho, her body seemed transparent. Her brow was finer than the most polished jade; while she seemed to walk, like a winged bird, without weight, her hair floating in a cloud. Indeed, she was the most beautiful creature that has ever existed.”

“Now may you grow thin and shrivel up like a fallen lemon; but it is false!” cried Wang Yu, starting up suddenly and unexpectedly. “At Chee Chou, at the shop of ‘The Heaven-sent Sugar-cane,’ there lives a beautiful and virtuous girl who is more than all that. Her eyes are like the inside circles on the peacock’s feathers; her teeth are finer than the scales on the Sacred Dragon; her—”

“If it is the wish of this illustriously-endowed gathering that this exceedingly illiterate paper tiger should occupy their august moments with a description of the deformities of the very ordinary young person at Chee Chou,” said Kai Lung imperturbably, “then the remainder of the history of the noble-minded Yung Chang can remain until an evil fate has overtaken Wang Yu, as it assuredly will shortly.”

“A fair wind raises no storm,” said Wang Yu sulkily; and Kai Lung continued:

“Such loveliness could not escape the evil eye of Li Ting, and accordingly, as he grew in favour with Ti Hung, he obtained his consent to the drawing up of the marriage contracts. More than this, he had already sent to Ning two bracelets of the finest gold, tied together with a scarlet thread, as a betrothal present. But, as the proverb says, ‘The good bee will not touch the faded flower,’ and Ning, although compelled by the second of the Five Great Principles to respect her father, was unable to regard the marriage with anything but abhorrence. Perhaps this was not altogether the fault of Li Ting, for on the evening of the day on which she had received his present, she walked in the rice fields, and sitting down at the foot of a funereal cypress, whose highest branches pierced the Middle Air, she cried aloud:

“‘I cannot control my bitterness. Of what use is it that I should be called the “White Pigeon among Golden Lilies,” if my beauty is but for the hog-like eyes of the exceedingly objectionable Li Ting? Ah, Yung Chang, my unfortunate lover! what evil spirit pursues you that you cannot pass your examination for the second degree? My noble-minded but ambitious boy, why were you not content with an agricultural or even a manufacturing career and happiness? By aspiring to a literary degree, you have placed a barrier wider than the Whang Hai between us.’

“‘As the earth seems small to the soaring swallow, so shall insuperable obstacles be overcome by the heart worn smooth with a fixed purpose,’ said a voice beside her, and Yung Chang stepped from behind the cypress tree, where he had been waiting for Ning. ‘O one more symmetrical than the chrysanthemum,’ he continued, ‘I shall yet, with the aid of my ancestors, pass the second degree, and even obtain a position of high trust in the public office at Peking.’

“‘And in the meantime,’ pouted Ning, ‘I shall have partaken of the wedding-cake of the utterly unpresentable Li Ting.’ And she exhibited the bracelets which she had that day received.

“‘Alas!’ said Yung Chang, ‘there are times when one is tempted to doubt even the most efficacious and violent means. I had hoped that by this time Li Ting would have come to a sudden and most unseemly end; for I have drawn up and affixed in the most conspicuous places notifications of his character, similar to the one here.’

“Ning turned, and beheld fastened to the trunk of the cypress an exceedingly elegantly written and composed notice, which Yung read to her as follows:



“‘BEWARE OF INCURRING DEATH FROM STARVATION

 “‘Let the distinguished inhabitants of this district observe the exceedingly ungraceful walk and bearing of the low person who calls himself Li Ting. Truthfully, it is that of a dog in the act of being dragged to the river because his sores and diseases render him objectionable in the house of his master. So will this hunchbacked person be dragged to the place of execution, and be bowstrung, to the great relief of all who respect the five senses; A Respectful Physiognomy, Passionless Reflexion, Soft Speech, Acute Hearing, Piercing Sight.

 “‘He hopes to attain to the Red Button and the Peacock’s Feather; but the right hand of the Deity itches, and Li Ting will assuredly be removed suddenly.’

“‘Li Ting must certainly be in league with the evil forces if he can withstand so powerful a weapon,’ said Ning admiringly, when her lover had finished reading. ‘Even now he is starting on a journey, nor will he return till the first day of the month when the sparrows go to the sea and are changed into oysters. Perhaps the fate will overtake him while he is away. If not—’

“‘If not,’ said Yung, taking up her words as she paused, ‘then I have yet another hope. A moment ago you were regretting my choice of a literary career. Learn, then, the value of knowledge. By its aid (assisted, indeed, by the spirits of my ancestors) I have discovered a new and strange thing, for which I can find no word. By using this new system of reckoning, your illustrious but exceedingly narrow-minded and miserly father would be able to make five taels where he now makes one. Would he not, in consideration for this, consent to receive me as a son-in-law, and dismiss the inelegant and unworthy Li Ting?’

“‘In the unlikely event of your being able to convince my illustrious parent of what you say, it would assuredly be so,’ replied Ning. ‘But in what way could you do so? My sublime and charitable father already employs all the means in his power to reap the full reward of his sacred industry. His “solid house-hold gods” are in reality mere shells of clay; higher-priced images are correspondingly constructed, and his clay gatherers and modellers are all paid on a “profit-sharing system.” Nay, further, it is beyond likelihood that he should wish for more purchasers, for so great is his fame that those who come to buy have sometimes to wait for days in consequence of those before them; for my exceedingly methodical sire entrusts none with the receiving of money, and the exchanges are therefore made slowly. Frequently an unnaturally devout person will require as many as a hundred idols, and so the greater part of the day will be passed.’

“‘In what way?’ inquired Yung tremulously.

“‘Why, in order that the countings may not get mixed, of course; it is necessary that when he has paid for one idol he should carry it to a place aside, and then return and pay for the second, carrying it to the first, and in such a manner to the end. In this way the sun sinks behind the mountains.’

“‘But,’ said Yung, his voice thick with his great discovery, ‘if he could pay for the entire quantity at once, then it would take but a hundredth part of the time, and so more idols could be sold.’

“‘How could this be done?’ inquired Ning wonderingly. ‘Surely it is impossible to conjecture the value of so many idols.’

“‘To the unlearned it would indeed be impossible,’ replied Yung proudly, ‘but by the aid of my literary researches I have been enabled to discover a process by which such results would be not a matter of conjecture, but of certainty. These figures I have committed to tablets, which I am prepared to give to your mercenary and slow-witted father in return for your incomparable hand, a share of the profits, and the dismissal of the uninventive and morally threadbare Li Ting.’

“‘When the earth-worm boasts of his elegant wings, the eagle can afford to be silent,’ said a harsh voice behind them; and turning hastily they beheld Li Ting, who had come upon them unawares. ‘Oh, most insignificant of table-spoilers,’ he continued, ‘it is very evident that much over-study has softened your usually well-educated brains. Were it not that you are obviously mentally afflicted, I should unhesitatingly persuade my beautiful and refined sword to introduce you to the spirits of your ignoble ancestors. As it is, I will merely cut off your nose and your left ear, so that people may not say that the Dragon of the Earth sleeps and wickedness goes unpunished.’

“Both had already drawn their swords, and very soon the blows were so hard and swift that, in the dusk of the evening, it seemed as though the air were filled with innumerable and many-coloured fireworks. Each was a practised swordsman, and there was no advantage gained on either side, when Ning, who had fled on the appearance of Li Ting, reappeared, urging on her father, whose usually leisurely footsteps were quickened by the dread that the duel must surely result in certain loss to himself, either of a valuable servant, or of the discovery which Ning had briefly explained to him, and of which he at once saw the value.

“‘Oh, most distinguished and expert persons,’ he exclaimed breathlessly, as soon as he was within hearing distance, ‘do not trouble to give so marvellous an exhibition for the benefit of this unworthy individual, who is the only observer of your illustrious dexterity! Indeed, your honourable condescension so fills this illiterate person with shame that his hearing is thereby preternaturally sharpened, and he can plainly distinguish many voices from beyond the Hoang Ho, crying for the Heaven-sent representative of the degraded Ti Hung to bring them more idols. Bend, therefore, your refined footsteps in the direction of Poo Chow, O Li Ting, and leave me to make myself objectionable to this exceptional young man with my intolerable commonplaces.’

“‘The shadow falls in such a direction as the sun wills,’ said Li Ting, as he replaced his sword and departed.

“‘Yung Chang,’ said the merchant, ‘I am informed that you have made a discovery that would be of great value to me, as it undoubtedly would if it is all that you say. Let us discuss the matter without ceremony. Can you prove to me that your system possesses the merit you claim for it? If so, then the matter of arrangement will be easy.’

“‘I am convinced of the absolute certainty and accuracy of the discovery,’ replied Yung Chang. ‘It is not as though it were an ordinary matter of human intelligence, for this was discovered to me as I was worshipping at the tomb of my ancestors. The method is regulated by a system of squares, triangles, and cubes. But as the practical proof might be long, and as I hesitate to keep your adorable daughter out in the damp night air, may I not call at your inimitable dwelling in the morning, when we can go into the matter thoroughly?’

“I will not weary this intelligent gathering, each member of which doubtless knows all the books on mathematics off by heart, with a recital of the means by which Yung Chang proved to Ti Hung the accuracy of his tables and the value of his discovery of the multiplication table, which till then had been undreamt of,” continued the story-teller. “It is sufficient to know that he did so, and that Ti Hung agreed to his terms, only stipulating that Li Ting should not be made aware of his dismissal until he had returned and given in his accounts. The share of the profits that Yung was to receive was cut down very low by Ti Hung, but the young man did not mind that, as he would live with his father-in-law for the future.

“With the introduction of this new system, the business increased like a river at flood-time. All rivals were left far behind, and Ti Hung put out this sign:



“NO WAITING HERE!

 “Good-morning! Have you worshipped one of Ti Hung’s refined ninety-nine cash idols?

 “Let the purchasers of ill-constructed idols at other establishments, where they have grown old and venerable while waiting for the all-thumb proprietors to count up to ten, come to the shop of Ti Hung and regain their lost youth. Our ninety-nine cash idols are worth a tael a set. We do not, however, claim that they will do everything. The ninety-nine cash idols of Ti Hung will not, for example, purify linen, but even the most contented and frozen-brained person cannot be happy until he possesses one. What is happiness? The exceedingly well-educated Philosopher defines it as the accomplishment of all our desires. Everyone desires one of the Ti Hung’s ninety-nine cash idols, therefore get one; but be sure that it is Ti Hung’s.

 “Have you a bad idol? If so, dismiss it, and get one of Ti Hung’s ninety-nine cash specimens.

 “Why does your idol look old sooner than your neighbours? Because yours is not one of Ti Hung’s ninety-nine cash marvels.

   “They bring all delights to the old and the young,   The elegant idols supplied by Ti Hung.

 “N.B. — The ‘Great Sacrifice’ idol, forty-five cash; delivered, carriage free, in quantities of not less than twelve, at any temple, on the evening before the sacrifice.

“It was about this time that Li Ting returned. His journey had been more than usually successful, and he was well satisfied in consequence. It was not until he had made out his accounts and handed in his money that Ti Hung informed him of his agreement with Yung Chang.

“‘Oh, most treacherous and excessively unpopular Ti Hung,’ exclaimed Li Ting, in a terrible voice, ‘this is the return you make for all my entrancing efforts in your services, then? It is in this way that you reward my exceedingly unconscientious recommendations of your very inferior and unendurable clay idols, with their goggle eyes and concave stomachs! Before I go, however, I request to be inspired to make the following remark — that I confidently predict your ruin. And now this low and undignified person will finally shake the elegant dust of your distinguished house from his thoroughly inadequate feet, and proceed to offer his incapable services to the rival establishment over the way.’

“‘The machinations of such an evilly-disposed person as Li Ting will certainly be exceedingly subtle,’ said Ti Hung to his son-in-law when the traveller had departed. ‘I must counteract his omens. Herewith I wish to prophecy that henceforth I shall enjoy an unbroken run of good fortune. I have spoken, and assuredly I shall not eat my words.’

“As the time went on, it seemed as though Ti Hung had indeed spoken truly. The ease and celerity with which he transacted his business brought him customers and dealers from more remote regions than ever, for they could spend days on the journey and still save time. The army of clay-gatherers and modellers grew larger and larger, and the work-sheds stretched almost down to the river’s edge. Only one thing troubled Ti Hung, and that was the uncongenial disposition of his son-in-law, for Yung took no further interest in the industry to which his discovery had given so great an impetus, but resolutely set to work again to pass his examination for the second degree.

“‘It is an exceedingly distinguished and honourable thing to have failed thirty-five times, and still to be undiscouraged,’ admitted Ti Hung; ‘but I cannot cleanse my throat from bitterness when I consider that my noble and lucrative business must pass into the hands of strangers, perhaps even into the possession of the unendurable Li Ting.’

“But it had been appointed that this degrading thing should not happen, however, and it was indeed fortunate that Yung did not abandon his literary pursuits; for after some time it became very apparent to Ti Hung that there was something radically wrong with his business. It was not that his custom was falling off in any way; indeed, it had lately increased in a manner that was phenomenal, and when the merchant came to look into the matter, he found to his astonishment that the least order he had received in the past week had been for a hundred idols. All the sales had been large, and yet Ti Hung found himself most unaccountably deficient in taels. He was puzzled and alarmed, and for the next few days he looked into the business closely. Then it was that the reason was revealed, both for the falling off in the receipts and for the increase in the orders. The calculations of the unfortunate Yung Chang were correct up to a hundred, but at that number he had made a gigantic error — which, however, he was never able to detect and rectify — with the result that all transactions above that point worked out at a considerable loss to the seller. It was in vain that the panic-stricken Ti Hung goaded his miserable son-in-law to correct the mistake; it was equally in vain that he tried to stem the current of his enormous commercial popularity. He had competed for public favour, and he had won it, and every day his business increased till ruin grasped him by the pigtail. Then came an order from one firm at Peking for five millions of the ninety-nine cash idols, and at that Ti Hung put up his shutters, and sat down in the dust.

“‘Behold!’ he exclaimed, ‘in the course of a lifetime there are many very disagreeable evils that may overtake a person. He may offend the Sacred Dragon, and be in consequence reduced to a fine dry powder; or he may incur the displeasure of the benevolent and pure-minded Emperor, and be condemned to death by roasting; he may also be troubled by demons or by the disturbed spirits of his ancestors, or be struck by thunderbolts. Indeed, there are numerous annoyances, but they become as Heaven-sent blessings in comparison to a self-opinionated and more than ordinarily weak-minded son-in-law. Of what avail is it that I have habitually sold one idol for the value of a hundred? The very objectionable man in possession sits in my delectable summer-house, and the unavoidable legal documents settle around me like a flock of pigeons. It is indeed necessary that I should declare myself to be in voluntary liquidation, and make an assignment of my book debts for the benefit of my creditors. Having accomplished this, I will proceed to the well-constructed tomb of my illustrious ancestors, and having kow-towed at their incomparable shrines, I will put an end to my distinguished troubles with this exceedingly well-polished sword.’

“‘The wise man can adapt himself to circumstances as water takes the shape of the vase that contains it,’ said the well-known voice of Li Ting. ‘Let not the lion and the tiger fight at the bidding of the jackal. By combining our forces all may be well with you yet. Assist me to dispose of the entirely superfluous Yung Chang and to marry the elegant and symmetrical Ning, and in return I will allot to you a portion of my not inconsiderable income.’

“‘However high the tree, the leaves fall to the ground, and your hour has come at last, O detestable Li Ting!’ said Yung, who had heard the speakers and crept upon them unperceived. ‘As for my distinguished and immaculate father-in-law, doubtless the heat has affected his indefatigable brains, or he would not have listened to your contemptible suggestion. For yourself, draw!’

“Both swords flashed, but before a blow could be struck the spirits of his ancestors hurled Li Ting lifeless to the ground, to avenge the memories that their unworthy descendant had so often reviled.

“‘So perish all the enemies of Yung Chang,’ said the victor. ‘And now, my venerated but exceedingly short-sighted father-in-law, learn how narrowly you have escaped making yourself exceedingly objectionable to yourself. I have just received intelligence from Peking that I have passed the second degree, and have in consequence been appointed to a remunerative position under the Government. This will enable us to live in comfort, if not in affluence, and the rest of your engaging days can be peacefully spent in flying kites.’”


THE PROBATION OF SEN HENG

 Related by Kai Lung, at Wu-whei, as a rebuke to Wang Yu and  certain others who had questioned the practical value of his  stories.

[image: img19.jpg]

“IT IS AN undoubted fact that this person has not realized the direct remunerative advantage which he confidently anticipated,” remarked the idle and discontented pipe-maker Wang Yu, as, with a few other persons of similar inclination, he sat in the shade of the great mulberry tree at Wu-whei, waiting for the evil influence of certain very mysterious sounds, which had lately been heard, to pass away before he resumed his occupation. “When the seemingly proficient and trustworthy Kai Lung first made it his practice to journey to Wu-whei, and narrate to us the doings of persons of all classes of life,” he continued, “it seemed to this one that by closely following the recital of how Mandarins obtained their high position, and exceptionally rich persons their wealth, he must, in the end, inevitably be rendered competent to follow in their illustrious footsteps. Yet in how entirely contrary a direction has the whole course of events tended! In spite of the honourable intention which involved a frequent absence from his place of commerce, those who journeyed thither with the set purpose of possessing one of his justly-famed opium pipes so perversely regarded the matter that, after two or three fruitless visits, they deliberately turned their footsteps towards the workshop of the inelegant Ming-yo, whose pipes are confessedly greatly inferior to those produced by the person who is now speaking. Nevertheless, the rapacious Kai Lung, to whose influence the falling off in custom was thus directly attributable, persistently declined to bear any share whatever in the loss which his profession caused, and, indeed, regarded the circumstance from so grasping and narrow-minded a point of observation that he would not even go to the length of suffering this much-persecuted one to join the circle of his hearers without on every occasion making the customary offering. In this manner a well-intentioned pursuit of riches has insidiously led this person within measurable distance of the bolted dungeon for those who do not meet their just debts, while the only distinction likely to result from his assiduous study of the customs and methods of those high in power is that of being publicly bowstrung as a warning to others. Manifestedly the pointed finger of the unreliable Kai Lung is a very treacherous guide.”

“It is related,” said a dispassionate voice behind them, “that a person of limited intelligence, on being assured that he would certainly one day enjoy an adequate competence if he closely followed the industrious habits of the thrifty bee, spent the greater part of his life in anointing his thighs with the yellow powder which he laboriously collected from the flowers of the field. It is not so recorded; but doubtless the nameless one in question was by profession a maker of opium pipes, for this person has observed from time to time how that occupation, above all others, tends to degrade the mental faculties, and to debase its followers to a lower position than that of the beasts of labour. Learn therefrom, O superficial Wang Yu, that wisdom lies in an intelligent perception of great principles, and not in a slavish imitation of details which are, for the most part, beyond your simple and insufficient understanding.”

“Such may, indeed, be the case, Kai Lung,” replied Wang Yu sullenly — for it was the story-teller in question who had approached unperceived, and who now stood before them— “but it is none the less a fact that, on the last occasion when this misguided person joined the attending circle at your uplifted voice, a Mandarin of the third degree chanced to pass through Wu-whei, and halted at the door-step of ‘The Fountain of Beauty,’ fully intending to entrust this one with the designing and fashioning of a pipe of exceptional elaborateness. This matter, by his absence, has now passed from him, and to-day, through listening to the narrative of how the accomplished Yuin-Pel doubled his fortune, he is the poorer by many taels.”

“Yet to-morrow, when the name of the Mandarin of the third degree appears in the list of persons who have transferred their entire property to those who are nearly related to them in order to avoid it being seized to satisfy the just claims made against them,” replied Kai Lung, “you will be able to regard yourself the richer by so many taels.”

At these words, which recalled to the minds of all who were present the not uncommon manner of behaving observed by those of exalted rank, who freely engaged persons to supply them with costly articles without in any way regarding the price to be paid, Wang Yu was silent.

“Nevertheless,” exclaimed a thin voice from the edge of the group which surrounded Kai Lung, “it in nowise follows that the stories are in themselves excellent, or of such a nature that the hearing of their recital will profit a person. Wang Yu may be satisfied with empty words, but there are others present who were studying deep matters when Wang Yu was learning the art of walking. If Kai Lung’s stories are of such remunerative benefit as the person in question claims, how does it chance that Kai Lung himself who is assuredly the best acquainted with them, stands before us in mean apparel, and on all occasions confessing an unassuming poverty?”

“It is Yan-hi Pung,” went from mouth to mouth among the bystanders— “Yan-hi Pung, who traces on paper the words of chants and historical tales, and sells them to such as can afford to buy. And although his motive in exposing the emptiness of Kai Lung’s stories may not be Heaven-sent — inasmuch as Kai Lung provides us with such matter as he himself purveys, only at a much more moderate price — yet his words are well considered, and must therefore be regarded.”

“O Yan-hi Pung,” replied Kai Lung, hearing the name from those who stood about him, and moving towards the aged person, who stood meanwhile leaning upon his staff, and looking from side to side with quickly moving eyelids in a manner very offensive towards the story-teller, “your just remark shows you to be a person of exceptional wisdom, even as your well-bowed legs prove you to be one of great bodily strength; for justice is ever obvious and wisdom hidden, and they who build structures for endurance discard the straight and upright and insist upon such an arch as you so symmetrically exemplify.”

Speaking in this conciliatory manner, Kai Lung came up to Yan-hi Pung, and taking between his fingers a disc of thick polished crystal, which the aged and short-sighted chant-writer used for the purpose of magnifying and bringing nearer the letters upon which he was engaged, and which hung around his neck by an embroidered cord, the story-teller held it aloft, crying aloud:

“Observe closely, and presently it will be revealed and made clear how the apparently very conflicting words of the wise Yan-hi Pung, and those of this unassuming but nevertheless conscientious person who is now addressing you, are, in reality, as one great truth.”

With this assurance Kai Lung moved the crystal somewhat, so that it engaged the sun’s rays, and concentrated them upon the uncovered crown of the unsuspecting and still objectionably-engaged person before him. Without a moment’s pause, Yan-hi Pung leapt high into the air, repeatedly pressing his hand to the spot thus selected and crying aloud:

“Evil dragons and thunderbolts! but the touch was as hot as a scar left by the uncut nail of the sublime Buddha!”

“Yet the crystal—” remarked Kai Lung composedly, passing it into the hands of those who stood near.

“Is as cool as the innermost leaves of the riverside sycamore,” they declared.

Kai Lung said nothing further, but raised both his hands above his head, as if demanding their judgment. Thereupon a loud shout went up on his behalf, for the greater part of them loved to see the manner in which he brushed aside those who would oppose him; and the sight of the aged person Yan-hi Pung leaping far into the air had caused them to become exceptionally amused, and, in consequence, very amiably disposed towards the one who had afforded them the entertainment.

“The story of Sen Heng,” began Kai Lung, when the discussion had terminated in the manner already recorded, “concerns itself with one who possessed an unsuspecting and ingenious nature, which ill-fitted him to take an ordinary part in the everyday affairs of life, no matter how engaging such a character rendered him among his friends and relations. Having at an early age been entrusted with a burden of rice and other produce from his father’s fields to dispose of in the best possible manner at a neighbouring mart, and having completed the transaction in a manner extremely advantageous to those with whom he trafficked but very intolerable to the one who had sent him, it at once became apparent that some other means of gaining a livelihood must be discovered for him.

“‘Beyond all doubt,’ said his father, after considering the matter for a period, ‘it is a case in which one should be governed by the wise advice and example of the Mandarin Poo-chow.’

“‘Illustrious sire,’ exclaimed Sen Heng, who chanced to be present, ‘the illiterate person who stands before you is entirely unacquainted with the one to whom you have referred; nevertheless, he will, as you suggest, at once set forth, and journeying with all speed to the abode of the estimable Poo-chow, solicit his experience and advice.’

“‘Unless a more serious loss should be occasioned,’ replied the father coldly, ‘there is no necessity to adopt so extreme a course. The benevolent Mandarin in question existed at a remote period of the Thang dynasty, and the incident to which an allusion has been made arose in the following way: To the public court of the enlightened Poo-chow there came one day a youth of very inferior appearance and hesitating manner, who besought his explicit advice, saying: “The degraded and unprepossessing being before you, O select and venerable Mandarin, is by nature and attainments a person of the utmost timidity and fearfulness. From this cause life itself has become a detestable observance in his eyes, for those who should be his companions of both sexes hold him in undisguised contempt, making various unendurable allusions to the colour and nature of his internal organs whenever he would endeavour to join them. Instruct him, therefore, the manner in which this cowardice may be removed, and no service in return will be esteemed too great.” “There is a remedy,” replied the benevolent Mandarin, without any hesitation whatever, “which if properly carried out is efficacious beyond the possibility of failure. Certain component parts of your body are lacking, and before the desired result can be obtained these must be supplied from without. Of all courageous things the tiger is the most fearless, and in consequence it combines all those ingredients which you require; furthermore, as the teeth of the tiger are the instruments with which it accomplishes its vengeful purpose, there reside the essential principles of its inimitable courage. Let the person who seeks instruction in the matter, therefore, do as follows: taking the teeth of a full-grown tiger as soon as it is slain, and before the essences have time to return into the body, he shall grind them to a powder, and mixing the powder with a portion of rice, consume it. After seven days he must repeat the observance, and yet again a third time, after another similar lapse. Let him, then, return for further guidance; for the present the matter interests this person no further.” At these words the youth departed, filled with a new and inspired hope; for the wisdom of the sagacious Poo-chow was a matter which did not admit of any doubt whatever, and he had spoken with well-defined certainty of the success of the experiment. Nevertheless, after several days industriously spent in endeavouring to obtain by purchase the teeth of a newly-slain tiger, the details of the undertaking began to assume a new and entirely unforeseen aspect; for those whom he approached as being the most likely to possess what he required either became very immoderately and disagreeably amused at the nature of the request, or regarded it as a new and ill-judged form of ridicule, which they prepared to avenge by blows and by base remarks of the most personal variety. At length it became unavoidably obvious to the youth that if he was to obtain the articles in question it would first be necessary that he should become adept in the art of slaying tigers, for in no other way were the required conditions likely to be present. Although the prospect was one which did not greatly tend to allure him, yet he did not regard it with the utterly incapable emotions which would have been present on an earlier occasion; for the habit of continually guarding himself from the onslaughts of those who received his inquiry in an attitude of narrow-minded distrust had inspired him with a new-found valour, while his amiable and unrestrained manner of life increased his bodily vigour in every degree. First perfecting himself in the use of the bow and arrow, therefore, he betook himself to a wild and very extensive forest, and there concealed himself among the upper foliage of a tall tree standing by the side of a pool of water. On the second night of his watch, the youth perceived a large but somewhat ill-conditioned tiger approaching the pool for the purpose of quenching its thirst, whereupon he tremblingly fitted an arrow to his bowstring, and profiting by the instruction he had received, succeeded in piercing the creature to the heart. After fulfilling the observance laid upon him by the discriminating Poo-chow, the youth determined to remain in the forest, and sustain himself upon such food as fell to his weapons, until the time arrived when he should carry out the rite for the last time. At the end of seven days, so subtle had he become in all kinds of hunting, and so strengthened by the meat and herbs upon which he existed, that he disdained to avail himself of the shelter of a tree, but standing openly by the side of the water, he engaged the attention of the first tiger which came to drink, and discharged arrow after arrow into its body with unfailing power and precision. So entrancing, indeed, had the pursuit become that the next seven days lengthened out into the apparent period of as many moons, in such a leisurely manner did they rise and fall. On the appointed day, without waiting for the evening to arrive, the youth set out with the first appearance of light, and penetrated into the most inaccessible jungles, crying aloud words of taunt-laden challenge to all the beasts therein, and accusing the ancestors of their race of every imaginable variety of evil behaviour. Yet so great had become the renown of the one who stood forth, and so widely had the warning voice been passed from tree to tree, preparing all who dwelt in the forest against his anger, that not even the fiercest replied openly, though low growls and mutterings proceeded from every cave within a bow-shot’s distance around. Wearying quickly of such feeble and timorous demonstrations, the youth rushed into the cave from which the loudest murmurs proceeded, and there discovered a tiger of unnatural size, surrounded by the bones of innumerable ones whom it had devoured; for from time to time its ravages became so great and unbearable, that armies were raised in the neighbouring villages and sent to destroy it, but more than a few stragglers never returned. Plainly recognizing that a just and inevitable vengeance had overtaken it, the tiger made only a very inferior exhibition of resistance, and the youth, having first stunned it with a blow of his closed hand, seized it by the middle, and repeatedly dashed its head against the rocky sides of its retreat. He then performed for the third time the ceremony enjoined by the Mandarin, and having cast upon the cringing and despicable forms concealed in the surrounding woods and caves a look of dignified and ineffable contempt, set out upon his homeward journey, and in the space of three days’ time reached the town of the versatile Poo-chow. “Behold,” exclaimed that person, when, lifting up his eyes, he saw the youth approaching laden with the skins of the tigers and other spoils, “now at least the youths and maidens of your native village will no longer withdraw themselves from the company of so undoubtedly heroic a person.” “Illustrious Mandarin,” replied the other, casting both his weapons and his trophies before his inspired adviser’s feet, “what has this person to do with the little ones of either sex? Give him rather the foremost place in your ever-victorious company of bowmen, so that he may repay in part the undoubted debt under which he henceforth exists.” This proposal found favour with the pure-minded Poo-chow, so that in course of time the unassuming youth who had come supplicating his advice became the valiant commander of his army, and the one eventually chosen to present plighting gifts to his only daughter.’

“When the father had completed the narrative of how the faint-hearted youth became in the end a courageous and resourceful leader of bowmen, Sen looked up, and not in any degree understanding the purpose of the story, or why it had been set forth before him, exclaimed:

“‘Undoubtedly the counsel of the graceful and intelligent Mandarin Poo-chow was of inestimable service in the case recorded, and this person would gladly adopt it as his guide for the future, on the chance of it leading to a similar honourable career; but alas! there are no tigers to be found throughout this Province.’

“‘It is a loss which those who are engaged in commerce in the city of Hankow strive to supply adequately,’ replied his father, who had an assured feeling that it would be of no avail to endeavour to show Sen that the story which he had just related was one setting forth a definite precept rather than fixing an exact manner of behaviour. ‘For that reason,’ he continued, ‘this person has concluded an arrangement by which you will journey to that place, and there enter into the house of commerce of an expert and conscientious vendor of moving contrivances. Among so rapacious and keen-witted a class of persons as they of Hankow, it is exceedingly unlikely that your amiable disposition will involve any individual one in an unavoidably serious loss, and even should such an unforeseen event come to pass, there will, at least, be the undeniable satisfaction of the thought that the unfortunate occurrence will in no way affect the prosperity of those to whom you are bound by the natural ties of affection.’

“‘Benevolent and virtuous-minded father,’ replied Sen gently, but speaking with an inspired conviction; ‘from his earliest infancy this unassuming one has been instructed in an inviolable regard for the Five General Principles of Fidelity to the Emperor, Respect for Parents, Harmony between Husband and Wife, Agreement among Brothers, and Constancy in Friendship. It will be entirely unnecessary to inform so pious-minded a person as the one now being addressed that no evil can attend the footsteps of an individual who courteously observes these enactments.’

“‘Without doubt it is so arranged by the protecting Deities,’ replied the father; ‘yet it is an exceedingly desirable thing for those who are responsible in the matter that the footsteps to which reference has been made should not linger in the neighbourhood of the village, but should, with all possible speed, turn in the direction of Hankow.’

“In this manner it came to pass that Sen Heng set forth on the following day, and coming without delay to the great and powerful city of Hankow, sought out the house of commerce known as ‘The Pure Gilt Dragon of Exceptional Symmetry,’ where the versatile King-y-Yang engaged in the entrancing occupation of contriving moving figures, and other devices of an ingenious and mirth-provoking character, which he entrusted into the hands of numerous persons to sell throughout the Province. From this cause, although enjoying a very agreeable recompense from the sale of the objects, the greatly perturbed King-y-Yang suffered continual internal misgivings; for the habit of behaving of those whom he appointed to go forth in the manner described was such that he could not entirely dismiss from his mind an assured conviction that the details were not invariably as they were represented to be. Frequently would one return in a very deficient and unpresentable condition of garment, asserting that on his return, while passing through a lonely and unprotected district, he had been assailed by an armed band of robbers, and despoiled of all he possessed. Another would claim to have been made the sport of evil spirits, who led him astray by means of false signs in the forest, and finally destroyed his entire burden of commodities, accompanying the unworthy act by loud cries of triumph and remarks of an insulting nature concerning King-y-Yang; for the honourable character and charitable actions of the person in question had made him very objectionable to that class of beings. Others continually accounted for the absence of the required number of taels by declaring that at a certain point of their journey they were made the object of marks of amiable condescension on the part of a high and dignified public official, who, on learning in whose service they were, immediately professed an intimate personal friendship with the estimable King-y-Yang, and, out of a feeling of gratified respect for him, took away all such contrivances as remained undisposed of, promising to arrange the payment with the refined King-y-Yang himself when they should next meet. For these reasons King-y-Yang was especially desirous of obtaining one whose spoken word could be received, upon all points, as an assured fact, and it was, therefore, with an emotion of internal lightness that he confidently heard from those who were acquainted with the person that Sen Heng was, by nature and endowments, utterly incapable of representing matters of even the most insignificant degree to be otherwise than what they really were.

Filled with an acute anxiety to discover what amount of success would be accorded to his latest contrivance, King-y-Yang led Sen Heng to a secluded chamber, and there instructed him in the method of selling certain apparently very ingeniously constructed ducks, which would have the appearance of swimming about on the surface of an open vessel of water, at the same time uttering loud and ever-increasing cries, after the manner of their kind. With ill-restrained admiration at the skilful nature of the deception, King-y-Yang pointed out that the ducks which were to be disposed of, and upon which a seemingly very low price was fixed, did not, in reality, possess any of these accomplishments, but would, on the contrary, if placed in water, at once sink to the bottom in a most incapable manner; it being part of Sen’s duty to exhibit only a specially prepared creature which was restrained upon the surface by means of hidden cords, and, while bending over it, to simulate the cries as agreed upon. After satisfying himself that Sen could perform these movements competently, King-y-Yang sent him forth, particularly charging him that he should not return without a sum of money which fully represented the entire number of ducks entrusted to him, or an adequate number of unsold ducks to compensate for the deficiency.

“At the end of seven days Sen returned to King-y-Yang, and although entirely without money, even to the extent of being unable to provide himself with the merest necessities of a frugal existence, he honourably returned the full number of ducks with which he had set out. It then became evident that although Sen had diligently perfected himself in the sounds and movements which King-y-Yang had contrived, he had not fully understood that they were to be executed stealthily, but had, in consequence, manifested the accomplishment openly, not unreasonably supposing that such an exhibition would be an additional inducement to those who appeared to be well-disposed towards the purchase. From this cause it came about that although large crowds were attracted by Sen’s manner of conducting the enterprise, none actually engaged to purchase even the least expensively-valued of the ducks, although several publicly complimented Sen on his exceptional proficiency, and repeatedly urged him to louder and more frequent cries, suggesting that by such means possible buyers might be attracted to the spot from remote and inaccessible villages in the neighbourhood.

“When King-y-Yang learned how the venture had been carried out, he became most intolerably self-opinionated in his expressions towards Sen’s mental attainments and the manner of his bringing up. It was entirely in vain that the one referred to pointed out in a tone of persuasive and courteous restraint that he had not, down to the most minute particulars, transgressed either the general or the specific obligations of the Five General Principles, and that, therefore, he was blameless, and even worthy of commendation for the manner in which he had acted. With an inelegant absence of all refined feeling, King-y-Yang most incapably declined to discuss the various aspects of the controversy in an amiable manner, asserting, indeed, that for the consideration of as many brass cash as Sen had mentioned principles he would cause him to be thrown into prison as a person of unnatural ineptitude. Then, without rewarding Sen for the time spent in his service, or even inviting him to partake of food and wine, the insufferable deviser of very indifferent animated contrivances again sent him out, this time into the streets of Hankow with a number of delicately inlaid boxes, remarking in a tone of voice which plainly indicated an exactly contrary desire that he would be filled with an overwhelming satisfaction if Sen could discover any excuse for returning a second time without disposing of anything. This remark Sen’s ingenuous nature led him to regard as a definite fact, so that when a passer-by, who tarried to examine the boxes chanced to remark that the colours might have been arranged to greater advantage, in which case he would certainly have purchased at least one of the articles, Sen hastened back, although in a distant part of the city, to inform King-y-Yang of the suggestion, adding that he himself had been favourably impressed with the improvement which could be effected by such an alteration.

“The nature of King-y-Yang’s emotion when Sen again presented himself before him — and when by repeatedly applied tests on various parts of his body he understood that he was neither the victim of malicious demons, nor wandering in an insensible condition in the Middle Air, but that the cause of the return was such as had been plainly stated — was of so mixed and benumbing a variety, that for a considerable space of time he was quite unable to express himself in any way, either by words or by signs. By the time these attributes returned there had formed itself within King-y-Yang’s mind a design of most contemptible malignity, which seemed to present to his enfeebled intellect a scheme by which Sen would be adequately punished, and finally disposed of, without causing him any further trouble in the matter. For this purpose he concealed the real condition of his sentiments towards Sen, and warmly expressed himself in terms of delicate flattery regarding that one’s sumptuous and unfailing taste in the matter of the blending of the colours. Without doubt, he continued, such an alteration as the one proposed would greatly increase the attractiveness of the inlaid boxes, and the matter should be engaged upon without delay. In the meantime, however, not to waste the immediate services of so discriminating and persevering a servant, he would entrust Sen with a mission of exceptional importance, which would certainly tend greatly to his remunerative benefit. In the district of Yun, in the north-western part of the Province, said the crafty and treacherous King-y-Yang, a particular kind of insect was greatly esteemed on account of the beneficent influence which it exercised over the rice plants, causing them to mature earlier, and to attain a greater size than ever happened in its absence. In recent years this creature had rarely been seen in the neighbourhood of Yun, and, in consequence, the earth-tillers throughout that country had been brought into a most disconcerting state of poverty, and would, inevitably, be prepared to exchange whatever they still possessed for even a few of the insects, in order that they might liberate them to increase, and so entirely reverse the objectionable state of things. Speaking in this manner, King-y-Yang entrusted to Sen a carefully prepared box containing a score of the insects, obtained at a great cost from a country beyond the Bitter Water, and after giving him further directions concerning the journey, and enjoining the utmost secrecy about the valuable contents of the box, he sent him forth.

“The discreet and sagacious will already have understood the nature of King-y-Yang’s intolerable artifice; but, for the benefit of the amiable and unsuspecting, it is necessary to make it clear that the words which he had spoken bore no sort of resemblance to affairs as they really existed. The district around Yun was indeed involved in a most unprepossessing destitution, but this had been caused, not by the absence of any rare and auspicious insect, but by the presence of vast hordes of locusts, which had overwhelmed and devoured the entire face the country. It so chanced that among the recently constructed devices at ‘The Pure Gilt Dragon of Exceptional Symmetry’ were a number of elegant representations of rice fields and fruit gardens so skilfully fashioned that they deceived even the creatures, and attracted, among other living things, all the locusts in Hankow into that place of commerce. It was a number of these insects that King-y-Yang vindictively placed in the box which he instructed Sen to carry to Yun, well knowing that the reception which would be accorded to anyone who appeared there on such a mission would be of so fatally destructive a kind that the consideration of his return need not engage a single conjecture.

“Entirely tranquil in intellect — for the possibility of King-y-Yang’s intention being in any way other than what he had represented it to be did not arise within Sen’s ingenuous mind — the person in question cheerfully set forth on his long but unavoidable march towards the region of Yun. As he journeyed along the way, the nature of his meditation brought up before him the events which had taken place since his arrival at Hankow; and, for the first time, it was brought within his understanding that the story of the youth and the three tigers, which his father had related to him, was in the likeness of a proverb, by which counsel and warning is conveyed in a graceful and inoffensive manner. Readily applying the fable to his own condition, he could not doubt but that the first two animals to be overthrown were represented by the two undertakings which he had already conscientiously performed in the matter of the mechanical ducks and the inlaid boxes, and the conviction that he was even then engaged on the third and last trial filled him with an intelligent gladness so unobtrusive and refined that he could express his entrancing emotions in no other way that by lifting up his voice and uttering the far-reaching cries which he had used on the first of the occasions just referred to.

“In this manner the first part of the journey passed away with engaging celerity. Anxious as Sen undoubtedly was to complete the third task, and approach the details which, in his own case, would correspond with the command of the bowmen and the marriage with the Mandarin’s daughter of the person in the story, the noontide heat compelled him to rest in the shade by the wayside for a lengthy period each day. During one of these pauses it occurred to his versatile mind that the time which was otherwise uselessly expended might be well disposed of in endeavouring to increase the value and condition of the creatures under his care by instructing them in the performance of some simple accomplishments, such as might not be too laborious for their feeble and immature understanding. In this he was more successful than he had imagined could possibly be the case, for the discriminating insects, from the first, had every appearance of recognizing that Sen was inspired by a sincere regard for their ultimate benefit, and was not merely using them for his own advancement. So assiduously did they devote themselves to their allotted tasks, that in a very short space of time there was no detail in connexion with their own simple domestic arrangements that was not understood and daily carried out by an appointed band. Entranced at this intelligent manner of conducting themselves, Sen industriously applied his time to the more congenial task of instructing them in the refined arts, and presently he had the enchanting satisfaction of witnessing a number of the most cultivated faultlessly and unhesitatingly perform a portion of the well-known gravity-removing play entitled “The Benevolent Omen of White Dragon Tea Garden; or, Three Times a Mandarin.” Not even content with this elevating display, Sen ingeniously contrived, from various objects which he discovered at different points by the wayside, an effective and life-like representation of a war-junk, for which he trained a crew, who, at an agreed signal, would take up their appointed places and go through the required movements, both of sailing, and of discharging the guns, in a reliable and efficient manner.

“As Sen was one day educating the least competent of the insects in the simpler parts of banner-carriers, gong-beaters, and the like, to their more graceful and versatile companions, he lifted up his eyes and beheld, standing by his side, a person of very elaborately embroidered apparel and commanding personality, who had all the appearance of one who had been observing his movements for some space of time. Calling up within his remembrance the warning which he had received from King-y-Yang, Sen was preparing to restore the creatures to their closed box, when the stranger, in a loud and dignified voice, commanded him to refrain, adding:

“‘There is, resting at a spot within the immediate neighbourhood, a person of illustrious name and ancestry, who would doubtless be gratified to witness the diverting actions of which this one has recently been a spectator. As the reward of a tael cannot be unwelcome to a person of your inferior appearance and unpresentable garments, take up your box without delay, and follow the one who is now before you.’

“With these words the richly-clad stranger led the way through a narrow woodland path, closely followed by Sen, to whom the attraction of the promised reward — a larger sum, indeed, than he had ever possessed — was sufficiently alluring to make him determined that the other should not, for the briefest possible moment, pass beyond his sight.

“Not to withhold that which Sen was entirely ignorant of until a later period, it is now revealed that the person in question was the official Provider of Diversions and Pleasurable Occupations to the sacred and illimitable Emperor, who was then engaged in making an unusually extensive march through the eight Provinces surrounding his Capital — for the acute and well-educated will not need to be reminded that Nanking occupied that position at the time now engaged with. Until his providential discovery of Sen, the distinguished Provider had been immersed in a most unenviable condition of despair, for his enlightened but exceedingly perverse-minded master had, of late, declined to be in any way amused, or even interested, by the simple and unpretentious entertainment which could be obtained in so inaccessible a region. The well-intentioned efforts of the followers of the Court, who engagingly endeavoured to divert the Imperial mind by performing certain feats which they remembered to have witnessed on previous occasions, but which, until the necessity arose, they had never essayed, were entirely without result of a beneficial order. Even the accomplished Provider’s one attainment — that of striking together both the hands and the feet thrice simultaneously, while leaping into the air, and at the same time producing a sound not unlike that emitted by a large and vigorous bee when held captive in the fold of a robe, an action which never failed to throw the illustrious Emperor into a most uncontrollable state of amusement when performed within the Imperial Palace — now only drew from him the unsympathetic, if not actually offensive, remark that the attitude and the noise bore a marked resemblance to those produced by a person when being bowstrung, adding, with unprepossessing significance, that of the two entertainments he had an unevadable conviction that the bowstringing would be the more acceptable and gravity-removing.

“When Sen beheld the size and the silk-hung magnificence of the camp into which his guide led him, he was filled with astonishment, and at the same time recognized that he had acted in an injudicious and hasty manner by so readily accepting the offer of a tael; whereas, if he had been in possession of the true facts of the case, as they now appeared, he would certainly have endeavoured to obtain double that amount before consenting. As he was hesitating within himself whether the matter might not even yet be arranged in a more advantageous manner, he was suddenly led forward into the most striking and ornamental of the tents, and commanded to engage the attention of the one in whose presence he found himself, without delay.

“From the first moment when the inimitable creatures began, at Sen’s spoken word, to go through the ordinary details of their domestic affairs, there was no sort of doubt as to the nature of the success with which their well-trained exertions would be received. The dark shadows instantly forsook the enraptured Emperor’s select brow, and from time to time he expressed himself in words of most unrestrained and intimate encouragement. So exuberant became the overjoyed Provider’s emotion at having at length succeeded in obtaining the services of one who was able to recall his Imperial master’s unclouded countenance, that he came forward in a most unpresentable state of haste, and rose into the air uncommanded, for the display of his usually not unwelcome acquirement. This he would doubtless have executed competently had not Sen, who stood immediately behind him, suddenly and unexpectedly raised his voice in a very vigorous and proficient duck cry, thereby causing the one before him to endeavour to turn around in alarm, while yet in the air — an intermingled state of movements of both the body and the mind that caused him to abandon his original intention in a manner which removed the gravity of the Emperor to an even more pronounced degree than had been effected by the diverting attitudes of the insects.

“When the gratified Emperor had beheld every portion of the tasks which Sen had instilled into the minds of the insects, down even to the minutest detail, he called the well-satisfied Provider before him, and addressing him in a voice which might be designed to betray either sternness or an amiable indulgence, said:

“‘You, O Shan-se, are reported to be a person of no particular intellect or discernment, and, for this reason, these ones who are speaking have a desire to know how the matter will present itself in your eyes. Which is it the more commendable and honourable for a person to train to a condition of unfailing excellence, human beings of confessed intelligence or insects of a low and degraded standard?’

“To this remark the discriminating Shan-se made no reply, being, indeed, undecided in his mind whether such a course was expected of him. On several previous occasions the somewhat introspective Emperor had addressed himself to persons in what they judged to be the form of a question, as one might say, ‘How blue is the unapproachable air canopy, and how delicately imagined the colour of the clouds!’ yet when they had expressed their deliberate opinion on the subjects referred to, stating the exact degree of blueness, and the like, the nature of their reception ever afterwards was such that, for the future, persons endeavoured to determine exactly the intention of the Emperor’s mind before declaring themselves in words. Being exceedingly doubtful on this occasion, therefore, the very cautious Shan-se adopted the more prudent and uncompromising attitude, and smiling acquiescently, he raised both his hands with a self-deprecatory movement.

“‘Alas!’ exclaimed the Emperor, in a tone which plainly indicated that the evasive Shan-se had adopted a course which did not commend itself, ‘how unendurable a condition of affairs is it for a person of acute mental perception to be annoyed by the inopportune behaviour of one who is only fit to mix on terms of equality with beggars, and low-caste street cleaners—’

“‘Such a condition of affairs is indeed most offensively unbearable, illustrious Being,’ remarked Shan-se, who clearly perceived that his former silence had not been productive of a delicate state of feeling towards himself.

“‘It has frequently been said,’ continued the courteous and pure-minded Emperor, only signifying his refined displeasure at Shan-se’s really ill-considered observation by so arranging his position that the person in question on longer enjoyed the sublime distinction of gazing upon his benevolent face, ‘that titles and offices have been accorded, from time to time, without any regard for the fitting qualifications of those to whom they were presented. The truth that such a state of things does occasionally exist has been brought before our eyes during the past few days by the abandoned and inefficient behaviour of one who will henceforth be a marked official; yet it has always been our endeavour to reward expert and unassuming merit, whenever it is discovered. As we were setting forth, when we were interrupted in a most obstinate and superfluous manner, the one who can guide and cultivate the minds of unthinking, and not infrequently obstinate and rapacious, insects would certainly enjoy an even greater measure of success if entrusted with the discriminating intellects of human beings. For this reason it appears that no more fitting person could be found to occupy the important and well-rewarded position of Chief Arranger of the Competitive Examinations than the one before us — provided his opinions and manner of expressing himself are such as commend themselves to us. To satisfy us on this point let Sen Heng now stand forth and declare his beliefs.’

“On this invitation Sen advanced the requisite number of paces, and not in any degree understanding what was required of him, determined that the occasion was one when he might fittingly declare the Five General Principles which were ever present in his mind. ‘Unquestioning Fidelity to the Sacred Emperor—’ he began, when the person in question signified that the trial was over.

“‘After so competent and inspired an expression as that which has just been uttered, which, if rightly considered, includes all lesser things, it is unnecessary to say more,’ he declared affably. ‘The appointment which has already been specified is now declared to be legally conferred. The evening will be devoted to a repetition of the entrancing manoeuvres performed by the insects, to be followed by a feast and music in honour of the recognized worth and position of the accomplished Sen Heng. There is really no necessity for the apparently over-fatigued Shan-se to attend the festival.’

“In such a manner was the foundation of Sen’s ultimate prosperity established, by which he came in the process of time to occupy a very high place in public esteem. Yet, being a person of honourably-minded conscientiousness, he did not hesitate, when questioned by those who made pilgrimages to him for the purpose of learning by what means he had risen to so remunerative a position, to ascribe his success, not entirely to his own intelligent perception of persons and events, but, in part, also to a never-failing regard for the dictates of the Five General Principles, and a discriminating subservience to the inspired wisdom of the venerable Poo-chow, as conveyed to him in the story of the faint-hearted youth and the three tigers. This story Sen furthermore caused to be inscribed in letters of gold, and displayed in a prominent position in his native village, where it has since doubtless been the means of instructing and advancing countless observant ones who have not been too insufferable to be guided by the experience of those who have gone before.”


THE EXPERIMENT OF THE MANDARIN CHAN HUNG

 Related by Kai Lung at Shan Tzu, on the occasion of his receiving a very unexpected reward.
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“THERE ARE CERTAINLY many occasions when the principles of the Mandarin Chan Hung appear to find practical favour in the eyes of those who form this usually uncomplaining person’s audiences at Shan Tzu,” remarked Kai Lung, with patient resignation, as he took up his collecting-bowl and transferred the few brass coins which it held to a concealed place among his garments. “Has the village lately suffered from a visit of one of those persons who come armed with authority to remove by force or stratagem such goods as bear names other than those possessed by their holders? or is it, indeed — as they of Wu-whei confidently assert — that when the Day of Vows arrives the people of Shan Tzu, with one accord, undertake to deny themselves in the matter of gifts and free offerings, in spite of every conflicting impulse?”

“They of Wu-whei!” exclaimed a self-opinionated bystander, who had by some means obtained an inferior public office, and who was, in consequence, enabled to be present on all occasions without contributing any offering. “Well is that village named ‘The Refuge of Unworthiness,’ for its dwellers do little but rob and illtreat strangers, and spread evil and lying reports concerning better endowed ones than themselves.”

“Such a condition of affairs may exist,” replied Kai Lung, without any indication of concern either one way or the other; “yet it is an undeniable fact that they reward this commonplace story-teller’s too often underestimated efforts in a manner which betrays them either to be of noble birth, or very desirous of putting to shame their less prosperous neighbouring places.”

“Such exhibitions of uncalled-for lavishness are merely the signs of an ill-regulated and inordinate vanity,” remarked a Mandarin of the eighth grade, who chanced to be passing, and who stopped to listen to Kai Lung’s words. “Nevertheless, it is not fitting that a collection of decaying hovels, which Wu-whei assuredly is, should, in however small a detail, appear to rise above Shan Tzu, so that if the versatile and unassuming Kai Lung will again honour this assembly by allowing his well-constructed bowl to pass freely to and fro, this obscure and otherwise entirely superfluous individual will make it his especial care that the brass of Wu-whei shall be answered with solid copper, and its debased pewter with doubly refined silver.”

With these encouraging words the very opportune Mandarin of the eighth grade himself followed the story-teller’s collecting-bowl, observing closely what each person contributed, so that, although he gave nothing from his own store, Kai Lung had never before received so honourable an amount.

“O illustrious Kai Lung,” exclaimed a very industrious and ill-clad herb-gatherer, who, in spite of his poverty, could not refrain from mingling with listeners whenever the story-teller appeared in Shan Tzu, “a single piece of brass money is to this person more than a block of solid gold to many of Wu-whei; yet he has twice made the customary offering, once freely, once because a courteous and pure-minded individual who possesses certain written papers of his connected with the repayment of some few taels walked behind the bowl and engaged his eyes with an unmistakable and very significant glance. This fact emboldens him to make the following petition: that in place of the not altogether unknown story of Yung Chang which had been announced the proficient and nimble-minded Kai Lung will entice our attention with the history of the Mandarin Chan Hung, to which reference has already been made.”

“The occasion is undoubtedly one which calls for recognition to an unusual degree,” replied Kai Lung with extreme affability. “To that end this person will accordingly narrate the story which has been suggested, notwithstanding the fact that it has been specially prepared for the ears of the sublime Emperor, who is at this moment awaiting this unseemly one’s arrival in Peking with every mark of ill-restrained impatience, tempered only by his expectation of being the first to hear the story of the well-meaning but somewhat premature Chan Hung.

“The Mandarin in question lived during the reign of the accomplished Emperor Tsint-Sin, his Yamen being at Fow Hou, in the Province of Shan-Tung, of which place he was consequently the chief official. In his conscientious desire to administer a pure and beneficent rule, he not infrequently made himself a very prominent object for public disregard, especially by his attempts to introduce untried things, when from time to time such matters arose within his mind and seemed to promise agreeable and remunerative results. In this manner it came about that the streets of Fow Hou were covered with large flat stones, to the great inconvenience of those persons who had, from a very remote period, been in the habit of passing the night on the soft clay which at all seasons of the year afforded a pleasant and efficient resting-place. Nevertheless, in certain matters his engaging efforts were attended by an obvious success. Having noticed that misfortunes and losses are much less keenly felt when they immediately follow in the steps of an earlier evil, the benevolent and humane-minded Chan Hung devised an ingenious method of lightening the burden of a necessary taxation by arranging that those persons who were the most heavily involved should be made the victims of an attack and robbery on the night before the matter became due. By this thoughtful expedient the unpleasant duty of parting from so many taels was almost imperceptibly led up to, and when, after the lapse of some slight period, the first sums of money were secretly returned, with a written proverb appropriate to the occasion, the public rejoicing of those who, had the matter been left to its natural course, would still have been filling the air with bitter and unendurable lamentations, plainly testified to the inspired wisdom of the enlightened Mandarin.

“The well-merited success of this amiable expedient caused the Mandarin Chan Hung every variety of intelligent emotion, and no day passed without him devoting a portion of his time to the labour of discovering other advantages of a similar nature. Engrossed in deep and very sublime thought of this order, he chanced upon a certain day to be journeying through Fow Hou, when he met a person of irregular intellect, who made an uncertain livelihood by following the unassuming and charitably-disposed from place to place, chanting in a loud voice set verses recording their virtues, which he composed in their honour. On account of his undoubted infirmities this person was permitted a greater freedom of speech with those above him than would have been the case had his condition been merely ordinary; so that when Chan Hung observed him becoming very grossly amused on his approach, to such an extent indeed, that he neglected to perform any of the fitting acts of obeisance, the wise and noble-minded Mandarin did not in any degree suffer his complacency to be affected, but, drawing near, addressed him in a calm and dignified manner.

“‘Why, O Ming-hi,’ he said, ‘do you permit your gravity to be removed to such an exaggerated degree at the sight of this in no way striking or exceptional person? and why, indeed, do you stand in so unbecoming an attitude in the presence of one who, in spite of his depraved inferiority, is unquestionably your official superior, and could, without any hesitation, condemn you to the tortures or even to bowstringing on the spot?’

“‘Mandarin,’ exclaimed Ming-hi, stepping up to Chan Hung, and, without any hesitation, pressing the gilt button which adorned the official’s body garment, accompanying the action by a continuous muffled noise which suggested the repeated striking of a hidden bell, ‘you wonder that this person stands erect on your approach, neither rolling his lowered head repeatedly from side to side, nor tracing circles in the dust of Fow Hou with his submissive stomach? Know then, the meaning of the proverb, “Distrust an inordinate appearance of servility. The estimable person who retires from your presence walking backwards may adopt that deferential manner in order to keep concealed the long double-edged knife with which he had hoped to slay you.” The excessive amusement that seized this offensive person when he beheld your well-defined figure in the distance arose from his perception of your internal satisfaction, which is, indeed, unmistakably reflected in your symmetrical countenance. For, O Mandarin, in spite of your honourable endeavours to turn things which are devious into a straight line, the matters upon which you engage your versatile intellect — little as you suspect the fact — are as grains of the finest Foo-chow sand in comparison with that which escapes your attention.’

“‘Strange are your words, O Ming-hi, and dark to this person your meaning,’ replied Chan Hung, whose feelings were evenly balanced between a desire to know what thing he had neglected and a fear that his dignity might suffer if he were observed to remain long conversing with a person of Ming-hi’s low mental attainments. ‘Without delay, and with an entire absence of lengthy and ornamental forms of speech, express the omission to which you have made reference; for this person has an uneasy inside emotion that you are merely endeavouring to engage his attention to the end that you may make an unseemly and irrelevant reply, and thereby involve him in an undeserved ridicule.’

“‘Such a device would be the pastime of one of immature years, and could have no place in this person’s habit of conduct,’ replied Ming-hi, with every appearance of a fixed sincerity. ‘Moreover, the matter is one which touches his own welfare closely, and, expressed in the fashion which the proficient Mandarin has commanded, may be set forth as follows: By a wise and all-knowing divine system, it is arranged that certain honourable occupations, which by their nature cannot become remunerative to any marked degree, shall be singled out for special marks of reverence, so that those who engage therein may be compensated in dignity for what they must inevitably lack in taels. By this refined dispensation the literary occupations, which are in general the highroads to the Establishment of Public Support and Uniform Apparel, are held in the highest veneration. Agriculture, from which it is possible to wrest a competency, follows in esteem; while the various branches of commerce, leading as they do to vast possessions and the attendant luxury, are very justly deprived of all the attributes of dignity and respect. Yet observe, O justice-loving Mandarin, how unbecomingly this ingenious system of universal compensation has been debased at the instance of grasping and avaricious ones. Dignity, riches and ease now go hand in hand, and the highest rewarded in all matters are also the most esteemed, whereas, if the discriminating provision of those who have gone before and so arranged it was observed, the direct contrary would be the case.’

“‘It is a state of things which is somewhat difficult to imagine in general matters of life, in spite of the fair-seemingness of your words,’ said the Mandarin thoughtfully; ‘nor can this rather obtuse and slow-witted person fully grasp the practical application of the system on the edge of the moment. In what manner would it operate in the case of ordinary persons, for example?’

“‘There should be a fixed and settled arrangement that the low-minded and degrading occupations — such as that of following charitable persons from place to place, chanting verses composed in their honour, that of misleading travellers who inquire the way, so that they fall into the hands of robbers, and the like callings — should be the most highly rewarded to the end that those who are engaged therein may obtain some solace for the loss of dignity they experience, and the mean intellectual position which they are compelled to maintain. By this device they would be enabled to possess certain advantages and degrees of comfort which at present are utterly beyond their grasp, so that in the end they would escape being entirely debased. To turn to the other foot, those who are now high in position, and engaged in professions which enjoy the confidence of all persons, have that which in itself is sufficient to insure contentment. Furthermore, the most proficient and engaging in every department, mean or high-minded, have certain attributes of respect among those beneath them, so that they might justly be content with the lowest reward in whatever calling they professed, the least skilful and most left-handed being compensated for the mental anguish which they must undoubtedly suffer by receiving the greatest number of taels.’

“‘Such a scheme would, as far as the matter has been expressed, appear to possess all the claims of respect, and to be, indeed, what was originally intended by those who framed the essentials of existence,’ said Chan Hung, when he had for some space of time considered the details. ‘In one point, however, this person fails to perceive how the arrangement could be amiably conducted in Fow Hou. The one who is addressing you maintains, as a matter of right, a position of exceptional respect, nor, if he must express himself upon such a detail, are his excessively fatiguing duties entirely unremunerative...’

“‘In the case of the distinguished and unalterable Mandarin,’ exclaimed Ming-hi, with no appearance of hesitation, ‘the matter would of necessity be arranged otherwise. Being from that time, as it were, the controller of the destinies and remunerations of all those in Fow Hou, he would, manifestly, be outside the working of the scheme; standing apart and regulating, like the person who turns the handle of the corn-mill, but does not suffer himself to be drawn between the stones, he could still maintain both his respect and his remuneration unaltered.’

“‘If the detail could honourably be regarded in such a light,’ said Chan Hung, ‘this person would, without delay, so rearrange matters in Fow Hou, and thereby create universal justice and an unceasing contentment within the minds of all.’

“‘Undoubtedly such a course could be justly followed,’ assented Ming-hi, ‘for in precisely that manner of working was the complete scheme revealed to this highly-favoured person.’

“Entirely wrapped up in thoughts concerning the inception and manner of operation of this project Chan Hung began to retrace his steps towards the Yamen, failing to observe in his benevolent abstraction of mind, that the unaffectedly depraved person Ming-hi was stretching out his feet towards him and indulging in every other form of low-minded and undignified contempt.

“Before he reached the door of his residence the Mandarin overtook one who occupied a high position of confidence and remuneration in the Department of Public Fireworks and Coloured Lights. Fully assured of this versatile person’s enthusiasm on behalf of so humane and charitable a device, Chan Hung explained the entire matter to him without delay, and expressly desired that if there were any details which appeared capable of improvement, he would declare himself clearly regarding them.

“‘Alas!’ exclaimed the person with whom the Mandarin was conversing, speaking in so unfeignedly disturbed and terrified a voice that several who were passing by stopped in order to learn the full circumstance, ‘have this person’s ears been made the object of some unnaturally light-minded demon’s ill-disposed pastime, or does the usually well-balanced Chan Hung in reality contemplate so violent and un-Chinese an action? What but evil could arise from a single word of the change which he proposes to the extent of a full written book? The entire fixed nature of events would become reversed; persons would no longer be fully accountable to one another; and Fow Hou being thus thrown into a most unendurable state of confusion, the protecting Deities would doubtless withdraw their influence, and the entire region would soon be given over to the malicious guardianship of rapacious and evilly-disposed spirits. Let this person entreat the almost invariably clear-sighted Chan Hung to return at once to his adequately equipped and sumptuous Yamen, and barring well the door of his inner chamber, so that it can only be opened from the outside, partake of several sleeping essences of unusual strength, after which he will awake in an undoubtedly refreshed state of mind, and in a condition to observe matters with his accustomed diamond-like penetration.’

“‘By no means!’ cried one of those who had stopped to learn the occasion of the incident — a very inferior maker of unserviceable imitation pigtails— ‘the devout and conscientious-minded Mandarin Chan Hung speaks as the inspired mouth-piece of the omnipotent Buddha, and must, for that reason, be obeyed in every detail. This person would unhesitatingly counsel the now invaluable Mandarin to proceed to his well-constructed residence without delay, and there calling together his entire staff of those who set down his spoken words, put the complete Heaven-sent plan into operation, and beyond recall, before he retires to his inner chamber.’

“Upon this there arose a most inelegant display of undignified emotions on the part of the assembly which had by this time gathered together. While those who occupied honourable and remunerative positions very earnestly entreated the Mandarin to act in the manner which had been suggested by the first speaker, others — who had, in the meantime, made use of imagined figures, and thereby discovered that the proposed change would be greatly to their advantage — raised shouts of encouragement towards the proposal of the pigtail-maker, urging the noble Mandarin not to become small in the face towards the insignificant few who were ever opposed to enlightened reform, but to maintain an unflaccid upper lip, and carry the entire matter through to its destined end. In the course of this very unseemly tumult, which soon involved all persons present in hostile demonstrations towards each other, both the Mandarin and the official from the Fireworks and Coloured Lights Department found an opportunity to pass away secretly, the former to consider well the various sides of the matter, towards which he became better disposed with every thought, the latter to find a purchaser of his appointment and leave Fow Hou before the likelihood of Chan Hung’s scheme became generally known.

“At this point an earlier circumstance, which affected the future unrolling of events to no insignificant degree, must be made known, concerning as it does Lila, the fair and very accomplished daughter of Chan Hung. Possessing no son or heir to succeed him, the Mandarin exhibited towards Lila a very unusual depth of affection, so marked, indeed, that when certain evil-minded ones endeavoured to encompass his degradation, on the plea of eccentricity of character, the written papers which they dispatched to the high ones at Peking contained no other accusation in support of the contention than that the individual in question regarded his daughter with an obvious pride and pleasure which no person of well-balanced intellect lavished on any but a son.

“It was his really conscientious desire to establish Lila’s welfare above all things that had caused Chan Hung to become in some degree undecided when conversing with Ming-hi on the detail of the scheme; for, unaffected as the Mandarin himself would have been at the prospect of an honourable poverty, it was no part of his intention that the adorable and exceptionally-refined Lila should be drawn into such an existence. That, indeed, had been the essential of his reply on a certain and not far removed occasion, when two persons of widely differing positions had each made a formal request that he might be allowed to present marriage-pledging gifts to the very desirable Lila. Maintaining an enlightened openness of mind upon the subject, the Mandarin had replied that nothing but the merit of undoubted suitableness of a person would affect him in such a decision. As it was ordained by the wise and unchanging Deities that merit should always be fittingly rewarded, he went on to express himself, and as the most suitable person was obviously the one who could the most agreeably provide for her, the two circumstances inevitably tended to the decision that the one chosen should be the person who could amass the greatest number of taels. To this end he instructed them both to present themselves at the end of a year, bringing with them the entire profits of their undertakings between the two periods.

“This deliberate pronouncement affected the two persons in question in an entirely opposite manner, for one of them was little removed from a condition of incessant and most uninviting poverty, while the other was the very highly-rewarded picture-maker Pe-tsing. Both to this latter person, and to the other one, Lee Sing, the ultimate conclusion of the matter did not seem to be a question of any conjecture therefore, and, in consequence, the one became most offensively self-confident, and the other leaden-minded to an equal degree, neither remembering the unswerving wisdom of the proverb, ‘Wait! all men are but as the black, horn-cased beetles which overrun the inferior cooking-rooms of the city, and even at this moment the heavily-shod and unerring foot of Buddha may be lifted.’

“Lee Sing was, by profession, one of those who hunt and ensnare the brilliantly-coloured winged insects which are to be found in various parts of the Empire in great variety and abundance, it being his duty to send a certain number every year to Peking to contribute to the amusement of the dignified Emperor. In spite of the not too intelligent nature of the occupation, Lee Sing took an honourable pride in all matters connected with it. He disdained, with well-expressed contempt, to avail himself of the stealthy and somewhat deceptive methods employed by others engaged in a similar manner of life. In this way he had, from necessity, acquired agility to an exceptional degree, so that he could leap far into the air, and while in that position select from a passing band of insects any which he might desire. This useful accomplishment was, in a measure, the direct means of bringing together the person in question and the engaging Lila; for, on a certain occasion, when Lee Sing was passing through the streets of Fow Hou, he heard a great outcry, and beheld persons of all ranks running towards him, pointing at the same time in an upward direction. Turning his gaze in the manner indicated, Lee beheld, with every variety of astonishment, a powerful and unnaturally large bird of prey, carrying in its talons the lovely and now insensible Lila, to whom it had been attracted by the magnificence of her raiment. The rapacious and evilly-inspired creature was already above the highest dwelling-houses when Lee first beheld it, and was plainly directing its course towards the inaccessible mountain crags beyond the city walls. Nevertheless, Lee resolved upon an inspired effort, and without any hesitation bounded towards it with such well-directed proficiency, that if he had not stretched forth his hand on passing he would inevitably have been carried far above the desired object. In this manner he succeeded in dragging the repulsive and completely disconcerted monster to the ground, where its graceful and unassuming prisoner was released, and the presumptuous bird itself torn to pieces amid continuous shouts of a most respectful and engaging description in honour of Lee and of his versatile attainment.

“In consequence of this incident the grateful Lila would often deliberately leave the society of the rich and well-endowed in order to accompany Lee on his journeys in pursuit of exceptionally-precious winged insects. Regarding his unusual ability as the undoubted cause of her existence at that moment, she took an all-absorbing pride in such displays, and would utter loud and frequent exclamations of triumph when Lee leaped out from behind some rock, where he had lain concealed, and with unfailing regularity secured the object of his adroit movement. In this manner a state of feeling which was by no means favourable to the aspiring picture-maker Pe-tsing had long existed between the two persons; but when Lee Sing put the matter in the form of an explicit petition before Chan Hung (to which adequate reference has already been made), the nature of the decision then arrived at seemed to clothe the realization of their virtuous and estimable desires with an air of extreme improbability.

“‘Oh, Lee,’ exclaimed the greatly-disappointed maiden when her lover had explained to her the nature of the arrangement — for in her unassuming admiration of the noble qualities of Lee she had anticipated that Chan Hung would at once have received him with ceremonious embraces and assurances of his permanent affection— ‘how unendurable a state of things is this in which we have become involved! Far removed from this one’s anticipations was the thought of becoming inalienably associated with that outrageous person Pe-tsing, or of entering upon an existence which will necessitate a feigned admiration of his really unpresentable efforts. Yet in such a manner must the entire circumstance complete its course unless some ingenious method of evading it can be discovered in the meantime. Alas, my beloved one! the occupation of ensnaring winged insects is indeed an alluring one, but as far as this person has observed, it is also exceedingly unproductive of taels. Could not some more expeditious means of enriching yourself be discovered? Frequently has the unnoticed but nevertheless very attentive Lila heard her father and the round-bodied ones who visit him speak of exploits which seem to consist of assuming the shapes of certain wild animals, and in that guise appearing from time to time at the place of exchange within the city walls. As this form of entertainment is undoubtedly very remunerative in its results, could not the versatile and ready-witted Lee conceal himself within the skin of a bear, or some other untamed beast, and in this garb, joining them unperceived, play an appointed part and receive a just share of the reward?’

“‘The result of such an enterprise might, if the matter chanced to take an unforeseen development, prove of a very doubtful nature,’ replied Lee Sing, to whom, indeed, the proposed venture appeared in a somewhat undignified light, although, with refined consideration, he withheld such a thought from Lila, who had proposed it for him, and also confessed that her usually immaculate father had taken part in such an exhibition. ‘Nevertheless, do not permit the dark shadow of an inward cloud to reflect itself upon your almost invariably amiable countenance, for this person has become possessed of a valuable internal suggestion which, although he has hitherto neglected, being content with a small but assured competency, would doubtless bring together a serviceable number of taels if rightly utilized.’

“‘Greatly does this person fear that the valuable internal suggestion of Lee Sing will weigh but lightly in the commercial balance against the very rapidly executed pictures of Pe-tsing,’ said Lila, who had not fully recalled from her mind a disturbing emotion that Lee would have been well advised to have availed himself of her ingenious and well-thought-out suggestion. ‘But of what does the matter consist?’

“‘It is the best explained by a recital of the circumstances leading up to it,’ said Lee. ‘Upon an occasion when this person was passing through the streets of Fow Hou, there gathered around him a company of those who had, on previous occasions, beheld his exceptional powers of hurtling himself through the air in an upward direction, praying that he would again delight their senses by a similar spectacle. Not being unwilling to afford those estimable persons of the amusement they desired, this one, without any elaborate show of affected hesitancy, put himself into the necessary position, and would without doubt have risen uninterruptedly almost into the Middle Air, had he not, in making the preparatory movements, placed his left foot upon an over-ripe wampee which lay unperceived on the ground. In consequence of this really blameworthy want of caution the entire manner and direction of this short-sighted individual’s movements underwent a sudden and complete change, so that to those who stood around it appeared as though he were making a well-directed endeavour to penetrate through the upper surface of the earth. This unexpected display had the effect of removing the gravity of even the most aged and severe-minded persons present, and for the space of some moments the behaviour and positions of those who stood around were such that they were quite unable to render any assistance, greatly as they doubtless wished to do so. Being in this manner allowed a period for inward reflexion of a very concentrated order, it arose within this one’s mind that at every similar occurrence which he had witnessed, those who observed the event had been seized in a like fashion, being very excessively amused. The fact was made even more undoubted by the manner of behaving of an exceedingly stout and round-faced person, who had not been present from the beginning, but who was affected to a most incredible extent when the details, as they had occurred, were made plain to him, he declaring, with many references to the Sacred Dragon and the Seven Walled Temple at Peking, that he would willingly have contributed a specified number of taels rather than have missed the diversion. When at length this person reached his own chamber, he diligently applied himself to the task of carrying into practical effect the suggestion which had arisen in his mind. By an arrangement of transparent glasses and reflecting surfaces — which, were it not for a well-defined natural modesty, he would certainly be tempted to describe as highly ingenious — he ultimately succeeded in bringing about the effect he desired.’

“With these words Lee put into Lila’s hands an object which closely resembled the contrivances by which those who are not sufficiently powerful to obtain positions near the raised platform, in the Halls of Celestial Harmony, are nevertheless enabled to observe the complexions and attire of all around them. Regulating it by means of a hidden spring, he requested her to follow closely the actions of a heavily-burdened passerby who was at that moment some little distance beyond them. Scarcely had Lila raised the glass to her eyes than she became irresistibly amused to a most infectious degree, greatly to the satisfaction of Lee, who therein beheld the realization of his hopes. Not for the briefest space of time would she permit the object to pass from her, but directed it at every person who came within her sight, with frequent and unfeigned exclamations of wonder and delight.

“‘How pleasant and fascinating a device is this!’ exclaimed Lila at length. ‘By what means is so diverting and gravity-removing a result obtained?’

“‘Further than that it is the concentration of much labour of continually trying with glasses and reflecting surfaces, this person is totally unable to explain it,’ replied Lee. ‘The chief thing, however, is that at whatever moving object it is directed — no matter whether a person so observed is being carried in a chair, riding upon an animal, or merely walking — at a certain point he has every appearance of being unexpectedly hurled to the ground in a most violent and mirth-provoking manner. Would not the stout and round-faced one, who would cheerfully have contributed a certain number of taels to see this person manifest a similar exhibition, unhesitatingly lay out that sum to secure the means of so gratifying his emotions whenever he felt the desire, even with the revered persons of the most dignified ones in the Empire? Is there, indeed, a single person between the Wall and the Bitter Waters on the South who is so devoid of ambition that he would miss the opportunity of subjecting, as it were, perhaps even the sacred Emperor himself to the exceptional feat?’

“‘The temptation to possess one would inevitably prove overwhelming to any person of ordinary intelligence,’ admitted Lila. ‘Yet, in spite of this one’s unassumed admiration for the contrivance, internal doubts regarding the ultimate happiness of the two persons who are now discussing the matter again attack her. She recollects, somewhat dimly, an almost forgotten, but nevertheless, very unassailable proverb, which declares that more contentment of mind can assuredly be obtained from the unexpected discovery of a tael among the folds of a discarded garment than could, in the most favourable circumstances, ensue from the well-thought-out construction of a new and hitherto unknown device. Furthermore, although the span of a year may seem unaccountably protracted when persons who reciprocate engaging sentiments are parted, yet when the acceptance or refusal of Pe-tsing’s undesirable pledging-gifts hangs upon the accomplishment of a remote and not very probable object within that period, it becomes as a breath of wind passing through an autumn forest.’

“Since the day when Lila and Lee had sat together side by side, and conversed in this unrestrained and irreproachable manner, the great sky-lantern had many times been obscured for a period. Only an insignificant portion of the year remained, yet the affairs of Lee Sing were in no more prosperous a condition than before, nor had he found an opportunity to set aside any store of taels. Each day the unsupportable Pe-tsing became more and more obtrusive and self-conceited, even to the extent of throwing far into the air coins of insignificant value whenever he chanced to pass Lee in the street, at the same time urging him to leap after them and thereby secure at least one or two pieces of money against the day of calculating. In a similar but entirely opposite fashion, Lila and Lee experienced the acutest pangs of an ever-growing despair, until their only form of greeting consisted in gazing into each other’s eyes with a soul-benumbing expression of self-reproach.

“Yet at this very time, when even the natural and unalterable powers seemed to be conspiring against the success of Lee’s modest and inoffensive hopes, an event was taking place which was shortly to reverse the entire settled arrangement of persons and affairs, and involved Fow Hou in a very inextricable state of uncertainty. For, not to make a pretence of concealing a matter which has been already in part revealed, the Mandarin Chan Hung had by this time determined to act in the manner which Ming-hi had suggested; so that on a certain morning Lee Sing was visited by two persons, bearing between them a very weighty sack of taels, who also conveyed to him the fact that a like amount would be deposited within his door at the end of each succeeding seven days. Although Lee’s occupation had in the past been very meagrely rewarded, either by taels or by honour, the circumstance which resulted in his now receiving so excessively large a sum is not made clear until the detail of Ming-hi’s scheme is closely examined. The matter then becomes plain, for it had been suggested by that person that the most proficient in any occupation should be rewarded to a certain extent, and the least proficient to another stated extent, the original amounts being reversed. When those engaged by Chang Hung to draw up the various rates came to the profession of ensnaring winged insects, however, they discovered that Lee Sing was the only one of that description in Fow Hou, so that it became necessary in consequence to allot him a double portion, one amount as the most proficient, and a much larger amount as the least proficient.

“It is unnecessary now to follow the not altogether satisfactory condition of affairs which began to exist in Fow Hou as soon as the scheme was put into operation. The full written papers dealing with the matter are in the Hall of Public Reference at Peking, and can be seen by any person on the payment of a few taels to everyone connected with the establishment. Those who found their possessions reduced thereby completely overlooked the obvious justice of the arrangement, and immediately began to take most severe measures to have the order put aside; while those who suddenly and unexpectedly found themselves raised to positions of affluence tended to the same end by conducting themselves in a most incapable and undiscriminating manner. And during the entire period that this state of things existed in Fow Hou the really contemptible Ming-hi continually followed Chan Hung about from place to place, spreading out his feet towards him, and allowing himself to become openly amused to a most unseemly extent.

“Chief among those who sought to have the original manner of rewarding persons again established was the picture-maker, Pe-tsing, who now found himself in a condition of most abject poverty, so unbearable, indeed, that he frequently went by night, carrying a lantern, in the hope that he might discover some of the small pieces of money which he had been accustomed to throw into the air on meeting Lee Sing. To his pangs of hunger was added the fear that he would certainly lose Lila, so that from day to day he redoubled his efforts, and in the end, by using false statements and other artifices of a questionable nature, the party which he led was successful in obtaining the degradation of Chan Hung and his dismissal from office, together with an entire reversal of all his plans and enactments.

“On the last day of the year which Chan Hung had appointed as the period of test for his daughter’s suitors, the person in question was seated in a chamber of his new abode — a residence of unassuming appearance but undoubted comfort — surrounded by Lila and Lee, when the hanging curtains were suddenly flung aside, and Pe-tsing, followed by two persons of low rank bearing sacks of money, appeared among them.

“‘Chan Hung,’ he said at length, ‘in the past events arose which compelled this person to place himself against you in your official position. Nevertheless, he has always maintained towards you personally an unchanging affection, and understanding full well that you are one of those who maintain their spoken word in spite of all happenings, he has now come to exhibit the taels which he has collected together, and to claim the fulfilment of your deliberate promise.’

“With these words the commonplace picture-maker poured forth the contents of the sacks, and stood looking at Lila in a most confident and unprepossessing manner.

“‘Pe-tsing,’ replied Chan Hung, rising from his couch and speaking in so severe and impressive a voice that the two servants of Pe-tsing at once fled in great apprehension, ‘this person has also found it necessary, in his official position, to oppose you; but here the similarity ends, for, on his part, he has never felt towards you the remotest degree of affection. Nevertheless, he is always desirous, as you say, that persons should regard their spoken word, and as you seem to hold a promise from the Chief Mandarin of Fow Hou regarding marriage-gifts towards his daughter, he would advise you to go at once to that person. A misunderstanding has evidently arisen, for the one whom you are addressing is merely Chan Hung, and the words spoken by the Mandarin have no sort of interest for him — indeed, he understands that all that person’s acts have been reversed, so that he fails to see how anyone at all can regard you and your claim in other than a gravity-removing light. Furthermore, the maiden in question is now definitely and irretrievably pledged to this faithful and successful one by my side, who, as you will doubtless be gracefully overjoyed to learn, has recently disposed of a most ingenious and diverting contrivance for an enormous number of taels, so many, indeed, that both the immediate and the far-distant future of all the persons who are here before you are now in no sort of doubt whatever.’

“At these words the three persons whom he had interrupted again turned their attention to the matter before them; but as Pe-tsing walked away, he observed, though he failed to understand the meaning, that they all raised certain objects to their eyes, and at once became amused to a most striking and uncontrollable degree.”


THE CONFESSION OF KAI LUNG

Related by himself at Wu-whei when other matter failed him.
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AS KAI LUNG, the story-teller, unrolled his mat and selected, with grave deliberation, the spot under the mulberry-tree which would the longest remain sheltered from the sun’s rays, his impassive eye wandered round the thin circle of listeners who had been drawn together by his uplifted voice, with a glance which, had it expressed his actual thoughts, would have betrayed a keen desire that the assembly should be composed of strangers rather than of his most consistent patrons, to whom his stock of tales was indeed becoming embarrassingly familiar. Nevertheless, when he began there was nothing in his voice but a trace of insufficiently restrained triumph, such as might be fitly assumed by one who has discovered and makes known for the first time a story by the renowned historian Lo Cha.

“The adventures of the enlightened and nobly-born Yuin-Pel—”

“Have already thrice been narrated within Wu-whei by the versatile but exceedingly uninventive Kai Lung,” remarked Wang Yu placidly. “Indeed, has there not come to be a saying by which an exceptionally frugal host’s rice, having undoubtedly seen the inside of the pot many times, is now known in this town as Kai-Pel?”

“Alas!” exclaimed Kai Lung, “well was this person warned of Wu-whei in the previous village, as a place of desolation and excessively bad taste, whose inhabitants, led by an evil-minded maker of very commonplace pipes, named Wang Yu, are unable to discriminate in all matters not connected with the cooking of food and the evasion of just debts. They at Shan Tzu hung on to my cloak as I strove to leave them, praying that I would again entrance their ears with what they termed the melodious word-music of this person’s inimitable version of the inspired story of Yuin-Pel.”

“Truly the story of Yuin-Pel is in itself excellent,” interposed the conciliatory Hi Seng; “and Kai Lung’s accomplishment of having three times repeated it here without deviating in the particular of a single word from the first recital stamps him as a story-teller of no ordinary degree. Yet the saying ‘Although it is desirable to lose persistently when playing at squares and circles with the broad-minded and sagacious Emperor, it is none the less a fact that the observance of this etiquette deprives the intellectual diversion of much of its interest for both players,’ is no less true today than when the all knowing H’sou uttered it.”

“They well said — they of Shan Tzu — that the people of Wu-whei were intolerably ignorant and of low descent,” continued Kai Lung, without heeding the interruption; “that although invariably of a timorous nature, even to the extent of retiring to the woods on the approach of those who select bowmen for the Imperial army, all they require in a story is that it shall be garnished with deeds of bloodshed and violence to the exclusion of the higher qualities of well-imagined metaphors and literary style which alone constitute true excellence.”

“Yet it has been said,” suggested Hi Seng, “that the inimitable Kai Lung can so mould a narrative in the telling that all the emotions are conveyed therein without unduly disturbing the intellects of the hearers.”

“O amiable Hi Seng,” replied Kai Lung with extreme affability, “doubtless you are the most expert of water-carriers, and on a hot and dusty day, when the insatiable desire of all persons is towards a draught of unusual length without much regard to its composition, the sight of your goat-skins is indeed a welcome omen; yet when in the season of Cold White Rains you chance to meet the belated chair-carrier who has been reluctantly persuaded into conveying persons beyond the limit of the city, the solitary official watchman who knows that his chief is not at hand, or a returning band of those who make a practise of remaining in the long narrow rooms until they are driven forth at a certain gong-stroke, can you supply them with the smallest portion of that invigorating rice spirit for which alone they crave? From this simple and homely illustration, specially conceived to meet the requirements of your stunted and meagre understanding, learn not to expect both grace and thorns from the willow-tree. Nevertheless, your very immature remarks on the art of story-telling are in no degree more foolish than those frequently uttered by persons who make a living by such a practice; in proof of which this person will relate to the select and discriminating company now assembled an entirely new and unrecorded story — that, indeed, of the unworthy, but frequently highly-rewarded Kai Lung himself.”

“The story of Kai Lung!” exclaimed Wang Yu. “Why not the story of Ting, the sightless beggar, who has sat all his life outside the Temple of Miraculous Cures? Who is Kai Lung, that he should have a story? Is he not known to us all here? Is not his speech that of this Province, his food mean, his arms and legs unshaven? Does he carry a sword or wear silk raiment? Frequently have we seen him fatigued with journeying; many times has he arrived destitute of money; nor, on those occasions when a newly-appointed and unnecessarily officious Mandarin has commanded him to betake himself elsewhere and struck him with a rod has Kai Lung caused the stick to turn into a deadly serpent and destroy its master, as did the just and dignified Lu Fei. How, then, can Kai Lung have a story that is not also the story of Wang Yu and Hi Seng, and all others here?”

“Indeed, if the refined and enlightened Wang Yu so decides, it must assuredly be true,” said Kai Lung patiently; “yet (since even trifles serve to dispel the darker thoughts of existence) would not the history of so small a matter as an opium pipe chain his intelligent consideration? such a pipe, for example, as this person beheld only today exposed for sale, the bowl composed of the finest red clay, delicately baked and fashioned, the long bamboo stem smoother than the sacred tooth of the divine Buddha, the spreading support patiently and cunningly carved with scenes representing the Seven Joys, and the Tenth Hell of unbelievers.”

“Ah!” exclaimed Wang Yu eagerly, “it is indeed as you say, a Mandarin among masterpieces. That pipe, O most unobserving Kai Lung, is the work of this retiring and superficial person who is now addressing you, and, though the fact evidently escaped your all-seeing glance, the place where it is exposed is none other than his shop of ‘The Fountain of Beauty,’ which you have on many occasions endowed with your honourable presence.”

“Doubtless the carving is the work of the accomplished Wang Yu, and the fitting together,” replied Kai Lung; “but the materials for so refined and ornamental a production must of necessity have been brought many thousand li; the clay perhaps from the renowned beds of Honan, the wood from Peking, and the bamboo from one of the great forests of the North.”

“For what reason?” said Wang Yu proudly. “At this person’s very door is a pit of red clay, purer and infinitely more regular than any to be found at Honan; the hard wood of Wu-whei is extolled among carvers throughout the Empire, while no bamboo is straighter or more smooth than that which grows in the neighbouring woods.”

“O most inconsistent Wang Yu!” cried the story-teller, “assuredly a very commendable local pride has dimmed your usually penetrating eyesight. Is not the clay pit of which you speak that in which you fashioned exceedingly unsymmetrical imitations of rat-pies in your childhood? How, then, can it be equal to those of Honan, which you have never seen? In the dark glades of these woods have you not chased the gorgeous butterfly, and, in later years, the no less gaily attired maidens of Wu-whei in the entrancing game of Kiss in the Circle? Have not the bamboo-trees to which you have referred provided you with the ideal material wherewith to roof over those cunningly-constructed pits into which it has ever been the chief delight of the young and audacious to lure dignified and unnaturally stout Mandarins? All these things you have seen and used ever since your mother made a successful offering to the Goddess Kum-Fa. How, then, can they be even equal to the products of remote Honan and fabulous Peking? Assuredly the generally veracious Wang Yu speaks this time with closed eyes and will, upon mature reflexion, eat his words.”

The silence was broken by a very aged man who arose from among the bystanders.

“Behold the length of this person’s pigtail,” he exclaimed, “the whiteness of his moustaches and the venerable appearance of his beard! There is no more aged person present — if, indeed, there be such a one in all the Province. It accordingly devolves upon him to speak in this matter, which shall be as follows: The noble-minded and proficient Kai Lung shall relate the story as he has proposed, and the garrulous Wang Yu shall twice contribute to Kai Lung’s bowl when it is passed round, once for himself and once for this person, in order that he may learn either to be more discreet or more proficient in the art of aptly replying.”

“The events which it is this person’s presumptuous intention to describe to this large-hearted and providentially indulgent gathering,” began Kai Lung, when his audience had become settled, and the wooden bowl had passed to and fro among them, “did not occupy many years, although they were of a nature which made them of far more importance than all the remainder of his existence, thereby supporting the sage discernment of the philosopher Wen-weng, who first made the observation that man is greatly inferior to the meanest fly, inasmuch as that creature, although granted only a day’s span of life, contrives during that period to fulfil all the allotted functions of existence.

“Unutterably to the astonishment and dismay of this person and all those connected with him (for several of the most expensive readers of the future to be found in the Empire had declared that his life would be marked by great events, his career a source of continual wonder, and his death a misfortune to those who had dealings with him) his efforts to take a degree at the public literary competitions were not attended with any adequate success. In view of the plainly expressed advice of his father it therefore became desirable that this person should turn his attention to some other method of regaining the esteem of those upon whom he was dependent for all the necessaries of existence. Not having the means wherewith to engage in any form of commerce, and being entirely ignorant of all matters save the now useless details of attempting to pass public examinations, he reluctantly decided that he was destined to become one of those who imagine and write out stories and similar devices for printed leaves and books.

“This determination was favourably received, and upon learning it, this person’s dignified father took him aside, and with many assurances of regard presented to him a written sentence, which, he said, would be of incomparable value to one engaged in a literary career, and should in fact, without any particular qualifications, insure an honourable competency. He himself, he added, with what at the time appeared to this one as an unnecessary regard for detail, having taken a very high degree, and being in consequence appointed to a distinguished and remunerative position under the Board of Fines and Tortures, had never made any use of it.

“The written sentence, indeed, was all that it had been pronounced. It had been composed by a remote ancestor, who had spent his entire life in crystallizing all his knowledge and experience into a few written lines, which as a result became correspondingly precious. It defined in a very original and profound manner several undisputable principles, and was so engagingly subtle in its manner of expression that the most superficial person was irresistibly thrown into a deep inward contemplation upon reading it. When it was complete, the person who had contrived this ingenious masterpiece, discovering by means of omens that he still had ten years to live, devoted each remaining year to the task of reducing the sentence by one word without in any way altering its meaning. This unapproachable example of conciseness found such favour in the eyes of those who issue printed leaves that as fast as this person could inscribe stories containing it they were eagerly purchased; and had it not been for a very incapable want of foresight on this narrow-minded individual’s part, doubtless it would still be affording him an agreeable and permanent means of living.

“Unquestionably the enlightened Wen-weng was well acquainted with the subject when he exclaimed, ‘Better a frugal dish of olives flavoured with honey than the most sumptuously devised puppy-pie of which the greater portion is sent forth in silver-lined boxes and partaken of by others.’ At that time, however, this versatile saying — which so gracefully conveys the truth of the undeniable fact that what a person possesses is sufficient if he restrain his mind from desiring aught else — would have been lightly treated by this self-conceited story-teller even if his immature faculties had enabled him fully to understand the import of so profound and well-digested a remark.

“At that time Tiao Ts’un was undoubtedly the most beautiful maiden in all Peking. So frequently were the verses describing her habits and appearances affixed in the most prominent places of the city, that many persons obtained an honourable livelihood by frequenting those spots and disposing of the sacks of written papers which they collected to merchants who engaged in that commerce. Owing to the fame attained by his written sentence, this really very much inferior being had many opportunities of meeting the incomparable maiden Tiao at flower-feasts, melon-seed assemblies, and those gatherings where persons of both sexes exhibit themselves in revolving attitudes, and are permitted to embrace openly without reproach; whereupon he became so subservient to her charms and virtues that he lost no opportunity of making himself utterly unendurable to any who might chance to speak to, or even gaze upon, this Heaven-sent creature.

“So successful was this person in his endeavour to meet the sublime Tiao and to gain her conscientious esteem that all emotions of prudence forsook him, or it would soon have become apparent even to his enfeebled understanding that such consistent good fortune could only be the work of unforgiving and malignant spirits whose ill-will he had in some way earned, and who were luring him on in order that they might accomplish his destruction. That object was achieved on a certain evening when this person stood alone with Tiao upon an eminence overlooking the city and watched the great sky-lantern rise from behind the hills. Under these delicate and ennobling influences he gave speech to many very ornamental and refined thoughts which arose within his mind concerning the graceful brilliance of the light which was cast all around, yet notwithstanding which a still more exceptional and brilliant light was shining in his own internal organs by reason of the nearness of an even purer and more engaging orb. There was no need, this person felt, to hide even his most inside thoughts from the dignified and sympathetic being at his side, so without hesitation he spoke — in what he believes even now must have been a very decorative manner — of the many thousand persons who were then wrapped in sleep, of the constantly changing lights which appeared in the city beneath, and of the vastness which everywhere lay around.

“‘O Kai Lung,’ exclaimed the lovely Tiao, when this person had made an end of speaking, ‘how expertly and in what a proficient manner do you express yourself, uttering even the sentiments which this person has felt inwardly, but for which she has no words. Why, indeed, do you not inscribe them in a book?’

“Under her elevating influence it had already occurred to this illiterate individual that it would be a more dignified and, perhaps, even a more profitable course for him to write out and dispose of, to those who print such matters, the versatile and high-minded expressions which now continually formed his thoughts, rather than be dependent upon the concise sentence for which, indeed, he was indebted to the wisdom of a remote ancestor. Tiao’s spoken word fully settled his determination, so that without delay he set himself to the task of composing a story which should omit the usual sentence, but should contain instead a large number of his most graceful and diamond-like thoughts. So engrossed did this near-sighted and superficial person become in the task (which daily seemed to increase rather than lessen as new and still more sublime images arose within his mind) that many months passed before the matter was complete. In the end, instead of a story, it had assumed the proportions of an important and many-volumed book; while Tiao had in the meantime accepted the wedding gifts of an objectionable and excessively round-bodied individual, who had amassed an inconceivable number of taels by inducing persons to take part in what at first sight appeared to be an ingenious but very easy competition connected with the order in which certain horses should arrive at a given and clearly defined spot. By that time, however, this unduly sanguine story-teller had become completely entranced in his work, and merely regarded Tiao-Ts’un as a Heaven-sent but no longer necessary incentive to his success. With every hope, therefore, he went forth to dispose of his written leaves, confident of finding some very wealthy person who would be in a condition to pay him the correct value of the work.

“At the end of two years this somewhat disillusionized but still undaunted person chanced to hear of a benevolent and unassuming body of men who made a habit of issuing works in which they discerned merit, but which, nevertheless, others were unanimous in describing as ‘of no good.’ Here this person was received with gracious effusion, and being in a position to impress those with whom he was dealing with his undoubted knowledge of the subject, he finally succeeded in making a very advantageous arrangement by which he was to pay one-half of the number of taels expended in producing the work, and to receive in return all the profits which should result from the undertaking. Those who were concerned in the matter were so engagingly impressed with the incomparable literary merit displayed in the production that they counselled a great number of copies being made ready in order, as they said, that this person should not lose by there being any delay when once the accomplishment became the one topic of conversation in tea-houses and yamens. From this cause it came about that the matter of taels to be expended was much greater than had been anticipated at the beginning, so that when the day arrived on which the volumes were to be sent forth this person found that almost his last piece of money had disappeared.

“Alas! how small a share has a person in the work of controlling his own destiny. Had only the necessarily penurious and now almost degraded Kai Lung been born a brief span before the great writer Lo Kuan Chang, his name would have been received with every mark of esteem from one end of the Empire to the other, while taels and honourable decorations would have been showered upon him. For the truth, which could no longer be concealed, revealed the fact that this inopportune individual possessed a mind framed in such a manner that his thoughts had already been the thoughts of the inspired Lo Kuan, who, as this person would not be so presumptuous as to inform this ornamental and well-informed gathering, was the most ingenious and versatile-minded composer of written words that this Empire — and therefore the entire world — has seen, as, indeed, his honourable title of ‘The Many-hued Mandarin Duck of the Yang-tse’ plainly indicates.

“Although this self-opinionated person had frequently been greatly surprised himself during the writing of his long work by the brilliance and manysidedness of the thoughts and metaphors which arose in his mind without conscious effort, it was not until the appearance of the printed leaves which make a custom of warning persons against being persuaded into buying certain books that he definitely understood how all these things had been fully expressed many dynasties ago by the all-knowing Lo Kuan Chang, and formed, indeed, the great national standard of unapproachable excellence. Unfortunately, this person had been so deeply engrossed all his life in literary pursuits that he had never found an opportunity to glance at the works in question, or he would have escaped the embarrassing position in which he now found himself.

“It was with a hopeless sense of illness of ease that this unhappy one reached the day on which the printed leaves already alluded to would make known their deliberate opinion of his writing, the extremity of his hope being that some would at least credit him with honourable motives, and perhaps a knowledge that if the inspired Lo Kuan Chan had never been born the entire matter might have been brought to a very different conclusion. Alas! only one among the many printed leaves which made reference to the venture contained any words of friendship or encouragement. This benevolent exception was sent forth from a city in the extreme Northern Province of the Empire, and contained many inspiring though delicately guarded messages of hope for the one to whom they gracefully alluded as ‘this undoubtedly youthful, but nevertheless, distinctly promising writer of books.’ While admitting that altogether they found the production undeniably tedious, they claimed to have discovered indications of an obvious talent, and therefore they unhesitatingly counselled the person in question to take courage at the prospect of a moderate competency which was certainly within his grasp if he restrained his somewhat over-ambitious impulses and closely observed the simple subjects and manner of expression of their own Chang Chow, whose ‘Lines to a Wayside Chrysanthemum,’ ‘Mongolians who Have,’ and several other composed pieces, they then set forth. Although it became plain that the writer of this amiably devised notice was, like this incapable person, entirely unacquainted with the masterpieces of Lo Kuan Chang, yet the indisputable fact remained that, entirely on its merit, the work had been greeted with undoubted enthusiasm, so that after purchasing many examples of the refined printed leaf containing it, this person sat far into the night continually reading over the one unprejudiced and discriminating expression.

“All the other printed leaves displayed a complete absence of good taste in dealing with the matter. One boldly asserted that the entire circumstance was the outcome of a foolish jest or wager on the part of a person who possessed a million taels; another predicted that it was a cunning and elaborately thought-out method of obtaining the attention of the people on the part of certain persons who claimed to vend a reliable and fragrantly-scented cleansing substance. The Valley of Hoang Rose Leaves and Sweetness hoped, in a spirit of no sincerity, that the ingenious Kai Lung would not rest on his tea-leaves, but would soon send forth an equally entertaining amended example of the Sayings of Confucious and other sacred works, while the Pure Essence of the Seven Days’ Happenings merely printed side by side portions from the two books under the large inscription, ‘IS THERE REALLY ANY NEED FOR US TO EXPRESS OURSELVES MORE CLEARLY?’

“The disappointment both as regards public esteem and taels — for, after the manner in which the work had been received by those who advise on such productions, not a single example was purchased — threw this ill-destined individual into a condition of most unendurable depression, from which he was only aroused by a remarkable example of the unfailing wisdom of the proverb which says ‘Before hastening to secure a possible reward of five taels by dragging an unobservant person away from a falling building, examine well his features lest you find, when too late, that it is one to whom you are indebted for double that amount.’ Disappointed in the hope of securing large gains from the sale of his great work, this person now turned his attention again to his former means of living, only to find, however, that the discredit in which he had become involved even attached itself to his concise sentence; for in place of the remunerative and honourable manner in which it was formerly received, it was now regarded on all hands with open suspicion. Instead of meekly kow-towing to an evidently pre-arranged doom, the last misfortune aroused this usually resigned story-teller to an ungovernable frenzy. Regarding the accomplished but at the same time exceedingly over-productive Lo Kuan Chang as the beginning of all his evils, he took a solemn oath as a mark of disapproval that he had not been content to inscribe on paper only half of his brilliant thoughts, leaving the other half for the benefit of this hard-striving and equally well-endowed individual, in which case there would have been a sufficiency of taels and of fame for both.

“For a very considerable space of time this person could conceive no method by which he might attain his object. At length, however, as a result of very keen and subtle intellectual searching, and many well-selected sacrifices, it was conveyed by means of a dream that one very ingenious yet simple way was possible. The renowned and universally-admired writings of the distinguished Lo Kuan for the most part take their action within a few dynasties of their creator’s own time: all that remained for this inventive person to accomplish, therefore, was to trace out the entire matter, making the words and speeches to proceed from the mouths of those who existed in still earlier periods. By this crafty method it would at once appear as though the not-too-original Lo Kuan had been indebted to one who came before him for all his most subtle thoughts, and, in consequence, his tomb would become dishonoured and his memory execrated. Without any delay this person cheerfully set himself to the somewhat laborious task before him. Lo Kuan’s well-known exclamation of the Emperor Tsing on the battlefield of Shih-ho, ‘A sedan-chair! a sedan-chair! This person will unhesitatingly exchange his entire and well-regulated Empire for such an article,’ was attributed to an Emperor who lived several thousand years before the treacherous and unpopular Tsing. The new matter of a no less frequently quoted portion ran: ‘O nobly intentioned but nevertheless exceedingly morose Tung-shin, the object before you is your distinguished and evilly-disposed-of father’s honourably-inspired demon,’ the change of a name effecting whatever alteration was necessary; while the delicately-imagined speech beginning ‘The person who becomes amused at matters resulting from double-edged knives has assuredly never felt the effect of a well-directed blow himself’ was taken from the mouth of one person and placed in that of one of his remote ancestors. In such a manner, without in any great degree altering the matter of Lo Kuan’s works, all the scenes and persons introduced were transferred to much earlier dynasties than those affected by the incomparable writer himself, the final effect being to give an air of extreme unoriginality to his really undoubtedly genuine conceptions.

“Satisfied with his accomplishment, and followed by a hired person of low class bearing the writings, which, by nature of the research necessary in fixing the various dates and places so that even the wary should be deceived, had occupied the greater part of a year, this now fully confident story-teller — unmindful of the well-tried excellence of the inspired saying, ‘Money is hundred-footed; upon perceiving a tael lying apparently unobserved upon the floor, do not lose the time necessary in stooping, but quickly place your foot upon it, for one fails nothing in dignity thereby; but should it be a gold piece, distrust all things, and valuing dignity but as an empty name, cast your entire body upon it’ — went forth to complete his great task of finally erasing from the mind and records of the Empire the hitherto venerated name of Lo Kuan Chang. Entering the place of commerce of the one who seemed the most favourable for the purpose, he placed the facts as they would in future be represented before him, explained the undoubtedly remunerative fame that would ensue to all concerned in the enterprise of sending forth the printed books in their new form, and, opening at a venture the written leaves which he had brought with him, read out the following words as an indication of the similarity of the entire work:



 “‘Whai-Keng. Friends, Chinamen, labourers who are engaged in agricultural pursuits, entrust to this person your acute and well-educated ears;

 “‘He has merely come to assist in depositing the body of Ko’ung in the Family Temple, not for the purpose of making remarks about him of a graceful and highly complimentary nature;

 “‘The unremunerative actions of which persons may have been guilty possess an exceedingly undesirable amount of endurance;

 “‘The successful and well-considered almost invariably are involved in a directly contrary course;

 “‘This person desires nothing more than a like fate to await Ko’ung.’

“When this one had read so far, he paused in order to give the other an opportunity of breaking in and offering half his possessions to be allowed to share in the undertaking. As he remained unaccountably silent, however, an inelegant pause occurred which this person at length broke by desiring an expressed opinion on the matter.

“‘O exceedingly painstaking, but nevertheless highly inopportune Kai Lung,’ he replied at length, while in his countenance this person read an expression of no-encouragement towards his venture, ‘all your entrancing efforts do undoubtedly appear to attract the undesirable attention of some spiteful and tyrannical demon. This closely-written and elaborately devised work is in reality not worth the labour of a single stroke, nor is there in all Peking a sender forth of printed leaves who would encourage any project connected with its issue.’

“‘But the importance of such a fact as that which would clearly show the hitherto venerated Lo Kuan Chang to be a person who passed off as his own the work of an earlier one!’ cried this person in despair, well knowing that the deliberately expressed opinion of the one before him was a matter that would rule all others. ‘Consider the interest of the discovery.’

“‘The interest would not demand more than a few lines in the ordinary printed leaves,’ replied the other calmly. ‘Indeed, in a manner of speaking, it is entirely a detail of no consequence whether or not the sublime Lo Kuan ever existed. In reality his very commonplace name may have been simply Lung; his inspired work may have been written a score of dynasties before him by some other person, or they may have been composed by the enlightened Emperor of the period, who desired to conceal the fact, yet these matters would not for a moment engage the interest of any ordinary passer-by. Lo Kuan Chang is not a person in the ordinary expression; he is an embodiment of a distinguished and utterly unassailable national institution. The Heaven-sent works with which he is, by general consent, connected form the necessary unchangeable standard of literary excellence, and remain for ever above rivalry and above mistrust. For this reason the matter is plainly one which does not interest this person.’

“In the course of a not uneventful existence this self-deprecatory person has suffered many reverses and disappointments. During his youth the high-minded Empress on one occasion stopped and openly complimented him on the dignified outline presented by his body in profile, and when he was relying upon this incident to secure him a very remunerative public office, a jealous and powerful Mandarin substituted a somewhat similar, though really very much inferior, person for him at the interview which the Empress had commanded. Frequently in matters of commerce which have appeared to promise very satisfactorily at the beginning this person has been induced to entrust sums of money to others, when he had hoped from the indications and the manner of speaking that the exact contrary would be the case; and in one instance he was released at a vast price from the torture dungeon in Canton — where he had been thrown by the subtle and unconscientious plots of one who could not relate stories in so accurate and unvarying a manner as himself — on the day before that on which all persons were freely set at liberty on account of exceptional public rejoicing. Yet in spite of these and many other very unendurable incidents, this impetuous and ill-starred being never felt so great a desire to retire to a solitary place and there disfigure himself permanently as a mark of his unfeigned internal displeasure, as on the occasion when he endured extreme poverty and great personal inconvenience for an entire year in order that he might take away face from the memory of a person who was so placed that no one expressed any interest in the matter.

“Since then this very ill-clad and really necessitous person has devoted himself to the honourable but exceedingly arduous and in general unremunerative occupation of story-telling. To this he would add nothing save that not infrequently a nobly-born and highly-cultured audience is so entranced with his commonplace efforts to hold the attention, especially when a story not hitherto known has been related, that in order to afford it an opportunity of expressing its gratification, he has been requested to allow another offering to be made by all persons present at the conclusion of the entertainment.”


THE VENGEANCE OF TUNG FEL
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FOR A PERIOD not to be measured by days or weeks the air of Ching-fow had been as unrestful as that of the locust plains beyond the Great Wall, for every speech which passed bore two faces, one fair to hear, as a greeting, but the other insidiously speaking behind a screen, of rebellion, violence, and the hope of overturning the fixed order of events. With those whom they did not mistrust of treachery persons spoke in low voices of definite plans, while at all times there might appear in prominent places of the city skilfully composed notices setting forth great wrongs and injustices towards which resignation and a lowly bearing were outwardly counselled, yet with the same words cunningly inflaming the minds, even of the patient, as no pouring out of passionate thoughts and undignified threatenings could have done. Among the people, unknown, unseen, and unsuspected, except to the proved ones to whom they desired to reveal themselves, moved the agents of the Three Societies. While to the many of Ching-fow nothing was desired or even thought of behind the downfall of their own officials, and, chief of all, the execution of the evil-minded and depraved Mandarin Ping Siang, whose cruelties and extortions had made his name an object of wide and deserved loathing, the agents only regarded the city as a bright spot in the line of blood and fire which they were fanning into life from Peking to Canton, and which would presumably burst forth and involve the entire Empire.

Although it had of late become a plain fact, by reason of the manner of behaving of the people, that events of a sudden and turbulent nature could not long be restrained, yet outwardly there was no exhibition of violence, not even to the length of resisting those whom Ping Siang sent to enforce his unjust demands, chiefly because a well-founded whisper had been sent round that nothing was to be done until Tung Fel should arrive, which would not be until the seventh day in the month of Winged Dragons. To this all persons agreed, for the more aged among them, who, by virtue of their years, were also the formers of opinion in all matters, called up within their memories certain events connected with the two persons in question which appeared to give to Tung Fel the privilege of expressing himself clearly when the matter of finally dealing with the malicious and self-willed Mandarin should be engaged upon.

Among the mountains which enclose Ching-fow on the southern side dwelt a jade-seeker, who also kept goats. Although a young man and entirely without relations, he had, by patient industry, contrived to collect together a large flock of the best-formed and most prolific goats to be found in the neighbourhood, all the money which he received in exchange for jade being quickly bartered again for the finest animals which he could obtain. He was dauntless in penetrating to the most inaccessible parts of the mountains in search of the stone, unfailing in his skilful care of the flock, in which he took much honourable pride, and on all occasions discreet and unassumingly restrained in his discourse and manner of life. Knowing this to be his invariable practice, it was with emotions of an agreeable curiosity that on the seventh day of the month of Winged Dragons those persons who were passing from place to place in the city beheld this young man, Yang Hu, descending the mountain path with unmistakable signs of profound agitation, and an entire absence of prudent care. Following him closely to the inner square of the city, on the continually expressed plea that they themselves had business in that quarter, these persons observed Yang Hu take up a position of unendurable dejection as he gazed reproachfully at the figure of the all-knowing Buddha which surmounted the Temple where it was his custom to sacrifice.

“Alas!” he exclaimed, lifting up his voice, when it became plain that a large number of people was assembled awaiting his words, “to what end does a person strive in this excessively evilly-regulated district? Or is it that this obscure and ill-destined one alone is marked out as with a deep white cross for humiliation and ruin? Father, and Sacred Temple of Ancestral Virtues, wherein the meanest can repose their trust, he has none; while now, being more destitute than the beggar at the gate, the hope of honourable marriage and a robust family of sons is more remote than the chance of finding the miracle-working Crystal Image which marks the last footstep of the Pure One. Yesterday this person possessed no secret store of silver or gold, nor had he knowledge of any special amount of jade hidden among the mountains, but to his call there responded four score goats, the most select and majestic to be found in all the Province, of which, nevertheless, it was his yearly custom to sacrifice one, as those here can testify, and to offer another as a duty to the Yamen of Ping Siang, in neither case opening his eyes widely when the hour for selecting arrived. Yet in what an unseemly manner is his respectful piety and courteous loyalty rewarded! To-day, before this person went forth on his usual quest, there came those bearing written papers by which they claimed, on the authority of Ping Siang, the whole of this person’s flock, as a punishment and fine for his not contributing without warning to the Celebration of Kissing the Emperor’s Face — the very obligation of such a matter being entirely unknown to him. Nevertheless, those who came drove off this person’s entire wealth, the desperately won increase of a life full of great toil and uncomplainingly endured hardship, leaving him only his cave in the rocks, which even the most grasping of many-handed Mandarins cannot remove, his cloak of skins, which no beggar would gratefully receive, and a bright and increasing light of deep hate scorching within his mind which nothing but the blood of the obdurate extortioner can efficiently quench. No protection of charms or heavily-mailed bowmen shall avail him, for in his craving for just revenge this person will meet witchcraft with a Heaven-sent cause and oppose an unsleeping subtlety against strength. Therefore let not the innocent suffer through an insufficient understanding, O Divine One, but direct the hand of your faithful worshipper towards the heart that is proud in tyranny, and holds as empty words the clearly defined promise of an all-seeing justice.”

Scarcely had Yang Hu made an end of speaking before there happened an event which could be regarded in no other light than as a direct answer to his plainly expressed request for a definite sign. Upon the clear air, which had become unnaturally still at Yang Hu’s words, as though to remove any chance of doubt that this indeed was the requested answer, came the loud beating of many very powerful brass gongs, indicating the approach of some person of undoubted importance. In a very brief period the procession reached the square, the gong-beaters being followed by persons carrying banners, bowmen in armour, others bearing various weapons and instruments of torture, slaves displaying innumerable changes of raiment to prove the rank and consequence of their master, umbrella carriers and fan wavers, and finally, preceded by incense burners and surrounded by servants who cleared away all obstructions by means of their formidable and heavily knotted lashes, the unworthy and deceitful Mandarin Ping Siang, who sat in a silk-hung and elaborately wrought chair, looking from side to side with gestures and expressions of contempt and ill-restrained cupidity.

At the sign of this powerful but unscrupulous person all those who were present fell upon their faces, leaving a broad space in their midst, except Yang Hu, who stepped back into the shadow of a doorway, being resolved that he would not prostrate himself before one whom Heaven had pointed out as the proper object of his just vengeance.

When the chair of Ping Siang could no longer be observed in the distance, and the sound of his many gongs had died away, all the persons who had knelt at his approach rose to their feet, meeting each other’s eyes with glances of assured and profound significance. At length there stepped forth an exceedingly aged man, who was generally believed to have the power of reading omens and forecasting futures, so that at his upraised hand all persons became silent.

“Behold!” he exclaimed, “none can turn aside in doubt from the deliberately pointed finger of Buddha. Henceforth, in spite of the well-intentioned suggestions of those who would shield him under the plea of exacting orders from high ones at Peking or extortions practised by slaves under him of which he is ignorant, there can no longer be any two voices concerning the guilty one. Yet what does the knowledge of the cormorant’s cry avail the golden carp in the shallow waters of the Yuen-Kiang? A prickly mormosa is an adequate protection against a naked man armed only with a just cause, and a company of bowmen has been known to quench an entire city’s Heaven-felt desire for retribution. This person, and doubtless others also, would have experienced a more heartfelt enthusiasm in the matter if the sublime and omnipotent Buddha had gone a step further, and pointed out not only the one to be punished, but also the instrument by which the destiny could be prudently and effectively accomplished.”

From the mountain path which led to Yang Hu’s cave came a voice, like an expressly devised reply to this speech. It was that of some person uttering the “Chant of Rewards and Penalties”:

“How strong is the mountain sycamore!  “Its branches reach the Middle Air, and the eye of none can pierce its foliage;  “It draws power and nourishment from all around, so that weeds alone may flourish under its shadow.  “Robbers find safety within the hollow of its trunk; its branches hide vampires and all manner of evil things which prey upon the innocent;  “The wild boar of the forest sharpen their tusks against the bark, for it is harder than flint, and the axe of the woodsman turns back upon the striker.  “Then cries the sycamore, ‘Hail and rain have no power against me, nor can the fiercest sun penetrate beyond my outside fringe;  “‘The man who impiously raises his hand against me falls by his own stroke and weapon.  “‘Can there be a greater or a more powerful than this one? Assuredly, I am Buddha; let all things obey me.’  “Whereupon the weeds bow their heads, whispering among themselves, ‘The voice of the Tall One we hear, but not that of Buddha. Indeed, it is doubtless as he says.’  “In his musk-scented Heaven Buddha laughs, and not deigning to raise his head from the lap of the Phoenix Goddess, he thrusts forth a stone which lies by his foot.  “Saying, ‘A god’s present for a god. Take it carefully, O presumptuous Little One, for it is hot to the touch.’  “The thunderbolt falls and the mighty tree is rent in twain. ‘They asked for my messenger,’ said the Pure One, turning again to repose.

“Lo, he comes!”



With the last spoken word there came into the sight of those who were collected together a person of stern yet engaging appearance. His hands and face were the colour of mulberry stain by long exposure to the sun, while his eyes looked forth like two watch-fires outside a wolf-haunted camp. His long pigtail was tangled with the binding tendrils of the forest, and damp with the dew of an open couch. His apparel was in no way striking or brilliant, yet he strode with the dignity and air of a high official, pushing before him a covered box upon wheels.

“It is Tung Fel!” cried many who stood there watching his approach, in tones which showed those who spoke to be inspired by a variety of impressive emotions. “Undoubtedly this is the seventh day of the month of Winged Dragons, and, as he specifically stated would be the case, lo! he has come.”

Few were the words of greeting which Tung Fel accorded even to the most venerable of those who awaited him.

“This person has slept, partaken of fruit and herbs, and devoted an allotted time to inward contemplation,” he said briefly. “Other and more weighty matters than the exchange of dignified compliments and the admiration of each other’s profiles remain to be accomplished. What, for example, is the significance of the written parchment which is displayed in so obtrusive a manner before our eyes? Bring it to this person without delay.”

At these words all those present followed Tung Fel’s gaze with astonishment, for conspicuously displayed upon the wall of the Temple was a written notice which all joined in asserting had not been there the moment before, though no man had approached the spot. Nevertheless it was quickly brought to Tung Fel, who took it without any fear or hesitation and read aloud the words which it contained.



“TO THE CUSTOM-RESPECTING PERSONS OF CHING-FOW.

“Truly the span of existence of any upon this earth is brief and  not to be considered; therefore, O unfortunate dwellers of  Ching-fow, let it not affect your digestion that your bodies are  in peril of sudden and most excruciating tortures and your Family  Temples in danger of humiliating disregard.

“Why do your thoughts follow the actions of the noble Mandarin  Ping Siang so insidiously, and why after each unjust exaction do  your eyes look redly towards the Yamen?

“Is he not the little finger of those at Peking, obeying their  commands and only carrying out the taxation which others have  devised? Indeed, he himself has stated such to be the fact. If,  therefore, a terrible and unforeseen fate overtook the usually  cautious and well-armed Ping Siang, doubtless — perhaps after the  lapse of some considerable time — another would be sent from Peking  for a like purpose, and in this way, after a too-brief period of  heaven-sent rest and prosperity, affairs would regulate themselves  into almost as unendurable a condition as before.

“Therefore ponder these things well, O passer-by. Yesterday the  only man-child of Huang the wood-carver was taken away to be sold  into slavery by the emissaries of the most just Ping Siang (who  would not have acted thus, we are assured, were it not for the  insatiable ones at Peking), as it had become plain that the very  necessitous Huang had no other possession to contribute to the  amount to be expended in coloured lights as a mark of public  rejoicing on the occasion of the moonday of the sublime Emperor.  The illiterate and prosaic-minded Huang, having in a most unseemly  manner reviled and even assailed those who acted in the matter,  has been effectively disposed of, and his wife now alternately  laughs and shrieks in the Establishment of Irregular Intellects.

“For this reason, gazer, and because the matter touches you more  closely than, in your self-imagined security, you are prone to  think, deal expediently with the time at your disposal. Look twice  and lingeringly to-night upon the face of your first-born, and  clasp the form of your favourite one in a closer embrace, for he  by whose hand the blow is directed may already have cast devouring  eyes upon their fairness, and to-morrow he may say to his armed  men: ‘The time is come; bring her to me.’”





“From the last sentence of the well-intentioned and undoubtedly moderately-framed notice this person will take two phrases,” remarked Tung Fel, folding the written paper and placing it among his garments, “which shall serve him as the title of the lifelike and accurately-represented play which it is his self-conceited intention now to disclose to this select and unprejudiced gathering. The scene represents an enlightened and well-merited justice overtaking an arrogant and intolerable being who — need this person add? — existed many dynasties ago, and the title is:



                        “THE TIME IS COME!

                          BY WHOSE HAND?”



Delivering himself in this manner, Tung Fel drew back the hanging drapery which concealed the front of his large box, and disclosed to those who were gathered round, not, as they had expected, a passage from the Record of the Three Kingdoms, or some other dramatic work of undoubted merit, but an ingeniously constructed representation of a scene outside the walls of their own Ching-fow. On one side was a small but minutely accurate copy of a wood-burner’s hut, which was known to all present, while behind stood out the distant but nevertheless unmistakable walls of the city. But it was nearest part of the spectacle that first held the attention of the entranced beholders, for there disported themselves, in every variety of guileless and attractive attitude, a number of young and entirely unconcerned doves. Scarcely had the delighted onlookers fully observed the pleasing and effective scene, or uttered their expressions of polished satisfaction at the graceful and unassuming behaviour of the pretty creatures before them, than the view entirely changed, and, as if by magic, the massive and inelegant building of Ping Siang’s Yamen was presented before them. As all gazed, astonished, the great door of the Yamen opened stealthily, and without a moment’s pause a lean and ill-conditioned rat, of unnatural size and rapacity, dashed out and seized the most select and engaging of the unsuspecting prey in its hungry jaws. With the expiring cry of the innocent victim the entire box was immediately, and in the most unexpected manner, involved in a profound darkness, which cleared away as suddenly and revealed the forms of the despoiler and the victim lying dead by each other’s side.

Tung Fel came forward to receive the well-selected compliments of all who had witnessed the entertainment.

“It may be objected,” he remarked, “that the play is, in a manner of expressing one’s self, incomplete; for it is unrevealed by whose hand the act of justice was accomplished. Yet in this detail is the accuracy of the representation justified, for though the time has come, the hand by which retribution is accorded shall never be observed.”

In such a manner did Tung Fel come to Ching-fow on the seventh day of the month of Winged Dragons, throwing aside all restraint, and no longer urging prudence or delay. Of all the throng which stood before him scarcely one was without a deep offence against Ping Siang, while those who had not as yet suffered feared what the morrow might display.

A wandering monk from the Island of Irredeemable Plagues was the first to step forth in response to Tung Fel’s plainly understood suggestion.

“There is no necessity for this person to undertake further acts of benevolence,” he remarked, dropping the cloak from his shoulder and displaying the hundred and eight scars of extreme virtue; “nor,” he continued, holding up his left hand, from which three fingers were burnt away, “have greater endurances been neglected. Yet the matter before this distinguished gathering is one which merits the favourable consideration of all persons, and this one will in no manner turn away, recounting former actions, while he allows others to press forward towards the accomplishment of the just and divinely-inspired act.”

With these words the devout and unassuming person in question inscribed his name upon a square piece of rice-paper, attesting his sincerity to the fixed purpose for which it was designed by dipping his thumb into the mixed blood of the slain animals and impressing this unalterable seal upon the paper also. He was followed by a seller of drugs and subtle medicines, whose entire stock had been seized and destroyed by order of Ping Siang, so that no one in Ching-fow might obtain poison for his destruction. Then came an overwhelming stream of persons, all of whom had received some severe and well-remembered injury at the hands of the malicious and vindictive Mandarin. All these followed a similar observance, inscribing their names and binding themselves by the Blood Oath. Last of all Yang Hu stepped up, partly from a natural modesty which restrained him from offering himself when so many more versatile persons of proved excellence were willing to engage in the matter, and partly because an ill-advised conflict was taking place within his mind as to whether the extreme course which was contemplated was the most expedient to pursue. At last, however, he plainly perceived that he could not honourably withhold himself from an affair that was in a measure the direct outcome of his own unendurable loss, so that without further hesitation he added his obscure name to the many illustrious ones already in Tung Fel’s keeping.

When at length dark fell upon the city and the cries of the watchmen, warning all prudent ones to bar well their doors against robbers, as they themselves were withdrawing until the morrow, no longer rang through the narrow ways of Ching-fow, all those persons who had pledged themselves by name and seal went forth silently, and came together at the place whereof Tung Fel had secretly conveyed them knowledge. There Tung Fel, standing somewhat apart, placed all the folded papers in the form of a circle, and having performed over them certain observances designed to insure a just decision and to keep away evil influences, submitted the selection to the discriminating choice of the Sacred Flat and Round Sticks. Having in this manner secured the name of the appointed person who should carry out the act of justice and retribution, Tung Fel unfolded the paper, inscribed certain words upon it, and replaced it among the others.

“The moment before great deeds,” began Tung Fel, stepping forward and addressing himself to the expectant ones who were gathered round, “is not the time for light speech, nor, indeed, for sentences of dignified length, no matter how pleasantly turned to the ear they may be. Before this person stand many who are undoubtedly illustrious in various arts and virtues, yet one among them is pre-eminently marked out for distinction in that his name shall be handed down in imperishable history as that of a patriot of a pure-minded and uncompromising degree. With him there is no need of further speech, and to this end I have inscribed certain words upon his namepaper. To everyone this person will now return the paper which has been entrusted to him, folded so that the nature of its contents shall be an unwritten leaf to all others. Nor shall the papers be unfolded by any until he is within his own chamber, with barred doors, where all, save the one who shall find the message, shall remain, not venturing forth until daybreak. I, Tung Fel, have spoken, and assuredly I shall not eat my word, which is that a certain and most degrading death awaits any who transgress these commands.”

It was with the short and sudden breath of the cowering antelope when the stealthy tread of the pitiless tiger approaches its lair, that Yang Hu opened his paper in the seclusion of his own cave; for his mind was darkened with an inspired inside emotion that he, the one doubting among the eagerly proffering and destructively inclined multitude, would be chosen to accomplish the high aim for which, indeed, he felt exceptionally unworthy. The written sentence which he perceived immediately upon unfolding the paper, instructing him to appear again before Tung Fel at the hour of midnight, was, therefore, nothing but the echo and fulfilment of his own thoughts, and served in reality to impress his mind with calmer feelings of dignified unconcern than would have been the case had he not been chosen. Having neither possessions nor relations, the occupation of disposing of his goods and making ceremonious and affectionate leavetakings of his family, against the occurrence of any unforeseen disaster, engrossed no portion of Yang Hu’s time. Yet there was one matter to which no reference has yet been made, but which now forces itself obtrusively upon the attention, which was in a large measure responsible for many of the most prominent actions of Yang Hu’s life, and, indeed, in no small degree influenced his hesitation in offering himself before Tung Fel.

Not a bowshot distance from the place where the mountain path entered the outskirts of the city lived Hiya-ai-Shao with her parents, who were persons of assured position, though of no particular wealth. For a period not confined to a single year it had been the custom of Yang Hu to offer to this elegant and refined maiden all the rarest pieces of jade which he could discover, while the most symmetrical and remunerative she-goat in his flock enjoyed the honourable distinction of bearing her incomparable name. Towards the almond garden of Hiya’s abode Yang Hu turned his footsteps upon leaving his cave, and standing there, concealed from all sides by the white and abundant flower-laden foliage, he uttered a sound which had long been an agreed signal between them. Presently a faint perfume of choo-lan spoke of her near approach, and without delay Hiya herself stood by his side.

“Well-endowed one,” said Yang Hu, when at length they had gazed upon each other’s features and made renewals of their protestations of mutual regard, “the fixed intentions of a person have often been fitly likened to the seed of the tree-peony, so ineffectual are their efforts among the winds of constantly changing circumstance. The definite hope of this person had long pointed towards a small but adequate habitation, surrounded by sweet-smelling olive-trees and not far distant from the jade cliffs and pastures which would afford a sufficient remuneration and a means of living. This entrancing picture has been blotted out for the time, and in its place this person finds himself face to face with an arduous and dangerous undertaking, followed, perhaps, by hasty and immediate flight. Yet if the adorable Hiya will prove the unchanging depths of her constantly expressed intention by accompanying him as far as the village of Hing where suitable marriage ceremonies can be observed without delay, the exile will in reality be in the nature of a triumphal procession, and the emotions with which this person has hitherto regarded the entire circumstance will undergo a complete and highly accomplished change.”

“Oh, Yang!” exclaimed the maiden, whose feelings at hearing these words were in no way different from those of her lover when he was on the point of opening the folded paper upon which Tung Fel had written; “what is the nature of the mission upon which you are so impetuously resolved? and why will it be followed by flight?”

“The nature of the undertaking cannot be revealed by reason of a deliberately taken oath,” replied Yang Hu; “and the reason of its possible consequence is a less important question to the two persons who are here conversing together than of whether the amiable and graceful Hiya is willing to carry out her often-expressed desire for an opportunity of displaying the true depths of her emotions towards this one.”

“Alas!” said Hiya, “the sentiments which this person expressed with irreproachable honourableness when the sun was high in the heavens and the probability of secretly leaving an undoubtedly well-appointed home was engagingly remote, seem to have an entirely different significance when recalled by night in a damp orchard, and on the eve of their fulfilment. To deceive one’s parents is an ignoble prospect; furthermore, it is often an exceedingly difficult undertaking. Let the matter be arranged in this way: that Yang leaves the ultimate details of the scheme to Hiya’s expedient care, he proceeding without delay to Hing, or, even more desirable, to the further town of Liyunnan, and there awaiting her coming. By such means the risk of discovery and pursuit will be lessened, Yang will be able to set forth on his journey with greater speed, and this one will have an opportunity of getting together certain articles without which, indeed, she would be very inadequately equipped.”

In spite of his conscientious desire that Hiya should be by his side on the journey, together with an unendurable certainty that evil would arise from the course she proposed, Yang was compelled by an innate feeling of respect to agree to her wishes, and in this manner the arrangement was definitely concluded. Thereupon Hiya, without delay, returned to the dwelling, remarking that otherwise her absence might be detected and the entire circumstance thereby discovered, leaving Yang Hu to continue his journey and again present himself before Tung Fel, as he had been instructed.

Tung Fel was engaged with brush and ink when Yang Hu entered. Round him were many written parchments, some venerable with age, and a variety of other matters, among which might be clearly perceived weapons, and devices for reading the future. He greeted Yang with many tokens of dignified respect, and with an evidently restrained emotion led him towards the light of a hanging lantern, where he gazed into his face for a considerable period with every indication of exceptional concern.

“Yang Hu,” he said at length, “at such a moment many dark and searching thoughts may naturally arise in the mind concerning objects and reasons, omens, and the moving cycle of events. Yet in all these, out of a wisdom gained by deep endurance and a hardly-won experience beyond the common lot, this person would say, Be content. The hand of destiny, though it may at times appear to move in a devious manner, is ever approaching its appointed aim. To this end were you chosen.”

“The choice was openly made by wise and proficient omens,” replied Yang Hu, without any display of uncertainty of purpose, “and this person is content.”

Tung Fel then administered to Yang the Oath of Buddha’s Face and the One called the Unutterable (which may not be further described in written words) thereby binding his body and soul, and the souls and repose of all who had gone before him in direct line and all who should in a like manner follow after, to the accomplishment of the design. All spoken matter being thus complete between them, he gave him a mask with which he should pass unknown through the streets and into the presence of Ping Siang, a variety of weapons to use as the occasion arose, and a sign by which the attendants at the Yamen would admit him without further questioning.

As Yang Hu passed through the streets of Ching-fow, which were in a great measure deserted owing to the command of Tung Fel, he was aware of many mournful and foreboding sounds which accompanied him on all sides, while shadowy faces, bearing signs of intolerable anguish and despair, continually formed themselves out of the wind. By the time he reached the Yamen a tempest of exceptional violence was in progress, nor were other omens absent which tended to indicate that matters of a very unpropitious nature were about to take place.

At each successive door of the Yamen the attendant stepped back and covered his face, so that he should by no chance perceive who had come upon so destructive a mission, the instant Yang Hu uttered the sign with which Tung Fel had provided him. In this manner Yang quickly reached the door of the inner chamber upon which was inscribed: “Let the person who comes with a doubtful countenance, unbidden, or meditating treachery, remember the curse and manner of death which attended Lai Kuen, who slew the one over him; so shall he turn and go forth in safety.” This unworthy safeguard at the hands of a person who passed his entire life in altering the fixed nature of justice, and who never went beyond his outer gate without an armed company of bowmen, inspired Yang Hu with so incautious a contempt, that without any hesitation he drew forth his brush and ink, and in a spirit of bitter signification added the words, “‘Come, let us eat together,’ said the wolf to the she-goat.”

Being now within a step of Ping Siang and the completion of his undertaking, Yang Hu drew tighter the cords of his mask, tested and proved his weapons, and then, without further delay, threw open the door before him and stepped into the chamber, barring the door quickly so that no person might leave or enter without his consent.

At this interruption and manner of behaving, which clearly indicated the nature of the errand upon which the person before him had come, Ping Siang rose from his couch and stretched out his hand towards a gong which lay beside him.

“All summonses for aid are now unavailing, Ping Siang,” exclaimed Yang, without in any measure using delicate or set phrases of speech; “for, as you have doubtless informed yourself, the slaves of tyrants are the first to welcome the downfall of their lord.”

“The matter of your speech is as emptiness to this person,” replied the Mandarin, affecting with extreme difficulty an appearance of no-concern. “In what manner has he fallen? And how will the depraved and self-willed person before him avoid the well-deserved tortures which certainly await him in the public square on the morrow, as the reward of his intolerable presumptions?”

“O Mandarin,” cried Yang Hu, “the fitness and occasion for such speeches as the one to which you have just given utterance lie as far behind you as the smoke of yesterday’s sacrifice. With what manner of eyes have you frequently journeyed through Ching-fow of late, if the signs and omens there have not already warned you to prepare a coffin adequately designed to receive your well-proportioned body? Has not the pungent vapour of burning houses assailed your senses at every turn, or the salt tears from the eyes of forlorn ones dashed your peach-tea and spiced foods with bitterness?”

“Alas!” exclaimed Ping Siang, “this person now certainly begins to perceive that many things which he has unthinkingly allowed would present a very unendurable face to others.”

“In such a manner has it appeared to all Ching-fow,” said Yang Hu; “and the justice of your death has been universally admitted. Even should this one fail there would be an innumerable company eager to take his place. Therefore, O Ping Siang, as the only favour which it is within this person’s power to accord, select that which in your opinion is the most agreeable manner and weapon for your end.”

“It is truly said that at the Final Gate of the Two Ways the necessity for elegant and well-chosen sentences ends,” remarked Ping Siang with a sigh, “otherwise the manner of your address would be open to reproach. By your side this person perceives a long and apparently highly-tempered sword, which, in his opinion, will serve the purpose efficiently. Having no remarks of an improving but nevertheless exceedingly tedious nature with which to imprint the occasion for the benefit of those who come after, his only request is that the blow shall be an unhesitating and sufficiently well-directed one.”

At these words Yang Hu threw back his cloak to grasp the sword-handle, when the Mandarin, with his eyes fixed on the naked arm, and evidently inspired by every manner of conflicting emotions, uttered a cry of unspeakable wonder and incomparable surprise.

“The Serpent!” he cried, in a voice from which all evenness and control were absent. “The Sacred Serpent of our Race! O mysterious one, who and whence are you?”

Engulfed in an all-absorbing doubt at the nature of events, Yang could only gaze at the form of the serpent which had been clearly impressed upon his arm from the earliest time of his remembrance, while Ping Siang, tearing the silk garment from his own arm and displaying thereon a similar form, continued:

“Behold the inevitable and unvarying birthmark of our race! So it was with this person’s father and the ones before him; so it was with his treacherously-stolen son; so it will be to the end of all time.”

Trembling beyond all power of restraint, Yang removed the mask which had hitherto concealed his face.

“Father or race has this person none,” he said, looking into Ping Siang’s features with an all-engaging hope, tempered in a measure by a soul-benumbing dread; “nor memory or tradition of an earlier state than when he herded goats and sought for jade in the southern mountains.”

“Nevertheless,” exclaimed the Mandarin, whose countenance was lightened with an interest and a benevolent emotion which had never been seen there before, “beyond all possibility of doubting, you are this person’s lost and greatly-desired son, stolen away many years ago by the treacherous conduct of an unworthy woman, yet now happily and miraculously restored to cherish his declining years and perpetuate an honourable name and race.”

“Happily!” exclaimed Yang, with fervent indications of uncontrollable bitterness. “Oh, my illustrious sire, at whose venerated feet this unworthy person now prostrates himself with well-merited marks of reverence and self-abasement, has the errand upon which an ignoble son entered — the every memory of which now causes him the acutest agony of the lost, but which nevertheless he is pledged to Tung Fel by the Unutterable Oath to perform — has this unnatural and eternally cursed thing escaped your versatile mind?”

“Tung Fel!” cried Ping Siang. “Is, then, this blow also by the hand of that malicious and vindictive person? Oh, what a cycle of events and interchanging lines of destiny do your words disclose!”

“Who, then, is Tung Fel, my revered Father?” demanded Yang.

“It is a matter which must be made clear from the beginning,” replied Ping Siang. “At one time this person and Tung Fel were, by nature and endowments, united in the most amiable bonds of an inseparable friendship. Presently Tung Fel signed the preliminary contract of a marriage with one who seemed to be endowed with every variety of enchanting and virtuous grace, but who was, nevertheless, as the unrolling of future events irresistibly discovered, a person of irregular character and undignified habits. On the eve of the marriage ceremony this person was made known to her by the undoubtedly enraptured Tung Fel, whereupon he too fell into the snare of her engaging personality, and putting aside all thoughts of prudent restraint, made her more remunerative offers of marriage than Tung Fel could by any possible chance overbid. In such a manner — for after the nature of her kind riches were exceptionally attractive to her degraded imagination — she became this person’s wife, and the mother of his only son. In spite of these great honours, however, the undoubted perversity of her nature made her an easy accomplice to the duplicity of Tung Fel, who, by means of various disguises, found frequent opportunity of uttering in her presence numerous well-thought-out suggestions specially designed to lead her imagination towards an existence in which this person had no adequate representation. Becoming at length terrified at the possibility of these unworthy emotions, obtruding themselves upon this person’s notice, the two in question fled together, taking with them the one who without any doubt is now before me. Despite the most assiduous search and very tempting and profitable offers of reward, no information of a reliable nature could be obtained, and at length this dispirited and completely changed person gave up the pursuit as unavailing. With his son and heir, upon whose future he had greatly hoped, all emotions of a generous and high-minded nature left him, and in a very short space of time he became the avaricious and deservedly unpopular individual against whose extortions the amiable and long-suffering ones of Ching-fow have for so many years protested mildly. The sudden and not altogether unexpected fate which is now on the point of reaching him is altogether too lenient to be entirely adequate.”

“Oh, my distinguished and really immaculate sire!” cried Yang Hu, in a voice which expressed the deepest feelings of contrition. “No oaths or vows, however sacred, can induce this person to stretch forth his hand against the one who stands before him.”

“Nevertheless,” replied Ping Siang, speaking of the matter as though it were one which did not closely concern his own existence, “to neglect the Unutterable Oath would inevitably involve not only the two persons who are now conversing together, but also those before and those who are to come after in direct line, in a much worse condition of affairs. That is a fate which this person would by no means permit to exist, for one of his chief desires has ever been to establish a strong and vigorous line, to which end, indeed, he was even now concluding a marriage arrangement with the beautiful and refined Hiya-ai-Shao, whom he had at length persuaded into accepting his betrothal tokens without reluctance.”

“Hiya-ai-Shao!” exclaimed Yang; “she has accepted your silk-bound gifts?”

“The matter need not concern us now,” replied the Mandarin, not observing in his complicated emotions the manner in which the name of Hiya had affected Yang, revealing as it undoubtedly did the treachery of his beloved one. “There only appears to be one honourable way in which the full circumstances can be arranged, and this person will in no measure endeavour to avoid it.”

“Such an end is neither ignoble nor painful,” he said, in an unchanging voice; “nor will this one in any way shrink from so easy and honourable a solution.”

“The affairs of the future do not exhibit themselves in delicately coloured hues to this person,” said Yang Hu; “and he would, if the thing could be so arranged, cheerfully submit to a similar fate in order that a longer period of existence should be assured to one who has every variety of claim upon his affection.”

“The proposal is a graceful and conscientious one,” said Ping Siang, “and is, moreover, a gratifying omen of the future of our race, which must of necessity be left in your hands. But, for that reason itself, such a course cannot be pursued. Nevertheless, the events of the past few hours have been of so exceedingly prosperous and agreeable a nature that this short-sighted and frequently desponding person can now pass beyond with a tranquil countenance and every assurance of divine favour.”

With these words Ping Siang indicated that he was desirous of setting forth the Final Expression, and arranging the necessary matters upon the table beside him, he stretched forth his hands over Yang Hu, who placed himself in a suitable attitude of reverence and abasement.

“Yang Hu,” began the Mandarin, “undoubted son, and, after the accomplishment of the intention which it is our fixed purpose to carry out, fitting representative of the person who is here before you, engrave well within your mind the various details upon which he now gives utterance. Regard the virtues; endeavour to pass an amiable and at the same time not unremunerative existence; and on all occasions sacrifice freely, to the end that the torments of those who have gone before may be made lighter, and that others may be induced in turn to perform a like benevolent charity for yourself. Having expressed himself upon these general subjects, this person now makes a last and respectfully-considered desire, which it is his deliberate wish should be carried to the proper deities as his final expression of opinion: That Yang Hu may grow as supple as the dried juice of the bending-palm, and as straight as the most vigorous bamboo from the forests of the North. That he may increase beyond the prolificness of the white-necked crow and cover the ground after the fashion of the binding grass. That in battle his sword may be as a vividly-coloured and many-forked lightning flash, accompanied by thunderbolts as irresistible as Buddha’s divine wrath; in peace his voice as resounding as the rolling of many powerful drums among the Khingan Mountains. That when the kindled fire of his existence returns to the great Mountain of Pure Flame the earth shall accept again its component parts, and in no way restrain the divine essence from journeying to its destined happiness. These words are Ping Siang’s last expression of opinion before he passes beyond, given in the unvarying assurance that so sacred and important a petition will in no way be neglected.”

Having in this manner completed all the affairs which seemed to be of a necessary and urgent nature, and fixing his last glance upon Yang Hu with every variety of affectionate and estimable emotion, the Mandarin drank a sufficient quantity of the liquid, and placing himself upon a couch in an attitude of repose, passed in this dignified and unassuming manner into the Upper Air.

After the space of a few moments spent in arranging certain objects and in inward contemplation, Yang Hu crossed the chamber, still holding the half-filled vessel of gold-leaf in his hand, and drawing back the hanging silk, gazed over the silent streets of Ching-fow and towards the great sky-lantern above.

“Hiya is faithless,” he said at length in an unspeaking voice; “this person’s mother a bitter-tasting memory, his father a swiftly passing shadow that is now for ever lost.” His eyes rested upon the closed vessel in his hand. “Gladly would—” his thoughts began, but with this unworthy image a new impression formed itself within his mind. “A clearly-expressed wish was uttered,” he concluded, “and Tung Fel still remains.” With this resolution he stepped back into the chamber and struck the gong loudly.


THE CAREER OF THE CHARITABLE QUEN-KI-TONG

FIRST PERIOD: THE PUBLIC OFFICIAL
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“THE MOTIVES WHICH inspired the actions of the devout Quen-Ki-Tong have long been ill-reported,” said Kai Lung the story-teller, upon a certain occasion at Wu-whei, “and, as a consequence, his illustrious memory has suffered somewhat. Even as the insignificant earth-worm may bring the precious and many coloured jewel to the surface, so has it been permitted to this obscure and superficially educated one to discover the truth of the entire matter among the badly-arranged and frequently really illegible documents preserved at the Hall of Public Reference at Peking. Without fear of contradiction, therefore, he now sets forth the credible version.

“Quen-Ki-Tong was one who throughout his life had been compelled by the opposing force of circumstances to be content with what was offered rather than attain to that which he desired. Having been allowed to wander over the edge of an exceedingly steep crag, while still a child, by the aged and untrustworthy person who had the care of him, and yet suffering little hurt, he was carried back to the city in triumph, by the one in question, who, to cover her neglect, declared amid many chants of exultation that as he slept a majestic winged form had snatched him from her arms and traced magical figures with his body on the ground in token of the distinguished sacred existence for which he was undoubtedly set apart. In such a manner he became famed at a very early age for an unassuming mildness of character and an almost inspired piety of life, so that on every side frequent opportunity was given him for the display of these amiable qualities. Should it chance that an insufficient quantity of puppy-pie had been prepared for the family repast, the undesirable but necessary portion of cold dried rat would inevitably be allotted to the uncomplaining Quen, doubtless accompanied by the engaging but unnecessary remark that he alone had a Heaven-sent intellect which was fixed upon more sublime images than even the best constructed puppy-pie. Should the number of sedan-chairs not be sufficient to bear to the Exhibition of Kites all who were desirous of becoming entertained in such a fashion, inevitably would Quen be the one left behind, in order that he might have adequate leisure for dignified and pure-minded internal reflexion.

“In this manner it came about that when a very wealthy but unnaturally avaricious and evil-tempered person who was connected with Quen’s father in matters of commerce expressed his fixed determination that the most deserving and enlightened of his friend’s sons should enter into a marriage agreement with his daughter, there was no manner of hesitation among those concerned, who admitted without any questioning between themselves that Quen was undeniably the one referred to.

“Though naturally not possessing an insignificant intellect, a continuous habit, together with a most irreproachable sense of filial duty, subdued within Quen’s internal organs whatever reluctance he might have otherwise displayed in the matter, so that as courteously as was necessary he presented to the undoubtedly very ordinary and slow-witted maiden in question the gifts of irretrievable intention, and honourably carried out his spoken and written words towards her.

“For a period of years the circumstances of the various persons did not in any degree change, Quen in the meantime becoming more pure-souled and inward-seeing with each moon-change, after the manner of the sublime Lien-ti, who studied to maintain an unmoved endurance in all varieties of events by placing his body to a greater extent each day in a vessel of boiling liquid. Nevertheless, the good and charitable deities to whom Quen unceasingly sacrificed were not altogether unmindful of his virtues; for a son was born, and an evil disease which arose from a most undignified display of uncontrollable emotion on her part ended in his wife being deposited with becoming ceremony in the Family Temple.

“Upon a certain evening, when Quen sat in his inner chamber deliberating upon the really beneficent yet somewhat inexplicable arrangement of the all-seeing ones to whom he was very amiably disposed in consequence of the unwonted tranquillity which he now enjoyed, yet who, it appeared to him, could have set out the entire matter in a much more satisfactory way from the beginning, he was made aware by the unexpected beating of many gongs, and by other signs of refined and deferential welcome, that a person of exalted rank was approaching his residence. While he was still hesitating in his uncertainty regarding the most courteous and delicate form of self-abasement with which to honour so important a visitor — whether to rush forth and allow the chair-carriers to pass over his prostrate form, to make a pretence of being a low-caste slave, and in that guise doing menial service, or to conceal himself beneath a massive and overhanging table until his guest should have availed himself of the opportunity to examine at his leisure whatever the room contained — the person in question stood before him. In every detail of dress and appointment he had the undoubted appearance of being one to whom no door might be safely closed.

“‘Alas!’ exclaimed Quen, ‘how inferior and ill-contrived is the mind of a person of my feeble intellectual attainments. Even at this moment, when the near approach of one who obviously commands every engaging accomplishment might reasonably be expected to call up within it an adequate amount of commonplace resource, its ill-destined possessor finds himself entirely incapable of conducting himself with the fitting outward marks of his great internal respect. This residence is certainly unprepossessing in the extreme, yet it contains many objects of some value and of great rarity; illiterate as this person is, he would not be so presumptuous as to offer any for your acceptance, but if you will confer upon him the favour of selecting that which appears to be the most priceless and unreplaceable, he will immediately, and with every manifestation of extreme delight, break it irredeemably in your honour, to prove the unaffected depth of his gratified emotions.’

“‘Quen-Ki-Tong,’ replied the person before him, speaking with an evident sincerity of purpose, ‘pleasant to this one’s ears are your words, breathing as they do an obvious hospitality and a due regard for the forms of etiquette. But if, indeed, you are desirous of gaining this person’s explicit regard, break no articles of fine porcelain or rare inlaid wood in proof of it, but immediately dismiss to a very distant spot the three-score gong-beaters who have enclosed him within two solid rings, and who are now carrying out their duties in so diligent a manner that he greatly doubts if the unimpaired faculties of hearing will ever be fully restored. Furthermore, if your exceedingly amiable intentions desire fuller expression, cause an unstinted number of vessels of some uninflammable liquid to be conveyed into your chrysanthemum garden and there poured over the numerous fireworks and coloured lights which still appear to be in progress. Doubtless they are well-intentioned marks of respect, but they caused this person considerable apprehension as he passed among them, and, indeed, give to this unusually pleasant and unassuming spot the by no means inviting atmosphere of a low-class tea-house garden during the festivities attending the birthday of the sacred Emperor.’

“‘This person is overwhelmed with a most unendurable confusion that the matters referred to should have been regarded in such a light,’ replied Quen humbly. ‘Although he himself had no knowledge of them until this moment, he is confident that they in no wise differ from the usual honourable manifestations with which it is customary in this Province to welcome strangers of exceptional rank and titles.’

“‘The welcome was of a most dignified and impressive nature,’ replied the stranger, with every appearance of not desiring to cause Quen any uneasy internal doubts; ‘yet the fact is none the less true that at the moment this person’s head seems to contain an exceedingly powerful and well-equipped band; and also, that as he passed through the courtyard an ingeniously constructed but somewhat unmanageable figure of gigantic size, composed entirely of jets of many-coloured flame, leaped out suddenly from behind a dark wall and made an almost successful attempt to embrace him in its ever-revolving arms. Lo Yuen greatly fears that the time when he would have rejoiced in the necessary display of agility to which the incident gave rise has for ever passed away.’

“‘Lo Yuen!’ exclaimed Quen, with an unaffected mingling of the emotions of reverential awe and pleasureable anticipation. ‘Can it indeed be an uncontroversial fact that so learned and ornamental a person as the renowned Controller of Unsolicited Degrees stands beneath this inelegant person’s utterly unpresentable roof! Now, indeed, he plainly understands why this ill-conditioned chamber has the appearance of being filled with a Heaven-sent brilliance, and why at the first spoken words of the one before him a melodious sound, like the rushing waters of the sacred Tien-Kiang, seemed to fill his ears.’

“‘Undoubtedly the chamber is pervaded by a very exceptional splendour,’ replied Lo Yuen, who, in spite of his high position, regarded graceful talk and well-imagined compliments in a spirit of no-satisfaction; ‘yet this commonplace-minded one has a fixed conviction that it is caused by the crimson-eyed and pink-fire-breathing dragon which, despite your slave’s most assiduous efforts, is now endeavouring to climb through the aperture behind you. The noise which still fills his ears, also, resembles rather the despairing cries of the Ten Thousand Lost Ones at the first sight of the Pit of Liquid and Red-hot Malachite, yet without question both proceed from the same cause. Laying aside further ceremony, therefore, permit this greatly over-estimated person to disclose the object of his inopportune visit. Long have your amiable virtues been observed and appreciated by the high ones at Peking, O Quen-Ki-Tong. Too long have they been unrewarded and passed over in silence. Nevertheless, the moment of acknowledgement and advancement has at length arrived; for, as the Book of Verses clearly says, “Even the three-legged mule may contrive to reach the agreed spot in advance of the others, provided a circular running space has been selected and the number of rounds be sufficiently ample.” It is this otherwise uninteresting and obtrusive person’s graceful duty to convey to you the agreeable intelligence that the honourable and not ill-rewarded office of Guarder of the Imperial Silkworms has been conferred upon you, and to require you to proceed without delay to Peking, so that fitting ceremonies of admittance may be performed before the fifteenth day of the month of Feathered Insects.’

“Alas! how frequently does the purchaser of seemingly vigorous and exceptionally low-priced flower-seeds discover, when too late, that they are, in reality, fashioned from the root of the prolific and valueless tzu-ka, skilfully covered with a disguising varnish! Instead of presenting himself at the place of commerce frequented by those who entrust money to others on the promise of an increased repayment when certain very probable events have come to pass (so that if all else failed he would still possess a serviceable number of taels), Quen-Ki-Tong entirely neglected the demands of a most ordinary prudence, nor could he be induced to set out on his journey until he had passed seven days in public feasting to mark his good fortune, and then devoted fourteen more days to fasting and various acts of penance, in order to make known the regret with which he acknowledged his entire unworthiness for the honour before him. Owing to this very conscientious, but nevertheless somewhat short-sighted manner of behaving, Quen found himself unable to reach Peking before the day preceding that to which Lo Yuen had made special reference. From this cause it came about that only sufficient time remained to perform the various ceremonies of admission, without in any degree counselling Quen as to his duties and procedure in the fulfilment of his really important office.

“Among the many necessary and venerable ceremonies observed during the changing periods of the year, none occupy a more important place than those for which the fifteenth day of the month of Feathered Insects is reserved, conveying as they do a respectful and delicately-fashioned petition that the various affairs upon which persons in every condition of life are engaged may arrive at a pleasant and remunerative conclusion. At the earliest stroke of the gong the versatile Emperor, accompanied by many persons of irreproachable ancestry and certain others, very elaborately attired, proceeds to an open space set apart for the occasion. With unassuming dexterity the benevolent Emperor for a brief span of time engages in the menial occupation of a person of low class, and with his own hands ploughs an assigned portion of land in order that the enlightened spirits under whose direct guardianship the earth is placed may not become lax in their disinterested efforts to promote its fruitfulness. In this charitable exertion he is followed by various other persons of recognized position, the first being, by custom, the Guarder of the Imperial Silkworms, while at the same time the amiably-disposed Empress plants an allotted number of mulberry trees, and deposits upon their leaves the carefully reared insects which she receives from the hands of their Guarder. In the case of the accomplished Emperor an ingenious contrivance is resorted to by which the soil is drawn aside by means of hidden strings as the plough passes by, the implement in question being itself constructed from paper of the highest quality, while the oxen which draw it are, in reality, ordinary persons cunningly concealed within masks of cardboard. In this thoughtful manner the actual labours of the sublime Emperor are greatly lessened, while no chance is afforded for an inauspicious omen to be created by the rebellious behaviour of a maliciously-inclined ox, or by any other event of an unforeseen nature. All the other persons, however, are required to make themselves proficient in the art of ploughing, before the ceremony, so that the chances of the attendant spirits discovering the deception which has been practised upon them in the case of the Emperor may not be increased by its needless repetition. It was chiefly for this reason that Lo Yuen had urged Quen to journey to Peking as speedily as possible, but owing to the very short time which remained between his arrival and the ceremony of ploughing, not only had the person in question neglected to profit by instruction, but he was not even aware of the obligation which awaited him. When, therefore, in spite of every respectful protest on his part, he was led up to a massively-constructed implement drawn by two powerful and undeniably evilly-intentioned-looking animals, it was with every sign of great internal misgivings, and an entire absence of enthusiasm in the entertainment, that he commenced his not too well understood task. In this matter he was by no means mistaken, for it soon became plain to all observers — of whom an immense concourse was assembled — that the usually self-possessed Guarder of the Imperial Silkworms was conducting himself in a most undignified manner; for though he still clung to the plough-handles with an inspired tenacity, his body assumed every variety of base and uninviting attitude. Encouraged by this inelegant state of affairs, the evil spirits which are ever on the watch to turn into derision the charitable intentions of the pure-minded entered into the bodies of the oxen and provoked within their minds a sudden and malignant confidence that the time had arrived when they might with safety break into revolt and throw off the outward signs of their dependent condition. From these various causes it came about that Quen was, without warning, borne with irresistible certainty against the majestic person of the sacred Emperor, the inlaid box of Imperial silkworms, which up to that time had remained safely among the folds of his silk garment, alone serving to avert an even more violent and ill-destined blow.

“Well said the wise and deep-thinking Ye-te, in his book entitled Proverbs of Everyday Happenings, ‘Should a person on returning from the city discover his house to be in flames, let him examine well the change which he has received from the chair-carrier before it is too late; for evil never travels alone.’ Scarcely had the unfortunate Quen recovered his natural attributes from the effect of the disgraceful occurrence which has been recorded (which, indeed, furnished the matter of a song and many unpresentable jests among the low-class persons of the city), than the magnanimous Empress reached that detail of the tree-planting ceremony when it was requisite that she should deposit the living emblems of the desired increase and prosperity upon the leaves. Stretching forth her delicately-proportioned hand to Quen for this purpose, she received from the still greatly confused person in question the Imperial silkworms in so unseemly a condition that her eyes had scarcely rested upon them before she was seized with the rigid sickness, and in that state fell to the ground. At this new and entirely unforeseen calamity a very disagreeable certainty of approaching evil began to take possession of all those who stood around, many crying aloud that every omen of good was wanting, and declaring that unless something of a markedly propitiatory nature was quickly accomplished, the agriculture of the entire Empire would cease to flourish, and the various departments of the commerce in silk would undoubtedly be thrown into a state of most inextricable confusion. Indeed, in spite of all things designed to have a contrary effect, the matter came about in the way predicted, for the Hoang-Ho seven times overcame its restraining barriers, and poured its waters over the surrounding country, thereby gaining for the first time its well-deserved title of ‘The Sorrow of China,’ by which dishonourable but exceedingly appropriate designation it is known to this day.

“The manner of greeting which would have been accorded to Quen had he returned to the official quarter of the city, or the nature of his treatment by the baser class of the ordinary people if they succeeded in enticing him to come among them, formed a topic of such uninviting conjecture that the humane-minded Lo Yuen, who had observed the entire course of events from an elevated spot, determined to make a well-directed effort towards his safety. To this end he quickly purchased the esteem of several of those who make a profession of their strength, holding out the hope of still further reward if they conducted the venture to a successful termination. Uttering loud cries of an impending vengeance, as Lo Yuen had instructed them in the matter, and displaying their exceptional proportions to the astonishment and misgivings of all beholders, these persons tore open the opium-tent in which Quen had concealed himself, and, thrusting aside all opposition, quickly dragged him forth. Holding him high upon their shoulders, in spite of his frequent and ill-advised endeavours to cast himself to the ground, some surrounded those who bore him — after the manner of disposing his troops affected by a skilful leader when the enemy begin to waver — and crying aloud that it was their unchanging purpose to submit him to the test of burning splinters and afterwards to torture him, they succeeded by this stratagem in bringing him through the crowd; and hurling back or outstripping those who endeavoured to follow, conveyed him secretly and unperceived to a deserted and appointed spot. Here Quen was obliged to remain until other events caused the recollection of the many to become clouded and unconcerned towards him, suffering frequent inconveniences in spite of the powerful protection of Lo Yuen, and not at all times being able to regard the most necessary repast as an appointment of undoubted certainty. At length, in the guise of a wandering conjurer who was unable to display his accomplishments owing to an entire loss of the power of movement in his arms, Quen passed undetected from the city, and safely reaching the distant and unimportant town of Lu-Kwo, gave himself up to a protracted period of lamentation and self-reproach at the unprepossessing manner in which he had conducted his otherwise very inviting affairs.

SECOND PERIOD: THE TEMPLE BUILDER

Two hand-counts of years passed away and Quen still remained at Lu-kwo, all desire of returning either to Peking or to the place of his birth having by this time faded into nothingness. Accepting the inevitable fact that he was not destined ever to become a person with whom taels were plentiful, and yet being unwilling to forego the charitable manner of life which he had always been accustomed to observe, it came about that he spent the greater part of his time in collecting together such sums of money as he could procure from the amiable and well-disposed, and with them building temples and engaging in other benevolent works. From this cause it arose the Quen obtained around Lu-kwo a reputation for high-minded piety, in no degree less than that which had been conferred upon him in earlier times, so that pilgrims from far distant places would purposely contrive their journey so as to pass through the town containing so unassuming and virtuous a person.

“During this entire period Quen had been accompanied by his only son, a youth of respectful personality, in whose entertaining society he took an intelligent interest. Even when deeply engaged in what he justly regarded as the crowning work of his existence — the planning and erecting of an exceptionally well-endowed marble temple, which was to be entirely covered on the outside with silver paper, and on the inside with gold-leaf — he did not fail to observe the various conditions of Liao’s existence, and the changing emotions which from time to time possessed him. Therefore, when the person in question, without displaying any signs of internal sickness, and likewise persistently denying that he had lost any considerable sum of money, disclosed a continuous habit of turning aside with an unaffected expression of distaste from all manner of food, and passed the entire night in observing the course of the great sky-lantern rather than in sleep, the sage and discriminating Quen took him one day aside, and asked him, as one who might aid him in the matter, who the maiden was, and what class and position her father occupied.

“‘Alas!’ exclaimed Liao, with many unfeigned manifestations of an unbearable fate, ‘to what degree do the class and position of her entirely unnecessary parents affect the question? or how little hope can this sacrilegious one reasonably have of ever progressing as far as earthly details of a pecuniary character in the case of so adorable and far-removed a Being? The uttermost extent of this wildly-hoping person’s ambition is that when the incomparably symmetrical Ts’ain learns of the steadfast light of his devotion, she may be inspired to deposit an emblematic chrysanthemum upon his tomb in the Family Temple. For such a reward he will cheerfully devote the unswerving fidelity of a lifetime to her service, not distressing her gentle and retiring nature by the expression of what must inevitably be a hopeless passion, but patiently and uncomplainingly guarding her footsteps as from a distance.’

“Being in this manner made aware of the reason of Liao’s frequent and unrestrained exclamations of intolerable despair, and of his fixed determination with regard to the maiden Ts’ain (which seemed, above all else, to indicate a resolution to shun her presence) Quen could not regard the immediately-following actions of his son with anything but an emotion of confusion. For when his eyes next rested upon the exceedingly contradictory Liao, he was seated in the open space before the house in which Ts’ain dwelt, playing upon an instrument of stringed woods, and chanting verses into which the names of the two persons in question had been skilfully introduced without restraint, his whole manner of behaving being with the evident purpose of attracting the maiden’s favourable attention. After an absence of many days, spent in this graceful and complimentary manner, Liao returned suddenly to the house of his father, and, prostrating his body before him, made a specific request for his assistance.

“‘As regards Ts’ain and myself,’ he continued, ‘all things are arranged, and but for the unfortunate coincidence of this person’s poverty and of her father’s cupidity, the details of the wedding ceremony would undoubtedly now be in a very advanced condition. Upon these entrancing and well-discussed plans, however, the shadow of the grasping and commonplace Ah-Ping has fallen like the inopportune opium-pipe from the mouth of a person examining substances of an explosive nature; for the one referred to demands a large and utterly unobtainable amount of taels before he will suffer his greatly-sought-after daughter to accept the gifts of irretrievable intention.’

“‘Grievous indeed is your plight,’ replied Quen, when he thus understood the manner of obstacle which impeded his son’s hopes; ‘for in the nature of taels the most diverse men are to be measured through the same mesh. As the proverb says, “‘All money is evil,’ exclaimed the philosopher with extreme weariness, as he gathered up the gold pieces in exchange, but presently discovering that one among them was such indeed has he had described, he rushed forth without tarrying to take up a street garment; and with an entire absence of dignity traversed all the ways of the city in the hope of finding the one who had defrauded him.” Well does this person know the mercenary Ah-Ping, and the unyielding nature of his closed hand; for often, but always fruitlessly, he has entered his presence on affairs connected with the erecting of certain temples. Nevertheless, the matter is one which does not admit of any incapable faltering, to which end this one will seek out the obdurate Ah-Ping without delay, and endeavour to entrap him by some means in the course of argument.’

“From the time of his earliest youth Ah-Ping had unceasingly devoted himself to the object of getting together an overwhelming number of taels, using for this purpose various means which, without being really degrading or contrary to the written law, were not such as might have been cheerfully engaged in by a person of high-minded honourableness. In consequence of this, as he grew more feeble in body, and more venerable in appearance, he began to express frequent and bitter doubts as to whether his manner of life had been really well arranged; for, in spite of his great wealth, he had grown to adopt a most inexpensive habit on all occasions, having no desire to spend; and an ever-increasing apprehension began to possess him that after he had passed beyond, his sons would be very disinclined to sacrifice and burn money sufficient to keep him in an affluent condition in the Upper Air. In such a state of mind was Ah-Ping when Quen-Ki-Tong appeared before him, for it had just been revealed to him that his eldest and favourite son had, by flattery and by openly praising the dexterity with which he used his brush and ink, entrapped him into inscribing his entire name upon certain unwritten sheets of parchment, which the one in question immediately sold to such as were heavily indebted to Ah-Ping.

“‘If a person can be guilty of this really unfilial behaviour during the lifetime of his father,’ exclaimed Ah-Ping, in a tone of unrestrained vexation, ‘can it be prudently relied upon that he will carry out his wishes after death, when they involve the remitting to him of several thousand taels each year? O estimable Quen-Ki-Tong, how immeasurably superior is the celestial outlook upon which you may safely rely as your portion! When you are enjoying every variety of sumptuous profusion, as the reward of your untiring charitable exertions here on earth, the spirit of this short-sighted person will be engaged in doing menial servitude for the inferior deities, and perhaps scarcely able, even by those means, to clothe himself according to the changing nature of the seasons.’

“‘Yet,’ replied Quen, ‘the necessity for so laborious and unremunerative an existence may even now be averted by taking efficient precautions before you pass to the Upper Air.’

“‘In what way?’ demanded Ah-Ping, with an awakening hope that the matter might not be entirely destitute of cheerfulness, yet at the same time preparing to examine with even unbecoming intrusiveness any expedient which Quen might lay before him. ‘Is it not explicitly stated that sacrifices and acts of a like nature, when performed at the end of one’s existence by a person who to that time has professed no sort of interest in such matters, shall in no degree be entered as to his good, but rather regarded as examples of deliberate presumptuousness, and made the excuse for subjecting him to more severe tortures and acts of penance than would be his portion if he neglected the custom altogether?’

“‘Undoubtedly such is the case,’ replied Quen; ‘and on that account it would indicate a most regrettable want of foresight for you to conduct your affairs in the manner indicated. The only undeniably safe course is for you to entrust the amount you will require to a person of exceptional piety, receiving in return his written word to repay the full sum whenever you shall claim it from him in the Upper Air. By this crafty method the amount will be placed at the disposal of the person in question as soon as he has passed beyond, and he will be held by his written word to return it to you whenever you shall demand it.’

“So amiably impressed with this ingenious scheme was Ah-Ping that he would at once have entered more fully into the detail had the thought not arisen in his mind that the person before him was the father of Liao, who urgently required a certain large sum, and that for this reason he might with prudence inquire more fully into the matter elsewhere, in case Quen himself should have been imperceptibly led aside, even though he possessed intentions of a most unswerving honourableness. To this end, therefore, he desired to converse again with Quen on the matter, pleading that at that moment a gathering of those who direct enterprises of a commercial nature required his presence. Nevertheless, he would not permit the person referred to depart until he had complimented him, in both general and specific terms, on the high character of his life and actions, and the intelligent nature of his understanding, which had enabled him with so little mental exertion to discover an efficient plan.

“Without delay Ah-Ping sought out those most skilled in all varieties of law-forms, in extorting money by devices capable of very different meanings, and in expedients for evading just debts; but all agreed that such an arrangement as the one he put before them would be unavoidably binding, provided the person who received the money alluded to spent it in the exercise of his charitable desires, and provided also that the written agreement bore the duty seal of the high ones at Peking, and was deposited in the coffin of the lender. Fully satisfied, and rejoicing greatly that he could in this way adequately provide for his future and entrap the avaricious ones of his house, Ah-Ping collected together the greater part of his possessions, and converting it into pieces of gold, entrusted them to Quen on the exact understanding that has already been described, he receiving in turn Quen’s written and thumb-signed paper of repayment, and his assurance that the whole amount should be expended upon the silver-paper and gold-leaf Temple with which he was still engaged.

“It is owing to this circumstance that Quen-Ki-Tong’s irreproachable name has come to be lightly regarded by many who may be fitly likened to the latter person in the subtle and experienced proverb, ‘The wise man’s eyes fell before the gaze of the fool, fearing that if he looked he must cry aloud, “Thou hopeless one!” “There,” said the fool to himself, “behold this person’s power!”’ These badly educated and undiscriminating persons, being entirely unable to explain the ensuing train of events, unhesitatingly declare that Quen-Ki-Tong applied a portion of the money which he had received from Ah-Ping in the manner described to the object of acquiring Ts’ain for his son Liao. In this feeble and incapable fashion they endeavour to stigmatize the pure-minded Quen as one who acted directly contrary to his deliberately spoken word, whereas the desired result was brought about in a much more artful manner; they describe the commercially successful Ah-Ping as a person of very inferior prudence, and one easily imposed upon; while they entirely pass over, as a detail outside the true facts, the written paper preserved among the sacred relics in the Temple, which announces, among other gifts of a small and uninviting character, ‘Thirty thousand taels from an elderly ginseng merchant of Lu-kwo, who desires to remain nameless, through the hand of Quen-Ki-Tong.’ The full happening in its real and harmless face is now set forth for the first time.

“Some weeks after the recorded arrangement had been arrived at by Ah-Ping and Quen, when the taels in question had been expended upon the Temple and were, therefore, infallibly beyond recall, the former person chanced to be passing through the public garden in Lu-kwo when he heard a voice lifted up in the expression of every unendurable feeling of dejection to which one can give utterance. Stepping aside to learn the cause of so unprepossessing a display of unrestrained agitation, and in the hope that perhaps he might be able to use the incident in a remunerative manner, Ah-Ping quickly discovered the unhappy being who, entirely regardless of the embroidered silk robe which he wore, reclined upon a raised bank of uninviting earth, and waved his hands from side to side as his internal emotions urged him.

“‘Quen-Ki-Tong!’ exclaimed Ah-Ping, not fully convinced that the fact was as he stated it in spite of the image clearly impressed upon his imagination; ‘to what unpropitious occurrence is so unlooked-for an exhibition due? Are those who traffic in gold-leaf demanding a high and prohibitive price for that commodity, or has some evil and vindicative spirit taken up its abode within the completed portion of the Temple, and by its offensive but nevertheless diverting remarks and actions removed all semblance of gravity from the countenances of those who daily come to admire the construction?’

“‘O thrice unfortunate Ah-Ping,’ replied Quen when he observed the distinguishing marks of the person before him, ‘scarcely can this greatly overwhelmed one raise his eyes to your open and intelligent countenance; for through him you are on the point of experiencing a very severe financial blow, and it is, indeed, on your account more than on his own that he is now indulging in these outward signs of a grief too far down to be expressed in spoken words.’ And at the memory of his former occupation, Quen again waved his arms from side to side with untiring assiduousness.

“‘Strange indeed to this person’s ears are your words,’ said Ah-Ping, outwardly unmoved, but with an apprehensive internal pain that he would have regarded Quen’s display of emotion with an easier stomach if his own taels were safely concealed under the floor of his inner chamber. ‘The sum which this one entrusted to you has, without any pretence been expended upon the Temple, while the written paper concerning the repayment bears the duty seal of the high ones at Peking. How, then, can Ah-Ping suffer a loss at the hands of Quen-Ki-Tong?’

“‘Ah-Ping,’ said Quen, with every appearance of desiring that both persons should regard the matter in a conciliatory spirit, ‘do not permit the awaiting demons, which are ever on the alert to enter into a person’s mind when he becomes distressed out of the common order of events, to take possession of your usually discriminating faculties until you have fully understood how this affair has come about. It is no unknown thing for a person of even exceptional intelligence to reverse his entire manner of living towards the end of a long and consistent existence; the far-seeing and not lightly-moved Ah-Ping himself has already done so. In a similar, but entirely contrary manner, the person who is now before you finds himself impelled towards that which will certainly bear a very unpresentable face when the circumstances become known; yet by no other means is he capable of attaining his greatly-desired object.’

“‘And to what end does that trend?’ demanded Ah-Ping, in no degree understanding how the matter affected him.

“‘While occupied with enterprises which those of an engaging and complimentary nature are accustomed to refer to as charitable, this person has almost entirely neglected a duty of scarcely less importance — that of establishing an unending line, through which his name and actions shall be kept alive to all time,’ replied Quen. ‘Having now inquired into the matter, he finds that his only son, through whom alone the desired result can be obtained, has become unbearably attached to a maiden for whom a very large sum is demanded in exchange. The thought of obtaining no advantage from an entire life of self-denial is certainly unprepossessing in the extreme, but so, even to a more advanced degree, is the certainty that otherwise the family monuments will be untended, and the temple of domestic virtues become an early ruin. This person has submitted the dilemma to the test of omens, and after considering well the reply, he has decided to obtain the price of the maiden in a not very honourable manner, which now presents itself, so that Liao may send out his silk-bound gifts without delay.’

“‘It is an unalluring alternative,’ said Ah-Ping, whose only inside thought was one of gratification that the exchange money for Ts’ain would so soon be in his possession, ‘yet this person fails to perceive how you could act otherwise after the decision of the omens. He now understands, moreover, that the loss you referred to on his part was in the nature of a figure of speech, as one makes use of thunderbolts and delicately-scented flowers to convey ideas of harsh and amiable passions, and alluded in reality to the forthcoming departure of his daughter, who is, as you so versatilely suggested, the comfort and riches of his old age.’

“‘O venerable, but at this moment somewhat obtuse, Ah-Ping,’ cried Quen, with a recurrence to his former method of expressing his unfeigned agitation, ‘is your evenly-balanced mind unable to grasp the essential fact of how this person’s contemplated action will affect your own celestial condition? It is a distressing but entirely unavoidable fact, that if this person acts in the manner which he has determined upon, he will be condemned to the lowest place of torment reserved for those who fail at the end of an otherwise pure existence, and in this he will never have an opportunity of meeting the very much higher placed Ah-Ping, and of restoring to him the thirty-thousand taels as agreed upon.’

“At these ill-destined words, all power of rigidness departed from Ah-Ping’s limbs, and he sank down upon the forbidding earth by Quen’s side.

“‘O most unfortunate one who is now speaking,’ he exclaimed, when at length his guarding spirit deemed it prudent to restore his power of expressing himself in words, ‘happy indeed would have been your lot had you been content to traffic in ginseng and other commodities of which you have actual knowledge. O amiable Quen, this matter must be in some way arranged without causing you to deviate from the entrancing paths of your habitual virtue. Could not the very reasonable Liao be induced to look favourably upon the attractions of some low-priced maiden, in which case this not really hard-stomached person would be willing to advance the necessary amount, until such time as it could be restored, at a very low and unremunerative rate of interest?’

“‘This person has observed every variety of practical humility in the course of his life,’ replied Quen with commendable dignity, ‘yet he now finds himself totally unable to overcome an inward repugnance to the thought of perpetuating his honoured name and race through the medium of any low-priced maiden. To this end has he decided.’

“Those who were well acquainted with Ah-Ping in matters of commerce did not hesitate to declare that his great wealth had been acquired by his consistent habit of forming an opinion quickly while others hesitated. On the occasion in question he only engaged his mind with the opposing circumstances for a few moments before he definitely fixed upon the course which he should pursue.

“‘Quen-Ki-Tong,’ he said, with an evident intermingling of many very conflicting emotions, ‘retain to the end this well-merited reputation for unaffected honourableness which you have so fittingly earned. Few in the entire Empire, with powers so versatilely pointing to an eminent position in any chosen direction, would have been content to pass their lives in an unremunerative existence devoted to actions of charity. Had you selected an entirely different manner of living, this person has every confidence that he, and many others in Lu-kwo, would by this time be experiencing a very ignoble poverty. For this reason he will make it his most prominent ambition to hasten the realization of the amiable hopes expressed both by Liao and by Ts’ain, concerning their future relationship. In this, indeed, he himself will be more than exceptionally fortunate should the former one prove to possess even a portion of the clear-sighted sagaciousness exhibited by his engaging father.’



“VERSES COMPOSED BY A MUSICIAN OF LU-KWO, ON THE OCCASION OF THE WEDDING CEREMONY OF LIAO AND TS’AIN

 “Bright hued is the morning, the dark clouds have fallen;

 At the mere waving of Quen’s virtuous hands they melted away.

 Happy is Liao in the possession of so accomplished a parent,

 Happy also is Quen to have so discriminating a son.



 “The two persons in question sit, side by side, upon an

     embroidered couch,

 Listening to the well-expressed compliments of those who pass to

     and fro.

 From time to time their eyes meet, and glances of a very

     significant amusement pass between them;

 Can it be that on so ceremonious an occasion they are recalling

     events of a gravity-removing nature?



 “The gentle and rainbow-like Ts’ain has already arrived,

 With the graceful motion of a silver carp gliding through a screen

     of rushes, she moves among those who are assembled.

 On the brow of her somewhat contentious father there rests the

     shadow of an ill-repressed sorrow;

 Doubtless the frequently-misjudged Ah-Ping is thinking of his

     lonely hearth, now that he is for ever parted from that which

     he holds most precious.



 “In the most commodious chamber of the house the elegant

     wedding-gifts are conspicuously displayed; let us stand beside

     the one which we have contributed, and point out its

     excellence to those who pass by.

 Surely the time cannot be far distant when the sound of many gongs

     will announce that the very desirable repast is at length to

     be partaken of.”


THE VISION OF YIN, THE SON OF YAT HUANG
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WHEN YIN, THE son of Yat Huang, had passed beyond the years assigned to the pursuit of boyhood, he was placed in the care of the hunchback Quang, so that he might be fully instructed in the management of the various weapons used in warfare, and also in the art of stratagem, by which a skilful leader is often enabled to conquer when opposed to an otherwise overwhelming multitude. In all these accomplishments Quang excelled to an exceptional degree; for although unprepossessing in appearance he united matchless strength to an untiring subtlety. No other person in the entire Province of Kiang-si could hurl a javelin so unerringly while uttering sounds of terrifying menace, or could cause his sword to revolve around him so rapidly, while his face looked out from the glittering circles with an expression of ill-intentioned malignity that never failed to inspire his adversary with irrepressible emotions of alarm. No other person could so successfully feign to be devoid of life for almost any length of time, or by his manner of behaving create the fixed impression that he was one of insufficient understanding, and therefore harmless. It was for these reasons that Quang was chosen as the instructor of Yin by Yat Huang, who, without possessing any official degree, was a person to whom marks of obeisance were paid not only within his own town, but for a distance of many li around it.

At length the time arrived when Yin would in the ordinary course of events pass from the instructorship of Quang in order to devote himself to the commerce in which his father was engaged, and from time to time the unavoidable thought arose persistently within his mind that although Yat Huang doubtless knew better than he did what the circumstances of the future required, yet his manner of life for the past years was not such that he could contemplate engaging in the occupation of buying and selling porcelain clay with feelings of an overwhelming interest. Quang, however, maintained with every manifestation of inspired assurance that Yat Huang was to be commended down to the smallest detail, inasmuch as proficiency in the use of both blunt and sharp-edged weapons, and a faculty for passing undetected through the midst of an encamped body of foemen, fitted a person for the every-day affairs of life above all other accomplishments.

“Without doubt the very accomplished Yat Huan is well advised on this point,” continued Quang, “for even this mentally short-sighted person can call up within his understanding numerous specific incidents in the ordinary career of one engaged in the commerce of porcelain clay when such attainments would be of great remunerative benefit. Does the well-endowed Yin think, for example, that even the most depraved person would endeavour to gain an advantage over him in the matter of buying or selling porcelain clay if he fully understood the fact that the one with whom he was trafficking could unhesitatingly transfix four persons with one arrow at the distance of a hundred paces? Or to what advantage would it be that a body of unscrupulous outcasts who owned a field of inferior clay should surround it with drawn swords by day and night, endeavouring meanwhile to dispose of it as material of the finest quality, if the one whom they endeavoured to ensnare in this manner possessed the power of being able to pass through their ranks unseen and examine the clay at his leisure?”

“In the cases to which reference has been made, the possession of those qualities would undoubtedly be of considerable use,” admitted Yin; yet, in spite of his entire ignorance of commercial matters, this one has a confident feeling that it would be more profitable to avoid such very doubtful forms of barter altogether rather than spend eight years in acquiring the arts by which to defeat them. “That, however, is a question which concerns this person’s virtuous and engaging father more than his unworthy self, and his only regret is that no opportunity has offered by which he might prove that he has applied himself diligently to your instruction and example, O amiable Quang.”

It had long been a regret to Quang also that no incident of a disturbing nature had arisen whereby Yin could have shown himself proficient in the methods of defence and attack which he had taught him. This deficiency he had endeavoured to overcome, as far as possible, by constructing life-like models of all the most powerful and ferocious types of warriors and the fiercest and most relentless animals of the forest, so that Yin might become familiar with their appearance and discover in what manner each could be the most expeditiously engaged.

“Nevertheless,” remarked Quang, on an occasion when Yin appeared to be covered with honourable pride at having approached an unusually large and repulsive-looking tiger so stealthily that had the animal been really alive it would certainly have failed to perceive him, “such accomplishments are by no means to be regarded as conclusive in themselves. To steal insidiously upon a destructively-included wild beast and transfix it with one well-directed blow of a spear is attended by difficulties and emotions which are entirely absent in the case of a wickerwork animal covered with canvas-cloth, no matter how deceptive in appearance the latter may be.”

To afford Yin a more trustworthy example of how he should engage with an adversary of formidable proportions, Quang resolved upon an ingenious plan. Procuring the skin of a grey wolf, he concealed himself within it, and in the early morning, while the mist-damp was still upon the ground, he set forth to meet Yin, who had on a previous occasion spoken to him of his intention to be at a certain spot at such an hour. In this conscientious enterprise, the painstaking Quang would doubtless have been successful, and Yin gained an assured proficiency and experience, had it not chanced that on the journey Quang encountered a labourer of low caste who was crossing the enclosed ground on his way to the rice field in which he worked. This contemptible and inopportune person, not having at any period of his existence perfected himself in the recognized and elegant methods of attack and defence, did not act in the manner which would assuredly have been adopted by Yin in similar circumstances, and for which Quang would have been fully prepared. On the contrary, without the least indication of what his intention was, he suddenly struck Quang, who was hesitating for a moment what action to take, a most intolerable blow with a formidable staff which he carried. The stroke in question inflicted itself upon Quang upon that part of the body where the head becomes connected with the neck, and would certainly have been followed by others of equal force and precision had not Quang in the meantime decided that the most dignified course for him to adopt would be to disclose his name and titles without delay. Upon learning these facts, the one who stood before him became very grossly and offensively amused, and having taken from Quang everything of value which he carried among his garments, went on his way, leaving Yin’s instructor to retrace his steps in unendurable dejection, as he then found that he possessed no further interest whatever in the undertaking.

When Yat Huang was satisfied that his son was sufficiently skilled in the various arts of warfare, he called him to his inner chamber, and having barred the door securely, he placed Yin under a very binding oath not to reveal, until an appointed period, the matter which he was going to put before him.

“From father to son, in unbroken line for ten generations, has such a custom been observed,” he said, “for the course of events is not to be lightly entered upon. At the commencement of that cycle, which period is now fully fifteen score years ago, a very wise person chanced to incur the displeasure of the Emperor of that time, and being in consequence driven out of the capital, he fled to the mountains. There his subtle discernment and the pure and solitary existence which he led resulted in his becoming endowed with faculties beyond those possessed by ordinary beings. When he felt the end of his earthly career to be at hand he descended into the plain, where, in a state of great destitution and bodily anguish, he was discovered by the one whom this person has referred to as the first of the line of ancestors. In return for the care and hospitality with which he was unhesitatingly received, the admittedly inspired hermit spent the remainder of his days in determining the destinies of his rescuer’s family and posterity. It is an undoubted fact that he predicted how one would, by well-directed enterprise and adventure, rise to a position of such eminence in the land that he counselled the details to be kept secret, lest the envy and hostility of the ambitious and unworthy should be raised. From this cause it has been customary to reveal the matter fully from father to son, at stated periods, and the setting out of the particulars in written words has been severely discouraged. Wise as this precaution certainly was, it has resulted in a very inconvenient state of things; for a remote ancestor — the fifth in line from the beginning — experienced such vicissitudes that he returned from his travels in a state of most abandoned idiocy, and when the time arrived that he should, in turn, communicate to his son, he was only able to repeat over and over again the name of the pious hermit to whom the family was so greatly indebted, coupling it each time with a new and markedly offensive epithet. The essential details of the undertaking having in this manner passed beyond recall, succeeding generations, which were merely acquainted with the fact that a very prosperous future awaited the one who fulfilled the conditions, have in vain attempted to conform to them. It is not an alluring undertaking, inasmuch as nothing of the method to be pursued can be learned, except that it was the custom of the early ones, who held the full knowledge, to set out from home and return after a period of years. Yet so clearly expressed was the prophecy, and so great the reward of the successful, that all have eagerly journeyed forth when the time came, knowing nothing beyond that which this person has now unfolded to you.”

When Yat Huang reached the end of the matter which it was his duty to disclose, Yin for some time pondered the circumstances before replying. In spite of a most engaging reverence for everything of a sacred nature, he could not consider the inspired remark of the well-intentioned hermit without feelings of a most persistent doubt, for it occurred to him that if the person in question had really been as wise as he was represented to be, he might reasonably have been expected to avoid the unaccountable error of offending the enlightened and powerful Emperor under whom he lived. Nevertheless, the prospect of engaging in the trade of porcelain clay was less attractive in his eyes than that of setting forth upon a journey of adventure, so that at length he expressed his willingness to act after the manner of those who had gone before him.

This decision was received by Yat Huang with an equal intermingling of the feelings of delight and concern, for although he would have by no means pleasurably contemplated Yin breaking through a venerable and esteemed custom, he was unable to put entirely from him the thought of the degrading fate which had overtaken the fifth in line who made the venture. It was, indeed, to guard Yin as much as possible against the dangers to which he would become exposed, if he determined on the expedition, that the entire course of his training had been selected. In order that no precaution of a propitious nature should be neglected, Yat Huang at once despatched written words of welcome to all with whom he was acquainted, bidding them partake of a great banquet which he was preparing to mark the occasion of his son’s leave-taking. Every variety of sacrifice was offered up to the controlling deities, both good and bad; the ten ancestors were continuously exhorted to take Yin under their special protection, and sets of verses recording his virtues and ambitions were freely distributed among the necessitous and low-caste who could not be received at the feast.

The dinner itself exceeded in magnificence any similar event that had ever taken place in Ching-toi. So great was the polished ceremony observed on the occasion, that each guest had half a score of cups of the finest apricot-tea successively placed before him and taken away untasted, while Yat Huang went to each in turn protesting vehemently that the honour of covering such pure-minded and distinguished persons was more than his badly designed roof could reasonably bear, and wittingly giving an entrancing air of reality to the spoken compliment by begging them to move somewhat to one side so that they might escape the heavy central beam if the event which he alluded to chanced to take place. After several hours had been spent in this congenial occupation, Yat Huang proceeded to read aloud several of the sixteen discourses on education which, taken together, form the discriminating and infallible example of conduct known as the Holy Edict. As each detail was dwelt upon Yin arose from his couch and gave his deliberate testimony that all the required tests and rites had been observed in his own case. The first part of the repast was then partaken of, the nature of the ingredients and the manner of preparing them being fully explained, and in a like manner through each succeeding one of the four-and-forty courses. At the conclusion Yin again arose, being encouraged by the repeated uttering of his name by those present, and with extreme modesty and brilliance set forth his manner of thinking concerning all subjects with which he was acquainted.

Early on the morning of the following day Yin set out on his travels, entirely unaccompanied, and carrying with him nothing beyond a sum of money, a silk robe, and a well-tried and reliable spear. For many days he journeyed in a northerly direction, without encountering anything sufficiently unusual to engage his attention. This, however, was doubtless part of a pre-arranged scheme so that he should not be drawn from a destined path, for at a small village lying on the southern shore of a large lake, called by those around Silent Water, he heard of the existence of a certain sacred island, distant a full day’s sailing, which was barren of all forms of living things, and contained only a single gigantic rock of divine origin and majestic appearance. Many persons, the villagers asserted, had sailed to the island in the hope of learning the portent of the rock, but none ever returned, and they themselves avoided coming even within sight of it; for the sacred stone, they declared, exercised an evil influence over their ships, and would, if permitted, draw them out of their course and towards itself. For this reason Yin could find no guide, whatever reward he offered, who would accompany him; but having with difficulty succeeded in hiring a small boat of inconsiderable value, he embarked with food, incense, and materials for building fires, and after rowing consistently for nearly the whole of the day, came within sight of the island at evening. Thereafter the necessity of further exertion ceased, for, as they of the village had declared would be the case, the vessel moved gently forward, in an unswerving line, without being in any way propelled, and reaching its destination in a marvellously short space of time, passed behind a protecting spur of land and came to rest. It then being night, Yin did no more than carry his stores to a place of safety, and after lighting a sacrificial fire and prostrating himself before the rock, passed into the Middle Air.

In the morning Yin’s spirit came back to the earth amid the sound of music of a celestial origin, which ceased immediately he recovered full consciousness. Accepting this manifestation as an omen of Divine favour, Yin journeyed towards the centre of the island where the rock stood, at every step passing the bones of innumerable ones who had come on a similar quest to his, and perished. Many of these had left behind them inscriptions on wood or bone testifying their deliberate opinion of the sacred rock, the island, their protecting deities, and the entire train of circumstances, which had resulted in their being in such a condition. These were for the most part of a maledictory and unencouraging nature, so that after reading a few, Yin endeavoured to pass without being in any degree influenced by such ill-judged outbursts.

“Accursed be the ancestors of this tormented one to four generations back!” was prominently traced upon an unusually large shoulder-blade. “May they at this moment be simmering in a vat of unrefined dragon’s blood, as a reward for having so undiscriminatingly reared the person who inscribes these words only to attain this end!” “Be warned, O later one, by the signs around!” Another and more practical-minded person had written: “Retreat with all haste to your vessel, and escape while there is yet time. Should you, by chance, again reach land through this warning, do not neglect, out of an emotion of gratitude, to burn an appropriate amount of sacrifice paper for the lessening of the torments of the spirit of Li-Kao,” to which an unscrupulous one, who was plainly desirous of sharing in the benefit of the requested sacrifice, without suffering the exertion of inscribing a warning after the amiable manner of Li-Kao, had added the words, “and that of Huan Sin.”

Halting at a convenient distance from one side of the rock which, without being carved by any person’s hand, naturally resembled the symmetrical countenance of a recumbent dragon (which he therefore conjectured to be the chief point of the entire mass), Yin built his fire and began an unremitting course of sacrifice and respectful ceremony. This manner of conduct he observed conscientiously for the space of seven days. Towards the end of that period a feeling of unendurable dejection began to possess him, for his stores of all kinds were beginning to fail, and he could not entirely put behind him the memory of the various well-intentioned warnings which he had received, or the sight of the fleshless ones who had lined his path. On the eighth day, being weak with hunger and, by reason of an intolerable thirst, unable to restrain his body any longer in the spot where he had hitherto continuously prostrated himself nine-and-ninety times each hour without ceasing, he rose to his feet and retraced his steps to the boat in order that he might fill his water-skins and procure a further supply of food.

With a complicated emotion, in which was present every abandoned and disagreeable thought to which a person becomes a prey in moments of exceptional mental and bodily anguish, he perceived as soon as he reached the edge of the water that the boat, upon which he was confidently relying to carry him back when all else failed, had disappeared as entirely as the smoke from an extinguished opium pipe. At this sight Yin clearly understood the meaning of Li-Kao’s unregarded warning, and recognized that nothing could now save him from adding his incorruptible parts to those of the unfortunate ones whose unhappy fate had, seven days ago, engaged his refined pity. Unaccountably strengthened in body by the indignation which possessed him, and inspired with a virtuous repulsion at the treacherous manner of behaving on the part of those who guided his destinies, he hastened back to his place of obeisance, and perceiving that the habitually placid and introspective expression on the dragon face had imperceptibly changed into one of offensive cunning and unconcealed contempt, he snatched up his spear and, without the consideration of a moment, hurled it at a score of paces distance full into the sacred but nevertheless very unprepossessing face before him.

At the instant when the presumptuous weapon touched the holy stone the entire intervening space between the earth and the sky was filled with innumerable flashes of forked and many-tongued lightning, so that the island had the appearance of being the scene of a very extensive but somewhat badly-arranged display of costly fireworks. At the same time the thunder rolled among the clouds and beneath the sea in an exceedingly disconcerting manner. At the first indication of these celestial movements a sudden blindness came upon Yin, and all power of thought or movement forsook him; nevertheless, he experienced an emotion of flight through the air, as though borne upwards upon the back of a winged creature. When this emotion ceased, the blindness went from him as suddenly and entirely as if a cloth had been pulled away from his eyes, and he perceived that he was held in the midst of a boundless space, with no other object in view than the sacred rock, which had opened, as it were, revealing a mighty throng within, at the sight of whom Yin’s internal organs trembled as they would never have moved at ordinary danger, for it was put into his spirit that these in whose presence he stood were the sacred Emperors of his country from the earliest time until the usurpation of the Chinese throne by the devouring Tartar hordes from the North.

As Yin gazed in fear-stricken amazement, a knowledge of the various Pure Ones who composed the assembly came upon him. He understood that the three unclad and commanding figures which stood together were the Emperors of the Heaven, Earth, and Man, whose reigns covered a space of more than eighty thousand years, commencing from the time when the world began its span of existence. Next to them stood one wearing a robe of leopard-skin, his hand resting upon a staff of a massive club, while on his face the expression of tranquillity which marked his predecessors had changed into one of alert wakefulness; it was the Emperor of Houses, whose reign marked the opening of the never-ending strife between man and all other creatures. By his side stood his successor, the Emperor of Fire, holding in his right hand the emblem of the knotted cord, by which he taught man to cultivate his mental faculties, while from his mouth issued smoke and flame, signifying that by the introduction of fire he had raised his subjects to a state of civilized life.

On the other side of the boundless chamber which seemed to be contained within the rocks were Fou-Hy, Tchang-Ki, Tcheng-Nung, and Huang, standing or reclining together. The first of these framed the calendar, organized property, thought out the eight Essential Diagrams, encouraged the various branches of hunting, and the rearing of domestic animals, and instituted marriage. From his couch floated melodious sounds in remembrance of his discovery of the property of stringed woods. Tchang-Ki, who manifested the property of herbs and growing plants, wore a robe signifying his attainments by means of embroidered symbols. His hand rested on the head of the dragon, while at his feet flowed a bottomless canal of the purest water. The discovery of written letters by Tcheng-Nung, and his ingenious plan of grouping them after the manner of the constellations of stars, was emblemized in a similar manner, while Huang, or the Yellow Emperor, was surrounded by ores of the useful and precious metals, weapons of warfare, written books, silks and articles of attire, coined money, and a variety of objects, all testifying to his ingenuity and inspired energy.

These illustrious ones, being the greatest, were the first to take Yin’s attention, but beyond them he beheld an innumerable concourse of Emperors who not infrequently outshone their majestic predecessors in the richness of their apparel and the magnificence of the jewels which they wore. There Yin perceived Hung-Hoang, who first caused the chants to be collected, and other rulers of the Tcheon dynasty; Yong-Tching, who compiled the Holy Edict; Thang rulers whose line is rightly called “the golden,” from the unsurpassed excellence of the composed verses which it produced; renowned Emperors of the versatile Han dynasty; and, standing apart, and shunned by all, the malignant and narrow-minded Tsing-Su-Hoang, who caused the Sacred Books to be burned.

Even while Yin looked and wondered, in great fear, a rolling voice, coming from one who sat in the midst of all, holding in his right hand the sun, and in his left the moon, sounded forth, like the music of many brass instruments playing in unison. It was the First Man who spoke.

“Yin, son of Yat Huang, and creature of the Lower Part,” he said, “listen well to the words I speak, for brief is the span of your tarrying in the Upper Air, nor will the utterance I now give forth ever come unto your ears again, either on the earth, or when, blindly groping in the Middle Distance, your spirit takes its nightly flight. They who are gathered around, and whose voices I speak, bid me say this: Although immeasurably above you in all matters, both of knowledge and of power, yet we greet you as one who is well-intentioned, and inspired with honourable ambition. Had you been content to entreat and despair, as did all the feeble and incapable ones whose white bones formed your pathway, your ultimate fate would have in no wise differed from theirs. But inasmuch as you held yourself valiantly, and, being taken, raised an instinctive hand in return, you have been chosen; for the day to mute submission has, for the time or for ever, passed away, and the hour is when China shall be saved, not by supplication, but by the spear.”

“A state of things which would have been highly unnecessary if I had been permitted to carry out my intention fully, and restore man to his prehistoric simplicity,” interrupted Tsin-Su-Hoang. “For that reason, when the voice of the assemblage expresses itself, it must be understood that it represents in no measure the views of Tsin-Su-Hoang.”

“In the matter of what has gone before, and that which will follow hereafter,” continued the Voice dispassionately, “Yin, the son of Yat-Huang, must concede that it is in no part the utterance of Tsin-Su-Hoang — Tsin-Su-Hoang who burned the Sacred Books.”

At the mention of the name and offence of this degraded being a great sound went up from the entire multitude — a universal cry of execration, not greatly dissimilar from that which may be frequently heard in the crowded Temple of Impartiality when the one whose duty it is to take up, at a venture, the folded papers, announces that the sublime Emperor, or some mandarin of exalted rank, has been so fortunate as to hold the winning number in the Annual State Lottery. So vengeance-laden and mournful was the combined and evidently preconcerted wail, that Yin was compelled to shield his ears against it; yet the inconsiderable Tsin-Su-Hoang, on whose account it was raised, seemed in no degree to be affected by it, he, doubtless, having become hardened by hearing a similar outburst, at fixed hours, throughout interminable cycles of time.

When the last echo of the cry had passed away the Voice continued to speak.

“Soon the earth will again receive you, Yin,” it said, “for it is not respectful that a lower one should be long permitted to gaze upon our exalted faces. Yet when you go forth and stand once more among men this is laid on you: that henceforth you are as a being devoted to a fixed and unchanging end, and whatever moves towards the restoring of the throne of the Central Empire the outcast but unalterably sacred line of its true sovereigns shall have your arm and mind. By what combination of force and stratagem this can be accomplished may not be honourably revealed by us, the all-knowing. Nevertheless, omens and guidance shall not be lacking from time to time, and from the beginning the weapon by which you have attained to this distinction shall be as a sign of our favour and protection over you.”

When the Voice made an end of speaking the sudden blindness came upon Yin, as it had done before, and from the sense of motion which he experienced, he conjectured that he was being conveyed back to the island. Undoubtedly this was the case, for presently there came upon him the feeling that he was awakening from a deep and refreshing sleep, and opening his eyes, which he now found himself able to do without any difficulty, he immediately discovered that he was reclining at full length on the ground, and at a distance of about a score of paces from the dragon head. His first thought was to engage in a lengthy course of self-abasement before it, but remembering the words which had been spoken to him while in the Upper Air, he refrained, and even ventured to go forward with a confident but somewhat self-deprecatory air, to regain the spear, which he perceived lying at the foot of the rock. With feelings of a reassuring nature he then saw that the very undesirable expression which he had last beheld upon the dragon face had melted into one of encouraging urbanity and benignant esteem.

Close by the place where he had landed he discovered his boat, newly furnished with wine and food of a much more attractive profusion than that which he had purchased in the village. Embarking in it, he made as though he would have returned to the south, but the spear which he held turned within his grasp, and pointed in an exactly opposite direction. Regarding this fact as an express command on the part of the Deities, Yin turned his boat to the north, and in the space of two days’ time — being continually guided by the fixed indication of the spear — he reached the shore and prepared to continue his travels in the same direction, upheld and inspired by the knowledge that henceforth he moved under the direct influence of very powerful spirits.


THE ILL-REGULATED DESTINY OF KIN YEN, THE PICTURE-MAKER

As recorded by himself before his sudden departure from Peking, owing to circumstances which are made plain in the following narrative.
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THERE ARE MOMENTS in the life of a person when the saying of the wise Ni-Hyu that “Misfortune comes to all men and to most women” is endowed with double force. At such times the faithful child of the Sun is a prey to the whitest and most funereal thoughts, and even the inspired wisdom of his illustrious ancestors seems more than doubtful, while the continued inactivity of the Sacred Dragon appears for the time to give colour to the scoffs of the Western barbarian. A little while ago these misgivings would have found no resting-place in the bosom of the writer. Now, however — but the matter must be made clear from the beginning.

The name of the despicable person who here sets forth his immature story is Kin Yen, and he is a native of Kia-Lu in the Province of Che-Kiang. Having purchased from a very aged man the position of Hereditary Instructor in the Art of Drawing Birds and Flowers, he gave lessons in these accomplishments until he had saved sufficient money to journey to Peking. Here it was his presumptuous intention to learn the art of drawing figures in order that he might illustrate printed leaves of a more distinguished class than those which would accept what true politeness compels him to call his exceedingly unsymmetrical pictures of birds and flowers. Accordingly, when the time arrived, he disposed of his Hereditary Instructorship, having first ascertained in the interests of his pupils that his successor was a person of refined morals and great filial piety.

Alas! it is well written, “The road to eminence lies through the cheap and exceedingly uninviting eating-houses.” In spite of this person’s great economy, and of his having begged his way from Kia-Lu to Peking in the guise of a pilgrim, journeying to burn incense in the sacred Temple of Truth near that city, when once within the latter place his taels melted away like the smile of a person of low class when he discovers that the mandarin’s stern words were not intended as a jest. Moreover, he found that the story-makers of Peking, receiving higher rewards than those at Kia-Lu, considered themselves bound to introduce living characters into all their tales, and in consequence the very ornamental drawings of birds and flowers which he had entwined into a legend entitled “The Last Fight of the Heaven-sent Tcheng” — a story which had been entrusted to him for illustration as a test of his skill — was returned to him with a communication in which the writer revealed his real meaning by stating contrary facts. It therefore became necessary that he should become competent in the art of drawing figures without delay, and with this object he called at the picture-room of Tieng Lin, a person whose experience was so great that he could, without discomfort to himself, draw men and women of all classes, both good and bad. When the person who is setting forth this narrative revealed to Tieng Lin the utmost amount of money he could afford to give for instruction in the art of drawing living figures, Tieng Lin’s face became as overcast as the sky immediately before the Great Rains, for in his ignorance of this incapable person’s poverty he had treated him with equality and courtesy, nor had he kept him waiting in the mean room on the plea that he was at that moment closeted with the Sacred Emperor. However, upon receiving an assurance that a rumour would be spread in which the number of taels should be multiplied by ten, and that the sum itself should be brought in advance, Tieng Lin promised to instruct this person in the art of drawing five characters, which, he said, would be sufficient to illustrate all stories except those by the most expensive and highly-rewarded story-tellers — men who have become so proficient that they not infrequently introduce a score or more of living persons into their tales without confusion.

After considerable deliberation, this unassuming person selected the following characters, judging them to be the most useful, and the most readily applicable to all phases and situations of life:

1. A bad person, wearing a long dark pigtail and smoking an opium pipe. His arms to be folded, and his clothes new and very expensive.

2. A woman of low class. One who removes dust and useless things from the rooms of the over-fastidious and of those who have long nails; she to be carrying her trade-signs.

3. A person from Pe-ling, endowed with qualities which cause the beholder to be amused. This character to be especially designed to go with the short sayings which remove gravity.

4. One who, having incurred the displeasure of the sublime Emperor, has been decapitated in consequence.

5. An ordinary person of no striking or distinguished appearance. One who can be safely introduced in all places and circumstances without great fear of detection.

After many months spent in constant practice and in taking measurements, this unenviable person attained a very high degree of proficiency, and could draw any of the five characters without hesitation. With renewed hope, therefore, he again approached those who sit in easy-chairs, and concealing his identity (for they are stiff at bending, and when once a picture-maker is classed as “of no good” he remains so to the end, in spite of change), he succeeded in getting entrusted with a story by the elegant and refined Kyen Tal. This writer, as he remembered with distrust, confines his distinguished efforts entirely to the doings of sailors and of those connected with the sea, and this tale, indeed, he found upon reading to be the narrative of how a Hang-Chow junk and its crew, consisting mostly of aged persons, were beguiled out of their course by an exceedingly ill-disposed dragon, and wrecked upon an island of naked barbarians. It was, therefore, with a somewhat heavy stomach that this person set himself the task of arranging his five characters as so to illustrate the words of the story.

The sayings of the ancient philosopher Tai Loo are indeed very subtle, and the truth of his remark, “After being disturbed in one’s dignity by a mandarin’s foot it is no unusual occurrence to fall flat on the face in crossing a muddy street,” was now apparent. Great as was the disadvantage owing to the nature of the five characters, this became as nothing when it presently appeared that the avaricious and clay-souled Tieng Lin, taking advantage of the blindness of this person’s enthusiasm, had taught him the figures so that they all gazed in the same direction. In consequence of this it would have been impossible that two should be placed as in the act of conversing together had not the noble Kyen Tal been inspired to write that “his companions turned from him in horror.” This incident the ingenious person who is recording these facts made the subject of three separate drawings, and having in one or two other places effected skilful changes in the writing, so similar in style to the strokes of the illustrious Kyen Tal as to be undetectable, he found little difficulty in making use of all his characters. The risks of the future, however, were too great to be run with impunity; therefore it was arranged, by means of money — for this person was fast becoming acquainted with the ways of Peking — that an emissary from one who sat in an easy-chair should call upon him for a conference, the narrative of which appeared in this form in the Peking Printed Leaves of Thrice-distilled Truth:



 The brilliant and amiable young picture-maker Kin Yen, in spite of the immediate and universal success of his accomplished efforts, is still quite rotund in intellect, nor is he, if we may use a form of speaking affected by our friends across the Hoang Hai, “suffering from swollen feet.” A person with no recognized position, but one who occasionally does inferior work of this nature for us, recently surprised Kin Yen without warning, and found him in his sumptuously appointed picture-room, busy with compasses and tracing-paper. About the place were scattered in elegant confusion several of his recent masterpieces. From the subsequent conversation we are in a position to make it known that in future this refined and versatile person will confine himself entirely to illustrations of processions, funerals, armies on the march, persons pursued by others, and kindred subjects which appeal strongly to his imagination. Kin Yen has severe emotions on the subject of individuality in art, and does not hesitate to express himself forcibly with reference to those who are content to degrade the names of their ancestors by turning out what he wittily describes as “so much of varied mediocrity.”



The prominence obtained by this pleasantly-composed notice — for it was copied by others who were unaware of the circumstance of its origin — had the desired effect. In future, when one of those who sit in easy-chairs wished for a picture after the kind mentioned, he would say to his lesser one: “Oh, send to the graceful and versatile Kin Yen; he becomes inspired on the subject of funerals,” or persons escaping from prison, or families walking to the temple, or whatever it might be. In that way this narrow-minded and illiterate person was soon both looked at and rich, so that it was his daily practice to be carried, in silk garments, past the houses of those who had known him in poverty, and on these occasions he would puff out his cheeks and pull his moustaches, looking fiercely from side to side.

True are the words written in the elegant and distinguished Book of Verses: “Beware lest when being kissed by the all-seeing Emperor, you step upon the elusive banana-peel.” It was at the height of eminence in this altogether degraded person’s career that he encountered the being who led him on to his present altogether too lamentable condition.

Tien Nung is the earthly name by which is known she who combines all the most illustrious attributes which have been possessed of women since the days of the divine Fou-Hy. Her father is a person of very gross habits, and lives by selling inferior merchandise covered with some of good quality. Upon past occasions, when under the direct influence of Tien, and in the hope of gaining some money benefit, this person may have spoken of him in terms of praise, and may even have recommended friends to entrust articles of value to him, or to procure goods on his advice. Now, however, he records it as his unalterable decision that the father of Tien Nung is by profession a person who obtains goods by stratagem, and that, moreover, it is impossible to gain an advantage over him on matters of exchange.

The events that have happened prove the deep wisdom of Li Pen when he exclaimed “The whitest of pigeons, no matter how excellent in the silk-hung chamber, is not to be followed on the field of battle.” Tien herself was all that the most exacting of persons could demand, but her opinions on the subject of picture-making were not formed by heavy thought, and it would have been well if this had been borne in mind by this person. One morning he chanced to meet her while carrying open in his hands four sets of printed leaves containing his pictures.

“I have observed,” said Tien, after the usual personal inquiries had been exchanged, “that the renowned Kin Yen, who is the object of the keenest envy among his brother picture-makers, so little regards the sacredness of his accomplished art that never by any chance does he depict persons of the very highest excellence. Let not the words of an impetuous maiden disarrange his digestive organs if they should seem too bold to the high-souled Kin Yen, but this matter has, since she has known him, troubled the eyelids of Tien. Here,” she continued, taking from this person’s hand one of the printed leaves which he was carrying, “in this illustration of persons returning from extinguishing a fire, is there one who appears to possess those qualities which appeal to all that is intellectual and competitive within one? Can it be that the immaculate Kin Yen is unacquainted with the subtle distinction between the really select and the vastly ordinary? Ah, undiscriminating Kin Yen! are not the eyelashes of the person who is addressing you as threads of fine gold to junk’s cables when compared with those of the extremely commonplace female who is here pictured in the art of carrying a bucket? Can the most refined lack of vanity hide from you the fact that your own person is infinitely rounder than this of the evilly-intentioned-looking individual with the opium pipe? O blind Kin Yen!”

Here she fled in honourable confusion, leaving this person standing in the street, astounded, and a prey to the most distinguished emotions of a complicated nature.

“Oh, Tien,” he cried at length, “inspired by those bright eyes, narrower than the most select of the three thousand and one possessed by the sublime Buddha, the almost fallen Kin Yen will yet prove himself worthy of your esteemed consideration. He will, without delay, learn to draw two new living persons, and will incorporate in them the likenesses which you have suggested.”

Returning swiftly to his abode, he therefore inscribed and despatched this letter, in proof of his resolve:

“To the Heaven-sent human chrysanthemum, in whose body reside the Celestial Principles and the imprisoned colours of the rainbow.

“From the very offensive and self-opinionated picture-maker.

“Henceforth this person will take no rest, nor eat any but the commonest food, until he shall have carried out the wishes of his one Jade Star, she whose teeth he is not worthy to blacken.

“When Kin Yen has been entrusted with a story which contains a being in some degree reflecting the character of Tien, he will embellish it with her irreproachable profile and come to hear her words. Till then he bids her farewell.”

From that moment most of this person’s time was necessarily spent in learning to draw the two new characters, and in consequence of this he lost much work, and, indeed, the greater part of the connexion which he had been at such pains to form gradually slipped away from him. Many months passed before he was competent to reproduce persons resembling Tien and himself, for in this he was unassisted by Tieng Lin, and his progress was slow.

At length, being satisfied, he called upon the least fierce of those who sit in easy-chairs, and requested that he might be entrusted with a story for picture-making.

“We should have been covered with honourable joy to set in operation the brush of the inspired Kin Yen,” replied the other with agreeable condescension; “only at the moment, it does not chance that we have before us any stories in which funerals, or beggars being driven from the city, form the chief incidents. Perhaps if the polished Kin Yen should happen to be passing this ill-constructed office in about six months’ time—”

“The brush of Kin Yen will never again depict funerals, or labourers arranging themselves to receive pay or similar subjects,” exclaimed this person impetuously, “for, as it is well said, ‘The lightning discovers objects which the paper-lantern fails to reveal.’ In future none but tales dealing with the most distinguished persons shall have his attention.”

“If this be the true word of the dignified Kin Yen, it is possible that we may be able to animate his inspired faculties,” was the response. “But in that case, as a new style must be in the nature of an experiment, and as our public has come to regard Kin Yen as the great exponent of Art Facing in One Direction, we cannot continue the exceedingly liberal payment with which we have been accustomed to reward his elegant exertions.”

“Provided the story be suitable, that is a matter of less importance,” replied this person.

“The story,” said the one in the easy-chair, “is by the refined Tong-king, and it treats of the high-minded and conscientious doubts of one who would become a priest of Fo. When preparing for this distinguished office he discovers within himself leanings towards the religion of Lao-Tse. His illustrious scruples are enhanced by his affection for Wu Ping, who now appears in the story.”

“And the ending?” inquired this person, for it was desirable that the two should marry happily.

“The inimitable stories of Tong-king never have any real ending, and this one, being in his most elevated style, has even less end than most of them. But the whole narrative is permeated with the odour of joss-sticks and honourable high-mindedness, and the two characters are both of noble birth.”

As it might be some time before another story so suitable should be offered, or one which would afford so good an opportunity of wafting incense to Tien, and of displaying her incomparable outline in dignified and magnanimous attitudes, this was eagerly accepted, and for the next week this obscure person spent all his days and nights in picturing the lovely Tien and his debased self in the characters of the nobly-born young priest of Fo and Wu Ping. The pictures finished, he caused them to be carefully conveyed to the office, and then, sitting down, spent many hours in composing the following letter, to be sent to Tien, accompanying a copy of the printed leaves wherein the story and his drawing should appear:

“When the light has for a period been hidden from a person, it is no uncommon thing for him to be struck blind on gazing at the sun; therefore, if the sublime Tien values the eyes of Kin Yen, let her hide herself behind a gauze screen on his approach.

“The trembling words of Tien have sunk deep into the inside of Kin Yen and become part of his being. Never again can he depict persons of the quality and in the position he was wont to do.

“With this he sends his latest efforts. In each case he conceives his drawings to be the pictures of the written words; in the noble Tien’s case it is undoubtedly so, in his own he aspires to it. Doubtless the unobtrusive Tien would make no claim to the character and manner of behaving of the one in the story, yet Kin Yen confidently asserts that she is to the other as the glove is to the hand, and he is filled with the most intelligent delight at being able to exhibit her in her true robes, by which she will be known to all who see her, in spite of her dignified protests. Kin Yen hopes; he will come this evening after sunset.”

The week which passed between the finishing of the pictures and the appearance of the eminent printed leaves containing them was the longest in this near-sighted person’s ill-spent life. But at length the day arrived, and going with exceedingly mean haste to the place of sale, he purchased a copy and sent it, together with the letter of his honourable intention, on which he had bestowed so much care, to Tien.

Not till then did it occur to this inconsiderable one that the impetuousness of his action was ill-judged; for might it not be that the pictures were evilly-printed, or that the delicate and fragrant words painting the character of the one who now bore the features of Tien had undergone some change?

To satisfy himself, scarce as taels had become with him, he purchased another copy.

There are many exalted sayings of the wise and venerable Confucious constructed so as to be of service and consolation in moments of strong mental distress. These for the greater part recommend tranquillity of mind, a complete abnegation of the human passions and the like behaviour. The person who is here endeavouring to bring this badly-constructed account of his dishonourable career to a close pondered these for some moments after twice glancing through the matter in the printed leaves, and then, finding the faculties of speech and movement restored to him, procured a two-edged knife of distinguished brilliance and went forth to call upon the one who sits in an easy-chair.

“Behold,” said the lesser one, insidiously stepping in between this person an the inner door, “my intellectual and all-knowing chief is not here to-day. May his entirely insufficient substitute offer words of congratulation to the inspired Kin Yen on his effective and striking pictures in this week’s issue?”

“His altogether insufficient substitute,” answered this person, with difficulty mastering his great rage, “may and shall offer words of explanation to the inspired Kin Yen, setting forth the reason of his pictures being used, not with the high-minded story of the elegant Tong-king for which they were executed, but accompanying exceedingly base, foolish, and ungrammatical words written by Klan-hi, the Peking remover of gravity — words which will evermore brand the dew-like Tien as a person of light speech and no refinement”; and in his agony this person struck the lacquered table several times with his elegant knife.

“O Kin Yen,” exclaimed the lesser one, “this matter rests not here. It is a thing beyond the sphere of the individual who is addressing you. All he can tell is that the graceful Tong-king withdrew his exceedingly tedious story for some reason at the final moment, and as your eminent drawings had been paid for, my chief of the inner office decided to use them with this story of Klan-hi. But surely it cannot be that there is aught in the story to displease your illustrious personality?”

“Judge for yourself,” this person said, “first understanding that the two immaculate characters figuring as the personages of the narrative are exact copies of this dishonoured person himself and of the willowy Tien, daughter of the vastly rich Pe-li-Chen, whom he was hopeful of marrying.”

Selecting one of the least offensive of the passages in the work, this unhappy person read the following immature and inelegant words:

“This well-satisfied writer of printed leaves had a highly-distinguished time last night. After Chow had departed to see about food, and the junk had been fastened up at the lock of Kilung, on the Yang-tse-Kiang, he and the round-bodied Shang were journeying along the narrow path by the river-side when the right leg of the graceful and popular person who is narrating these events disappeared into the river. Suffering no apprehension in the dark, but that the vanishing limb was the left leg of Shang, this intelligent writer allowed his impassiveness to melt away to an exaggerated degree; but at that moment the circumstance became plain to the round-bodied Shang, who was in consequence very grossly amused at the mishap and misapprehension of your good lord, the writer, at the same time pointing out the matter as it really was. Then it chanced that there came by one of the maidens who carry tea and jest for small sums of money to the sitters at the little tables with round white tops, at which this remarkable person, the confidant of many mandarins, ever desirous of displaying his priceless power of removing gravity, said to her:

“‘How much of gladness, Ning-Ning? By the Sacred Serpent this is plainly your night out.’

“Perceiving the true facts of the predicament of this commendable writer, she replied:

“‘Suffer not your illustrious pigtail to be removed, venerable Wang; for in this maiden’s estimation it is indeed your night in.’

“There are times when this valued person wonders whether his method of removing gravity be in reality very antique or quite new. On such occasions the world, with all its schools, and those who interfere in the concerns of others, continues to revolve around him. The wondrous sky-lanterns come out silently two by two like to the crystallized music of stringed woods. Then, in the mystery of no-noise, his head becomes greatly enlarged with celestial and highly-profound thoughts; his groping hand seems to touch matter which may be written out in his impressive style and sold to those who print leaves, and he goes home to write out such.”

When this person looked up after reading, with tears of shame in his eyes, he perceived that the lesser one had cautiously disappeared. Therefore, being unable to gain admittance to the inner office, he returned to his home.

Here the remark of the omniscient Tai Loo again fixes itself upon the attention. No sooner had this incapable person reached his house than he became aware that a parcel had arrived for him from the still adorable Tien. Retiring to a distance from it, he opened the accompanying letter and read:

“When a virtuous maiden has been made the victim of a heartless jest or a piece of coarse stupidity at a person’s hands, it is no uncommon thing for him to be struck blind on meeting her father. Therefore, if the degraded and evil-minded Kin Yen values his eyes, ears, nose, pigtail, even his dishonourable breath, let him hide himself behind a fortified wall at Pe-li-Chen’s approach.

“With this Tien returns everything she has ever accepted from Kin Yen. She even includes the brace of puppies which she received anonymously about a month ago, and which she did not eat, but kept for reasons of her own — reasons entirely unconnected with the vapid and exceedingly conceited Kin Yen.”

As though this letter, and the puppies of which this person now heard for the first time, making him aware of the existence of a rival lover, were not enough, there almost immediately arrived a letter from Tien’s father:

“This person has taken the advice of those skilled in extorting money by means of law forms, and he finds that Kin Yen has been guilty of a grave and highly expensive act. This is increased by the fact that Tien had conveyed his seemingly distinguished intentions to all her friends, before whom she now stands in an exceedingly ungraceful attitude. The machinery for depriving Kin Yen of all the necessaries of existence shall be put into operation at once.”

At this point, the person who is now concluding his obscure and commonplace history, having spent his last piece of money on joss-sticks and incense-paper, and being convinced of the presence of the spirits of his ancestors, is inspired to make the following prophecies: That Tieng Lin, who imposed upon him in the matter of picture-making, shall come to a sudden end, accompanied by great internal pains, after suffering extreme poverty; that the one who sits in an easy-chair, together with his lesser one and all who make stories for them, shall, while sailing to a rice feast during the Festival of Flowers, be precipitated into the water and slowly devoured by sea monsters, Klan-hi in particular being tortured in the process; that Pel-li-Chen, the father of Tien, shall be seized with the dancing sickness when in the presence of the august Emperor, and being in consequence suspected of treachery, shall, to prove the truth of his denials, be submitted to the tests of boiling tar, red-hot swords, and of being dropped from a great height on to the Sacred Stone of Goodness and Badness, in each of which he shall fail to convince his judges or to establish his innocence, to the amusement of all beholders.

These are the true words of Kin Yen, the picture-maker, who, having unweighed his mind and exposed the avaricious villainy of certain persons, is now retiring by night to a very select and hidden spot in the Khingan Mountains.


Kai Lung’s Golden Hours (1922)
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Originally published in 1922, the second Kai Lung book is presented as a novel. As with other Kai Lung ‘novels’, however, the connecting plot is merely a device for the presentation of unrelated fantasy stories, related by the eponymous protagonist. In Kai Lungs Golden Hours he is brought before the court of the Mandarin Shan Tien on charges of treason. In his defence, Kai Lung recites beguiling tales, successfully postponing his conviction until he is finally set free. In the process he attains the love and hand of the maiden Hwa-Mei.

The first edition contained a preface by Hillaire Belloc, in which the writer praised Bramah’s highly-wrought, aphoristic style.
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Cover of the first edition
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PREFACE
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HOMO FABER. MAN is born to make. His business is to construct: to plan: to carry out the plan: to fit together, and to produce a finished thing.

That human art in which it is most difficult to achieve this end (and in which it is far easier to neglect it than in any other) is the art of writing. Yet this much is certain, that unconstructed writing is at once worthless and ephemeral: and nearly the whole of our modern English writing is unconstructed.

The matter of survival is perhaps not the most important, though it is a test of a kind, and it is a test which every serious writer feels most intimately. The essential is the matter of excellence: that a piece of work should achieve its end. But in either character, the character of survival or the character of intrinsic excellence, construction deliberate and successful is the fundamental condition.

It may be objected that the mass of writing must in any age neglect construction. We write to establish a record for a few days: or to send a thousand unimportant messages: or to express for others or for ourselves something very vague and perhaps very weak in the way of emotion, which does not demand construction and at any rate cannot command it. No writer can be judged by the entirety of his writings, for these would include every note he ever sent round the corner; every memorandum he ever made upon his shirt cuff. But when a man sets out to write as a serious business, proclaiming that by the nature of his publication and presentment that he is doing something he thinks worthy of the time and place in which he lives and of the people to whom he belongs, then if he does not construct he is negligible.

Yet, I say, the great mass of men to-day do not attempt it in the English tongue, and the proof is that you can discover in their slipshod pages nothing of a seal or stamp. You do not, opening a book at random, say at once: “This is the voice of such and such a one.” It is no one’s manner or voice. It is part of a common babel.

Therefore in such a time as that of our decline, to come across work which is planned, executed and achieved has something of the effect produced by the finding of a wrought human thing in the wild. It is like finding, as I once found, deep hidden in the tangled rank grass of autumn in Burgundy, on the edge of a wood not far from Dijon, a neglected statue of the eighteenth century. It is like coming round the corner of some wholly desolate upper valley in the mountains and seeing before one a well-cultivated close and a strong house in the midst.

It is now many years — I forget how many; it may be twenty or more, or it may be a little less — since The Wallet of Kai Lung was sent me by a friend. The effect produced upon my mind at the first opening of its pages was in the same category as the effect produced by the discovery of that hidden statue in Burgundy, or the coming upon an unexpected house in the turn of a high Pyrenean gorge. Here was something worth doing and done. It was not a plan attempted and only part achieved (though even that would be rare enough to-day, and a memorable exception); it was a thing intended, wrought out, completed and established. Therefore it was destined to endure and, what is more important, it was a success.

The time in which we live affords very few of such moments of relief: here and there a good piece of verse, in The New Age or in the now defunct Westminster: here and there a lapidary phrase such as a score or more of Blatchford’s which remain fixed in my memory. Here and there a letter written to the newspapers in a moment of indignation when the writer, not trained to the craft, strikes out the metal justly at white heat. But, I say, the thing is extremely rare, and in the shape of a complete book rarest of all.

The Wallet of Kai Lung was a thing made deliberately, in hard material and completely successful. It was meant to produce a particular effect of humour by the use of a foreign convention, the Chinese convention, in the English tongue. It was meant to produce a certain effect of philosophy and at the same time it was meant to produce a certain completed interest of fiction, of relation, of a short epic. It did all these things.

It is one of the tests of excellent work that such work is economic, that is, that there is nothing redundant in order or in vocabulary, and at the same time nothing elliptic — in the full sense of that word: that is, no sentence in which so much is omitted that the reader is left puzzled. That is the quality you get in really good statuary — in Houdon, for instance, or in that triumph the archaic Archer in the Louvre. The Wallet of Kai Lung satisfied all these conditions.

I do not know how often I have read it since I first possessed it. I know how many copies there are in my house — just over a dozen. I know with what care I have bound it constantly for presentation to friends. I have been asked for an introduction to this its successor, Kai Lung’s Golden Hours. It is worthy of its forerunner. There is the same plan, exactitude, working-out and achievement; and therefore the same complete satisfaction in the reading, or to be more accurate, in the incorporation of the work with oneself.

All this is not extravagant praise, nor even praise at all in the conventional sense of that term. It is merely a judgment: a putting into as carefully exact words as I can find the appreciation I make of this style and its triumph.

The reviewer in his art must quote passages. It is hardly the part of a Preface writer to do that. But to show what I mean I can at least quote the following:



 “Your insight is clear and unbiased,” said the gracious Sovereign. “But however entrancing it is to wander unchecked through a garden of bright images, are we not enticing your mind from another subject of almost equal importance?”



Or again:

 “It has been said,” he began at length, withdrawing his eyes reluctantly from an unusually large insect upon the ceiling and addressing himself to the maiden, “that there are few situations in life that cannot be honourably settled, and without any loss of time, either by suicide, a bag of gold, or by thrusting a despised antagonist over the edge of a precipice on a dark night.”



Or again:

 “After secretly observing the unstudied grace of her movements, the most celebrated picture-maker of the province burned the implements of his craft, and began life anew as a trainer of performing elephants.”



You cannot read these sentences, I think, without agreeing with what has been said above. If you doubt it, take the old test and try to write that kind of thing yourself.

In connection with such achievements it is customary to-day to deplore the lack of public appreciation. Either to blame the hurried millions of chance readers because they have only bought a few thousands of a masterpiece; or, what is worse still, to pretend that good work is for the few and that the mass will never appreciate it — in reply to which it is sufficient to say that the critic himself is one of the mass and could not be distinguished from others of the mass by his very own self were he a looker-on.

In the best of times (the most stable, the least hurried) the date at which general appreciation comes is a matter of chance, and to-day the presentation of any achieved work is like the reading of Keats to a football crowd. It is of no significance whatsoever to English Letters whether one of its glories be appreciated at the moment it issues from the press or ten years later, or twenty, or fifty. Further, after a very small margin is passed, a margin of a few hundreds at the most, it matters little whether strong permanent work finds a thousand or fifty thousand or a million of readers. Rock stands and mud washes away.

What is indeed to be deplored is the lack of communication between those who desire to find good stuff and those who can produce it: it is in the attempt to build a bridge between the one and the other that men who have the privilege of hearing a good thing betimes write such words as I am writing here.

HILAIRE BELLOC







KAI LUNG’S GOLDEN HOURS


CHAPTER I

The Encountering of Six within a Wood
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ONLY AT ONE point along the straight earth-road leading from Loo-chow to Yu-ping was there any shade, a wood of stunted growth, and here Kai Lung cast himself down in refuge from the noontide sun and slept.

When he woke it was with the sound of discreet laughter trickling through his dreams. He sat up and looked around. Across the glade two maidens stood in poised expectancy within the shadow of a wild fig-tree, both their gaze and their manner denoting a fixed intention to be prepared for any emergency. Not being desirous that this should tend towards their abrupt departure, Kai Lung rose guardedly to his feet, with many gestures of polite reassurance, and having bowed several times to indicate his pacific nature, he stood in an attitude of deferential admiration. At this display the elder and less attractive of the maidens fled, uttering loud and continuous cries of apprehension in order to conceal the direction of her flight. The other remained, however, and even moved a few steps nearer to Kai Lung, as though encouraged by his appearance, so that he was able to regard her varying details more appreciably. As she advanced she plucked a red blossom from a thorny bush, and from time to time she shortened the broken stalk between her jade teeth.

“Courteous loiterer,” she said, in a very pearl-like voice, when they had thus regarded one another for a few beats of time, “what is your honourable name, and who are you who tarry here, journeying neither to the east nor to the west?”

“The answer is necessarily commonplace and unworthy of your polite interest,” was the diffident reply. “My unbecoming name is Kai, to which has been added that of Lung. By profession I am an incapable relater of imagined tales, and to this end I spread my mat wherever my uplifted voice can entice together a company to listen. Should my feeble efforts be deemed worthy of reward, those who stand around may perchance contribute to my scanty store, but sometimes this is judged superfluous. For this cause I now turn my expectant feet from Loo-chow towards the untried city of Yu-ping, but the undiminished li stretching relentlessly before me, I sought beneath these trees a refuge from the noontide sun.”

“The occupation is a dignified one, being to no great degree removed from that of the Sages who compiled The Books,” remarked the maiden, with an encouraging smile. “Are there many stories known to your retentive mind?”

“In one form or another, all that exist are within my mental grasp,” admitted Kai Lung modestly. “Thus equipped, there is no arising emergency for which I am unprepared.”

“There are other things that I would learn of your craft. What kind of story is the most favourably received, and the one whereby your collecting bowl is the least ignored?”

“That depends on the nature and condition of those who stand around, and therein lies much that is essential to the art,” replied Kai Lung, not without an element of pride. “Should the company be chiefly formed of the illiterate and the immature of both sexes, stories depicting the embarrassment of unnaturally round-bodied mandarins, the unpremeditated flight of eccentrically-garbed passers-by into vats of powdered rice, the despair of guardians of the street when assailed by showers of eggs and overripe lo-quats, or any other variety of humiliating pain inflicted upon the innocent and unwary, never fail to win approval. The prosperous and substantial find contentment in hearing of the unassuming virtues and frugal lives of the poor and unsuccessful. Those of humble origin, especially tea-house maidens and the like, are only really at home among stories of the exalted and quick-moving, the profusion of their robes, the magnificence of their palaces, and the general high-minded depravity of their lives. Ordinary persons require stories dealing lavishly with all the emotions, so that they may thereby have a feeling of sufficiency when contributing to the collecting bowl.”

“These things being so,” remarked the maiden, “what story would you consider most appropriate to a company composed of such as she who is now conversing with you?”

“Such a company could never be obtained,” replied Kai Lung, with conviction in his tone. “It is not credible that throughout the Empire could be found even another possessing all the engaging attributes of the one before me. But should it be my miraculous fortune to be given the opportunity, my presumptuous choice for her discriminating ears alone would be the story of the peerless Princess Taik and of the noble minstrel Ch’eng, who to regain her presence chained his wrist to a passing star and was carried into the assembly of the gods.”

“Is it,” inquired the maiden, with an agreeable glance towards the opportune recumbence of a fallen tree, “is it a narration that would lie within the passage of the sun from one branch of this willow to another?”

“Adequately set forth, the history of the Princess Taik and of the virtuous youth occupies all the energies of an agile story-teller for seven weeks,” replied Kai Lung, not entirely gladdened that she should deem him capable of offering so meagre an entertainment as that she indicated. “There is a much-flattened version which may be compressed within the narrow limits of a single day and night, but even that requires for certain of the more moving passages the accompaniment of a powerful drum or a hollow wooden fish.”

“Alas!” exclaimed the maiden, “though the time should pass like a flash of lightning beneath the allurement of your art, it is questionable if those who await this one’s returning footsteps would experience a like illusion. Even now—” With a magnanimous wave of her well-formed hand she indicated the other maiden, who, finding that the danger of pursuit was not sustained, had returned to claim her part.

“One advances along the westward road,” reported the second maiden. “Let us fly elsewhere, O allurer of mankind! It may be—”

“Doubtless in Yu-ping the sound of your uplifted voice—” But at this point a noise upon the earth-road, near at hand, impelled them both to sudden flight into the deeper recesses of the wood.

Thus deprived, Kai Lung moved from the shadow of the trees and sought the track, to see if by chance he from whom they fled might turn to his advantage. On the road he found one who staggered behind a laborious wheel-barrow in the direction of Loo-chow. At that moment he had stopped to take down the sail, as the breeze was bereft of power among the obstruction of the trees, and also because he was weary.

“Greeting,” called down Kai Lung, saluting him. “There is here protection from the fierceness of the sun and a stream wherein to wash your feet.”

“Haply,” replied the other; “and a greatly over-burdened one would gladly leave this ill-nurtured earth-road even for the fields of hell, were it not that all his goods are here contained upon an utterly intractable wheel-barrow.”

Nevertheless he drew himself up from the road to the level of the wood and there reclined, yet not permitting the wheel-barrow to pass beyond his sight, though he must thereby lie half in the shade and half in the heat beyond. “Greeting, wayfarer.”

“Although you are evidently a man of some wealth, we are for the time brought to a common level by the forces that control us,” remarked Kai Lung. “I have here two onions, a gourd and a sufficiency of millet paste. Partake equally with me, therefore, before you resume your way. In the meanwhile I will procure water from the stream near by, and to this end my collecting bowl will serve.”

When Kai Lung returned he found that the other had added to their store a double handful of dates, some snuff and a little jar of oil. As they ate together the stranger thus disclosed his mind:



“The times are doubtful and it behoves each to guard himself. In the north the banners of the ‘Spreading Lotus’ and the ‘Avenging Knife’ are already raised and pressing nearer every day, while the signs and passwords are so widely flung that every man speaks slowly and with a double tongue. Lately there have been slicings and other forms of vigorous justice no farther distant than Loo-chow, and now the Mandarin Shan Tien comes to Yu-ping to flatten any signs of discontent. The occupation of this person is that of a maker of sandals and coverings for the head, but very soon there will be more wooden feet required than leather sandals in Yu-ping, and artificial ears will be greater in demand than hats. For this reason he has got together all his goods, sold the more burdensome, and now ventures on an untried way.”

“Prosperity attend your goings. Yet, as one who has set his face towards Yu-ping, is it not possible for an ordinary person of simple life and unassuming aims to escape persecution under this same Shan Tien?”

“Of the Mandarin himself those who know speak with vague lips. What is done is done by the pressing hand of one Ming-shu, who takes down his spoken word; of whom it is truly said that he has little resemblance to a man and still less to an angel.”

“Yet,” protested the story-teller hopefully, “it is wisely written: ‘He who never opens his mouth in strife can always close his eyes in peace.’”

“Doubtless,” assented the other. “He can close his eyes assuredly. Whether he will ever again open them is another matter.”

With this timely warning the sandal-maker rose and prepared to resume his journey. Nor did he again take up the burden of his task until he had satisfied himself that the westward road was destitute of traffic.

“A tranquil life and a painless death,” was his farewell parting. “Jung, of the line of Hai, wishes you well.” Then, with many imprecations on the relentless sun above, the inexorable road beneath, and on every detail of the evilly-balanced load before him, he passed out on his way.

It would have been well for Kai Lung had he also forced his reluctant feet to raise the dust, but his body clung to the moist umbrage of his couch, and his mind made reassurance that perchance the maiden would return. Thus it fell that when two others, who looked from side to side as they hastened on the road, turned as at a venture to the wood they found him still there.

“Restrain your greetings,” said the leader of the two harshly, in the midst of Kai Lung’s courteous obeisance; “and do not presume to disparage yourself as if in equality with the one who stands before you. Have two of the inner chamber, attired thus and thus, passed this way? Speak, and that to a narrow edge.”

“The road lies beyond the perception of my incapable vision, chiefest,” replied Kai lung submissively. “Furthermore, I have slept.”

“Unless you would sleep more deeply, shape your stubborn tongue to a specific point,” commanded the other, touching a meaning sword. “Who are you who loiter here, and for what purpose do you lurk? Speak fully, and be assured that your word will be put to a corroding test.”

Thus encouraged, Kai Lung freely disclosed his name and ancestry, the means whereby he earned a frugal sustenance and the nature of his journey. In addition, he professed a willingness to relate his most recently-acquired story, that entitled “Wu-yong: or The Politely Inquiring Stranger”, but the offer was thrust ungracefully aside.

“Everything you say deepens the suspicion which your criminal-looking face naturally provokes,” said the questioner, putting away his tablets on which he had recorded the replies. “At Yu-ping the matter will be probed with a very definite result. You, Li-loe, remain about this spot in case she whom we seek should pass. I return to speak of our unceasing effort.”

“I obey,” replied the dog-like Li-loe. “What men can do we have done. We are no demons to see through solid matter.”

When they were alone, Li-loe drew nearer to Kai Lung and, allowing his face to assume a more pacific bend, he cast himself down by the story-teller’s side.

“The account which you gave of yourself was ill contrived,” he said. “Being put to the test, its falsity cannot fail to be discovered.”

“Yet,” protested Kai Lung earnestly, “in no single detail did it deviate from the iron line of truth.”

“Then your case is even more desperate than before,” exclaimed Li-loe. “Know now that the repulsive-featured despot who has just left us is Ming-shu, he who takes down the Mandarin Shan Tien’s spoken word. By admitting that you are from Loo-chow, where disaffection reigns, you have noosed a rope about your neck, and by proclaiming yourself as one whose habit it is to call together a company to listen to your word, you have drawn it tight.”

“Every rope has two ends,” remarked Kai Lung philosophically, “and to-morrow is yet to come. Tell me rather, since that is our present errand, who is she whom you pursue and to what intent?”

“That is not so simple as to be contained within the hollow of an acorn sheath. Let it suffice that she has the left ear of Shan Tien, even as Ming-shu has the right, but on which side his hearing is better it might be hazardous to guess.”

“And her meritorious name?”

“She is of the house of K’ang, her name being Hwa-mei, though from the nature of her charm she is ofttime called the Golden Mouse. But touching this affair of your own immediate danger: we being both but common men of the idler sort, it is only fitting that when high ones threaten I should stand by you.”

“Speak definitely,” assented Kai Lung, “yet with the understanding that the full extent of my store does not exceed four or five strings of cash.”

“The soil is somewhat shallow for the growth of deep friendship, but what we have we will share equally between us.” With these auspicious words Li-loe possessed himself of three of the strings of cash and displayed an empty sleeve. “I, alas, have nothing. The benefits I have in mind are of a subtler and more priceless kind. At Yu-ping my office will be that of the keeper of the doors of the yamen, including that of the prison-house. Thus I shall doubtless be able to render you frequent service of an inconspicuous kind. Do not forget the name of Li-loe.”

By this time the approaching sound of heavy traffic, heralded by the beating of drums, the blowing of horns and the discharge of an occasional firework, indicated the passage of some dignified official. This, declared Li-loe, could be none other than the Mandarin Shan Tien, resuming his march towards Yu-ping, and the doorkeeper prepared to join the procession at his appointed place. Kai Lung, however, remained unseen among the trees, not being desirous of obtruding himself upon Ming-shu unnecessarily. When the noise had almost died away in the distance he came forth, believing that all would by this time have passed, and approached the road. As he reached it a single chair was hurried by, its carriers striving by increased exertion to regain their fellows. It was too late for Kai Lung to retreat, whoever might be within. As it passed a curtain moved somewhat, a symmetrical hand came discreetly forth, and that which it held fell at his feet. Without varying his attitude he watched the chair until it was out of sight, then stooped and picked something up — a red blossom on a thorny stalk, the flower already parched but the stem moist and softened to his touch.


CHAPTER II

The Inexorable Justice of the Mandarin Shan Tien
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“BY HAVING ACCESS to this enclosure you will be able to walk where otherwise you must stand. That in itself is cheap at the price of three reputed strings of inferior cash. Furthermore, it is possible to breathe.”

“The outlook, in one direction, is an extensive one,” admitted Kai Lung, gazing towards the sky. “Here, moreover, is a shutter through which the vista doubtless lengthens.”

“So long as there is no chance of you exploring it any farther than your neck, it does not matter,” said Li-loe. “Outside lies a barren region of the yamen garden where no one ever comes. I will now leave you, having to meet one with whom I would traffic for a goat. When I return be prepared to retrace your steps to the prison cell.”

“The shadow moves as the sun directs,” replied Kai Lung, and with courteous afterthought he added the wonted parting: “Slowly, slowly; walk slowly.”

In such a manner the story-teller found himself in a highly-walled enclosure, lying between the prison-house and the yamen garden, a few days after his arrival in Yu-ping. Ming-shu had not eaten his word.

The yard itself possessed no attraction for Kai Lung. Almost before Li-loe had disappeared he was at the shutter in the wall, had forced it open and was looking out. Thus long he waited, motionless, but observing every leaf that stirred among the trees and shrubs and neglected growth beyond. At last a figure passed across a distant glade and at the sight Kai Lung lifted up a restrained voice in song:

 “At the foot of a bleak and inhospitable mountain An insignificant stream winds its uncared way; Although inferior to the Yangtze-kiang in every detail Yet fish glide to and fro among its crannies Nor would they change their home for the depths of the widest     river.

 The palace of the sublime Emperor is made rich with hanging     curtains. While here rough stone walls forbid repose. Yet there is one who unhesitatingly prefers the latter; For from an open shutter here he can look forth, And perchance catch a glimpse of one who may pass by.

 The occupation of the Imperial viceroy is both lucrative and     noble; While that of a relater of imagined tales is by no means     esteemed. But he who thus expressed himself would not exchange with the     other; For around the identity of each heroine he can entwine the     personality of one whom he has encountered. And thus she is ever by his side.”



“Your uplifted voice comes from an unexpected quarter, minstrel,” said a melodious voice, and the maiden whom he had encountered in the wood stood before him. “What crime have you now committed?”

“An ancient one. I presumed to raise my unworthy eyes—”

“Alas, story-teller,” interposed the maiden hastily, “it would seem that the star to which you chained your wrist has not carried you into the assembly of the gods.”

“Yet already it has borne me half-way — into a company of malefactors. Doubtless on the morrow the obliging Mandarin Shan Tien will arrange for the journey to be complete.”

“Yet have you then no further wish to continue in an ordinary existence?” asked the maiden.

“To this person,” replied Kai Lung, with a deep-seated look, “existence can never again be ordinary. Admittedly it may be short.”

As they conversed together in this inoffensive manner she whom Li-loe had called the Golden Mouse held in her delicately-formed hands a priceless bowl filled with ripe fruit of the rarer kinds which she had gathered. These from time to time she threw up to the opening, rightly deciding that one in Kai Lung’s position would stand in need of sustenance, and he no less dexterously held and retained them. When the bowl was empty she continued for a space to regard it silently, as though exploring the many-sided recesses of her mind.

“You have claimed to be a story-teller and have indeed made a boast that there is no arising emergency for which you are unprepared,” she said at length. “It now befalls that you may be put to a speedy test. Is the nature of this imagined scene” — thus she indicated the embellishment of the bowl— “familiar to your eyes?”

“It is that known as ‘The Willow,’” replied Kai Lung. “There is a story—”

“There is a story!” exclaimed the maiden, loosening from her brow the overhanging look of care. “Thus and thus. Frequently have I importuned him before whom you will appear to explain to me the meaning of the scene. When you are called upon to plead your cause, see to it well that your knowledge of such a tale is clearly shown. He before whom you kneel, craftily plied meanwhile by my unceasing petulance, will then desire to hear it from your lips... At the striking of the fourth gong the day is done. What lies between rests with your discriminating wit.”

“You are deep in the subtler kinds of wisdom, such as the weak possess,” confessed Kai Lung. “Yet how will this avail to any length?”

“That which is put off from to-day is put off from to-morrow,” was the confident reply. “For the rest — at a corresponding gong-stroke of each day it is this person’s custom to gather fruit. Farewell, minstrel.”

When Li-loe returned a little later Kai Lung threw his two remaining strings of cash about that rapacious person’s neck and embraced him as he exclaimed:



“Chieftain among doorkeepers, when I go to the Capital to receive the all-coveted title ‘Leaf-crowned’ and to chant ceremonial odes before the Court, thou shalt accompany me as forerunner, and an agile tribe of selected goats shall sport about thy path.”

“Alas, manlet,” replied the other, weeping readily, “greatly do I fear that the next journey thou wilt take will be in an upward or a downward rather than a sideway direction. This much have I learned, and to this end, at some cost admittedly, I enticed into loquacity one who knows another whose brother holds the key of Ming-shu’s confidence: that to-morrow the Mandarin will begin to distribute justice here, and out of the depths of Ming-shu’s malignity the name of Kai Lung is the first set down.”

“With the title,” continued Kai Lung cheerfully, “there goes a sufficiency of taels; also a vat of a potent wine of a certain kind.”

“If,” suggested Li-loe, looking anxiously around, “you have really discovered hidden about this place a secret store of wine, consider well whether it would not be prudent to entrust it to a faithful friend before it is too late.”

It was indeed as Li-loe had foretold. On the following day, at the second gong-stroke after noon, the order came and, closely guarded, Kai Lung was led forth. The middle court had been duly arranged, with a formidable display of chains, weights, presses, saws, branding irons and other implements for securing justice. At the head of a table draped with red sat the Mandarin Shan Tien, on his right the secretary of his hand, the contemptible Ming-shu. Round about were positioned others who in one necessity or another might be relied upon to play an ordered part. After a lavish explosion of fire-crackers had been discharged, sonorous bells rung and gongs beaten, a venerable geomancer disclosed by means of certain tests that all doubtful influences had been driven off and that truth and impartiality alone remained.

“Except on the part of the prisoners, doubtless,” remarked the Mandarin, thereby imperilling the gravity of all who stood around.

“The first of those to prostrate themselves before your enlightened clemency, Excellence, is a notorious assassin who, under another name, has committed many crimes,” began the execrable Ming-shu. “He confesses that, now calling himself Kai Lung, he has recently journeyed from Loo-chow, where treason ever wears a smiling face.”

“Perchance he is saddened by our city’s loyalty,” interposed the benign Shan Tien, “for if he is smiling now it is on the side of his face removed from this one’s gaze.”

“The other side of his face is assuredly where he will be made to smile ere long,” acquiesced Ming-shu, not altogether to his chief’s approval, as the analogy was already his. “Furthermore, he has been detected lurking in secret meeting-places by the wayside, and on reaching Yu-ping he raised his rebellious voice inviting all to gather round and join his unlawful band. The usual remedy in such cases during periods of stress, Excellence, is strangulation.”

“The times are indeed pressing,” remarked the agile-minded Mandarin, “and the penalty would appear to be adequate.” As no one suffered inconvenience at his attitude, however, Shan Tien’s expression assumed a more unbending cast.

“Let the witnesses appear,” he commanded sharply.

“In so clear a case it has not been thought necessary to incur the expense of hiring the usual witnesses,” urged Ming-shu; “but they are doubtless clustered about the opium floor and will, if necessary, testify to whatever is required.”

“The argument is a timely one,” admitted the Mandarin. “As the result cannot fail to be the same in either case, perhaps the accommodating prisoner will assist the ends of justice by making a full confession of his crimes?”

“High Excellence,” replied the story-teller, speaking for the first time, “it is truly said that that which would appear as a mountain in the evening may stand revealed as a mud-hut by the light of day. Hear my unpainted word. I am of the abject House of Kai and my inoffensive rice is earned as a narrator of imagined tales. Unrolling my threadbare mat at the middle hour of yesterday, I had raised my distressing voice and announced an intention to relate the Story of Wong Ts’in, that which is known as ‘The Legend of the Willow Plate Embellishment,’ when a company of armed warriors, converging upon me—”

“Restrain the melodious flow of your admitted eloquence,” interrupted the Mandarin, veiling his arising interest. “Is the story, to which you have made reference, that of the scene widely depicted on plates and earthenware?”

“Undoubtedly. It is the true and authentic legend as related by the eminent Tso-yi.”

“In that case,” declared Shan Tien dispassionately, “it will be necessary for you to relate it now, in order to uphold your claim. Proceed.”

“Alas, Excellence,” protested Ming-shu from a bitter throat, “this matter will attenuate down to the stroke of evening rice. Kowtowing beneath your authoritative hand, that which the prisoner only had the intention to relate does not come within the confines of his evidence.”

“The objection is superficial and cannot be sustained,” replied Shan Tien. “If an evilly-disposed one raised a sword to strike this person, but was withheld before the blow could fall, none but a leper would contend that because he did not progress beyond the intention thereby he should go free. Justice must be impartially upheld and greatly do I fear that we must all submit.”

With these opportune words the discriminating personage signified to Kai Lung that he should begin.   The Story of Wong T’sin and the Willow Plate Embellishment

Wong Ts’in, the rich porcelain maker, was ill at ease within himself. He had partaken of his customary midday meal, flavoured the repast by unsealing a jar of matured wine, consumed a little fruit, a few sweetmeats and half a dozen cups of unapproachable tea, and then retired to an inner chamber to contemplate philosophically from the reposeful attitude of a reclining couch.

But upon this occasion the merchant did not contemplate restfully. He paced the floor in deep dejection and when he did use the couch at all it was to roll upon it in a sudden access of internal pain. The cause of his distress was well known to the unhappy person thus concerned, nor did it lessen the pangs of his emotion that it arose entirely from his own ill-considered action.

When Wong Ts’in had discovered, by the side of a remote and obscure river, the inexhaustible bed of porcelain clay that ensured his prosperity, his first care was to erect adequate sheds and labouring-places; his next to build a house sufficient for himself and those in attendance round about him.

So far prudence had ruled his actions, for there is a keen edge to the saying: “He who sleeps over his workshop brings four eyes into the business,” but in one detail Wong T’sin’s head and feet went on different journeys, for with incredible oversight he omitted to secure the experience of competent astrologers and omen-casters in fixing the exact site of his mansion.

The result was what might have been expected. In excavating for the foundations, Wong T’sin’s slaves disturbed the repose of a small but rapacious earth-demon that had already been sleeping there for nine hundred and ninety-nine years. With the insatiable cunning of its kind, this vindictive creature waited until the house was completed and then proceeded to transfer its unseen but formidable presence to the quarters that were designed for Wong Ts’in himself. Thenceforth, from time to time, it continued to revenge itself for the trouble to which it had been put by an insidious persecution. This frequently took the form of fastening its claws upon the merchant’s digestive organs, especially after he had partaken of an unusually rich repast (for in some way the display of certain viands excited its unreasoning animosity), pressing heavily upon his chest, invading his repose with dragon-dreams while he slept, and the like. Only by the exercise of an ingenuity greater than its own could Wong Ts’in succeed in baffling its ill-conditioned spite.

On this occasion, recognizing from the nature of his pangs what was taking place, Wong Ts’in resorted to a stratagem that rarely failed him. Announcing in a loud voice that it was his intention to refresh the surface of his body by the purifying action of heated vapour, and then to proceed to his mixing-floor, the merchant withdrew. The demon, being an earth-dweller with the ineradicable objection of this class of creatures towards all the elements of moisture, at once relinquished its hold, and going direct to the part of the works indicated, it there awaited its victim with the design of resuming its discreditable persecution.

Wong Ts’in had spoken with a double tongue. On leaving the inner chamber he quickly traversed certain obscure passages of his house until he reached an inferior portal. Even if the demon had suspected his purpose it would not have occurred to a creature of its narrow outlook that anyone of Wong Ts’in’s importance would make use of so menial an outway. The merchant therefore reached his garden unperceived and thenceforward maintained an undeviating face in the direction of the Outer Expanses. Before he had covered many li he was assured that he had indeed succeeded for the time in shaking off his unscrupulous tormentor. His internal organs again resumed their habitual calm and his mind was lightened as from an overhanging cloud.

There was another reason why Wong Ts’in sought the solitude of the thinly-peopled outer places, away from the influence and distraction of his own estate. For some time past a problem that had once been remote was assuming dimensions of increasing urgency. This detail concerns Fa Fai, who had already been referred to by a person of literary distinction, in a poetical analogy occupying three written volumes, as a pearl-tinted peach-blossom shielded and restrained by the silken net-work of wise parental affection (and recognizing the justice of the comparison, Wong Ts’in had been induced to purchase the work in question). Now that Fa Fai had attained an age when she could fittingly be sought in marriage the contingency might occur at any time, and the problem confronting her father’s decision was this: owing to her incomparable perfection Fa Fai must be accounted one of Wong Ts’in’s chief possessions, the other undoubtedly being his secret process of simulating the lustrous effect of pure gold embellishment on china by the application of a much less expensive substitute. Would it be more prudent to concentrate the power of both influences and let it become known that with Fa Fai would go the essential part of his very remunerative clay enterprise, or would it be more prudent to divide these attractions and secure two distinct influences, both concerned about his welfare? In the first case there need be no reasonable limit to the extending vista of his ambition, and he might even aspire to greet as a son the highest functionary of the province — an official of such heavily-sustained importance that when he went about it required six chosen slaves to carry him, and of late it had been considered more prudent to employ eight.

If, on the other hand, Fa Fai went without any added inducement, a mandarin of moderate rank would probably be as high as Wong Ts’in could look, but he would certainly be able to adopt another of at least equal position, at the price of making over to him the ultimate benefit of his discovery. He could thus acquire either two sons of reasonable influence, or one who exercised almost unlimited authority. In view of his own childlessness, and of his final dependence on the services of others, which arrangement promised the most regular and liberal transmission of supplies to his expectant spirit when he had passed into the Upper Air, and would his connection with one very important official or with two subordinate ones secure him the greater amount of honour and serviceable recognition among the more useful deities?

To Wong Ts’in’s logical mind it seemed as though there must be a definite answer to this problem. If one manner of behaving was right the other must prove wrong, for as the wise philosopher Ning-hy was wont to say: “Where the road divides, there stand two Ning-hys.” The decision on a matter so essential to his future comfort ought not to be left to chance. Thus it had become a habit of Wong Ts’in’s to penetrate the Outer Spaces in the hope of there encountering a specific omen.

Alas, it has been well written: “He who thinks that he is raising a mound may only in reality be digging a pit.” In his continual search for a celestial portent among the solitudes Wong Ts’in had of late necessarily somewhat neglected his earthly (as it may thus be expressed) interests. In these emergencies certain of the more turbulent among his workers had banded themselves together into a confederacy under the leadership of a craftsman named Fang. It was the custom of these men, who wore a badge and recognized a mutual oath and imprecation, to present themselves suddenly before Wong Ts’in and demand a greater reward for their exertions than they had previously agreed to, threatening that unless this was accorded they would cast down the implements of their labour in unison and involve in idleness those who otherwise would have continued at their task. This menace Wong Ts’in bought off from time to time by agreeing to their exactions, but it began presently to appear that this way of appeasing them resembled Chou Hong’s method of extinguishing a fire by directing jets of wind against it. On the day with which this related story has so far concerned itself, a band of the most highly remunerated and privileged of the craftsmen had appeared before Wong Ts’in with the intolerable Fang at their head. These men were they whose skill enabled them laboriously to copy upon the surfaces of porcelain a given scene without appreciable deviation from one to the other, for in those remote cycles of history no other method was yet known or even dreamed of.

“Suitable greetings, employer of our worthless services,” remarked their leader, seating himself upon the floor unbidden. “These who speak through the mouth of the cringing mendicant before you are the Bound-together Brotherhood of Colour-mixers and Putters-on of Thought-out Designs, bent upon a just cause.”

“May their Ancestral Tablets never fall into disrepair,” replied Wong Ts’in courteously. “For the rest — let the mouth referred to shape itself into the likeness of a narrow funnel, for the lengthening gong-strokes press round about my unfinished labours.”

“That which in justice requires the amplitude of a full-sized cask shall be pressed down into the confines of an inadequate vessel,” assented Fang. “Know then, O battener upon our ill-requited skill, how it has come to our knowledge that one who is not of our Brotherhood moves among us and performs an equal task for a less reward. This is our spoken word in consequence: in place of one tael every man among us shall now take two, and he who before has laboured eight gongs to receive it shall henceforth labour four. Furthermore, he who is speaking shall, as their recognized head and authority, always be addressed by the honourable title of ‘Polished,’ and the dog who is not one of us shall be cast forth.”

“My hand itches to reward you in accordance with the inner prompting of a full heart,” replied the merchant, after a well-sustained pause. “But in this matter my very deficient ears must be leading my threadbare mind astray. The moon has not been eaten up since the day when you stood before me in a like attitude and bargained that every man should henceforth receive a full tael where hitherto a half had been his portion, and that in place of the toil of sixteen gong-strokes eight should suffice. Upon this being granted all bound themselves by spoken word that the matter should stand thus and thus between us until the gathering-in of the next rice harvest.”

“That may have been so at the time,” admitted Fang, with dog-like obstinacy, “but it was not then known that you had pledged yourself to Hien Nan for tenscore embellished plates of porcelain within a stated time, and that our services would therefore be essential to your reputation. There has thus arisen what may be regarded as a new vista of eventualities, and this frees us from the bondage of our spoken word. Having thus moderately stated our unbending demand, we will depart until the like gong-stroke of to-morrow, when, if our claim be not agreed to, all will cast down their implements of labour with the swiftness of a lightning-flash and thereby involve the whole of your too-profitable undertaking in well-merited stagnation. We go, venerable head; auspicious omens attend your movements!”

“May the All-Seeing guide your footsteps,” responded Wong Ts’in, and with courteous forbearance he waited until they were out of hearing before he added— “into a vat of boiling sulphur!”

Thus may the position be outlined when Wei Chang, the unassuming youth whom the black-hearted Fang had branded with so degrading a comparison, sat at his appointed place rather than join in the discreditable conspiracy, and strove by his unaided dexterity to enable Wong Ts’in to complete the tenscore embellished plates by the appointed time. Yet already he knew that in this commendable ambition his head grew larger than his hands, for he was the slowest-working among all Wong Ts’in’s craftsmen, and even then his copy could frequently be detected from the original. Not to overwhelm his memory with unmerited contempt it is fitting now to reveal somewhat more of the unfolding curtain of events.

Wei Chang was not in reality a worker in the art of applying coloured designs to porcelain at all. He was a student of the literary excellences and had decided to devote his entire life to the engaging task of reducing the most perfectly matched analogy to the least possible number of words when the unexpected appearance of Fa Fai unsettled his ambitions. She was restraining the impatience of a powerful horse and controlling its movements by means of a leather thong, while at the same time she surveyed the landscape with a disinterested glance in which Wei Chang found himself becoming involved. Without stopping even to consult the spirits of his revered ancestors on so important a decision, he at once burned the greater part of his collection of classical analogies and engaged himself, as one who is willing to become more proficient, about Wong Ts’in’s earth-yards. Here, without any reasonable intention of ever becoming in any way personally congenial to her, he was in a position occasionally to see the distant outline of Fa Fai’s movements, and when a day passed and even this was withheld he was content that the shadow of the many-towered building that contained her should obscure the sunlight from the window before which he worked.

While Wei Chang was thus engaged the door of the enclosure in which he laboured was thrust cautiously inwards, and presently he became aware that the being whose individuality was never completely absent from his thoughts was standing in an expectant attitude at no great distance from him. As no other person was present, the craftsmen having departed in order to consult an oracle that dwelt beneath an appropriate sign, and Wong Ts’in being by this time among the Outer Ways seeking an omen as to Fa Fai’s disposal, Wei Chang did not think it respectful to become aware of the maiden’s presence until a persistent distress of her throat compelled him to recognize the incident.

“Unapproachable perfection,” he said, with becoming deference, “is it permissible that in the absence of your enlightened sire you should descend from your golden eminence and stand, entirely unattended, at no great distance from so ordinary a person as myself?”

“Whether it be strictly permissible or not, it is only on like occasions that she ever has the opportunity of descending from the solitary pinnacle referred to,” replied Fa Fai, not only with no outward appearance of alarm at being directly addressed by one of a different sex, but even moving nearer to Wei Chang as she spoke. “A more essential detail in the circumstances concerns the length of time that he may be prudently relied upon to be away?”

“Doubtless several gong-strokes will intervene before his returning footsteps gladden our expectant vision,” replied Wei Chang. “He is spoken of as having set his face towards the Outer Ways, there perchance to come within the influence of a portent.”

“Its probable object is not altogether unknown to the one who stands before you,” admitted Fa Fai, “and as a dutiful and affectionate daughter it has become a consideration with her whether she ought not to press forward, as it were, to a solution on her own account.... If the one whom I am addressing could divert his attention from the embellishment of the very inadequate claw of a wholly superfluous winged dragon, possibly he might add his sage counsel on that point.”

“It is said that a bull-frog once rent his throat in a well-meant endeavour to advise an eagle in the art of flying,” replied Wei Chang, concealing the bitterness of his heart beneath an easy tongue. “For this reason it is inexpedient for earthlings to fix their eyes on those who dwell in very high places.”

“To the intrepid, very high places exist solely to be scaled; with others, however, the only scaling they attempt is lavished on the armour of preposterous flying monsters, O youth of the House of Wei!”

“Is it possible,” exclaimed Wei Chang, moving forward with so sudden an ardour that the maiden hastily withdrew herself several paces from beyond his enthusiasm, “is it possible that this person’s hitherto obscure and execrated name is indeed known to your incomparable lips?”

“As the one who periodically casts up the computations of the sums of money due to those who labour about the earth-yards, it would be strange if the name had so far escaped my notice,” replied Fa Fai, with a distance in her voice that the few paces between them very inadequately represented. “Certain details engrave themselves upon the tablets of recollection by their persistence. For instance, the name of Fang is generally at the head of each list; that of Wei Chang is invariably at the foot.”

“It is undeniable,” admitted Wei Chang, in a tone of well-merited humiliation; “and the attainment of never having yet applied a design in such a manner that the copy might be mistaken for the original has entirely flattened-out this person’s self-esteem.”

“Doubtless,” suggested Fa Fai, with delicate encouragement, “there are other pursuits in which you would disclose a more highly developed proficiency — as that of watching the gyrations of untamed horses, for example. Our more immediate need, however, is to discover a means of defeating the malignity of the detestable Fang. With this object I have for some time past secretly applied myself to the task of contriving a design which, by blending simplicity with picturesque effect, will enable one person in a given length of time to achieve the amount of work hitherto done by two.”

With these auspicious words the accomplished maiden disclosed a plate of translucent porcelain, embellished in the manner which she had described. At the sight of the ingenious way in which trees and persons, stream and buildings, and objects of a widely differing nature had been so arranged as to give the impression that they all existed at the same time, and were equally visible without undue exertion on the part of the spectator who regarded them, Wei Chang could not restrain an exclamation of delight.

“How cunningly imagined is the device by which objects so varied in size as an orange and an island can be depicted within the narrow compass of a porcelain plate without the larger one completely obliterating the smaller or the smaller becoming actually invisible by comparison with the other! Hitherto this unimaginative person had not considered the possibility of showing other than dragons, demons, spirits, and the forces which from their celestial nature may be regarded as possessing no real thickness of substance and therefore being particularly suitable for treatment on a flat surface. But this engaging display might indeed be a scene having an actual existence at no great space away.”

“Such is assuredly the case,” admitted Fa Fai. “Within certain limitations, imposed by this new art of depicting realities as they are, we may be regarded as standing before an open window. The important-looking building on the right is that erected by this person’s venerated father. Its prosperity is indicated by the luxurious profusion of the fruit-tree overhanging it. Pressed somewhat to the back, but of dignified proportion, are the outer buildings of those who labour among the clay.”

“In a state of actuality, they are of measurably less dignified dimensions,” suggested Wei Chang.

“The objection is inept,” replied Fa Fai. “The buildings in question undoubtedly exist at the indicated position. If, therefore, the actuality is to be maintained, it is necessary either to raise their stature or to cut down the trees obscuring them. To this gentle-minded person the former alternative seemed the less drastic. As, however, it is regarded in a spirit of no-satisfaction—”

“Proceed, incomparable one, proceed,” implored Wei Chang. “It was but a breath of thought, arising from a recollection of the many times that this incapable person has struck his unworthy head against the roof-beams of those nobly-proportioned buildings.”

“The three stunted individuals crossing the bridge in undignified attitudes are the debased Fang and two of his mercenary accomplices. They are, as usual, bending their footsteps in the direction of the hospitality of a house that announces its purpose beneath the sign of a spreading bush. They are positioned as crossing the river to a set purpose, and the bridge is devoid of a rail in the hope that on their return they may all fall into the torrent in a helpless condition and be drowned, to the satisfaction of the beholders.”

“It would be a fitting conclusion to their ill-spent lives,” agreed Wei Chang. “Would it not add to their indignity to depict them as struggling beneath the waves?”

“It might do so,” admitted Fa Fai graciously, “but in order to express the arisement adequately it would be necessary to display them twice — first on the bridge with their faces turned towards the west, and then in the flood with their faces towards the east; and the superficial might hastily assume that the three on the bridge would rescue the three in the river.”

“You are all-wise,” said Wei Chang, with well-marked admiration in his voice. “This person’s suggestion was opaque.”

“In any case,” continued Fa Fai, with a reassuring glance, “it is a detail that is not essential to the frustration of Fang’s malignant scheme, for already well on its way towards Hien Nan may be seen a trustworthy junk, laden with two formidable crates, each one containing fivescore plates of the justly esteemed Wong Ts’in porcelain.”

“Nevertheless,” maintained Wei Chang mildly, “the out-passing of Fang would have been a satisfactory detail of the occurrence.”

“Do not despair,” replied Fa Fai. “Not idly is it written: ‘Destiny has four feet, eight hands and sixteen eyes: how then shall the ill-doer with only two of each hope to escape?’ An even more ignominious end may await Fang, should he escape drowning, for, conveniently placed by the side of the stream, this person has introduced a spreading willow-tree. Any of its lower branches is capable of sustaining Fang’s weight, should a reliable rope connect the two.”

“There is something about that which this person now learns is a willow that distinguishes it above all the other trees of the design,” remarked Wei Chang admiringly. “It has a wild and yet a romantic aspect.”

“This person had not yet chanced upon a suitable title for the device,” said Fa Fai, “and a distinguishing name is necessary, for possibly scores of copies may be made before its utility is exhausted. Your discriminating praise shall be accepted as a fortunate omen, and henceforth this shall be known as the Willow Pattern Embellishment.”

“The honour of suggesting the title is more than this commonplace person can reasonably carry,” protested Wei Chang, feeling that very little worth considering existed outside the earth-shed. “Not only scores, but even hundreds of copies may be required in the process of time, for a crust of rice-bread and handful of dried figs eaten from such a plate would be more satisfying than a repast of many-coursed richness elsewhere.”

In this well-sustained and painless manner Fa Fai and Wei Chang continued to express themselves agreeably to each other, until the lengthening gong-strokes warned the former person that her absence might inconvenience Wong Ts’in’s sense of tranquillity on his return, nor did Wei Chang contest the desirability of a great space intervening between them should the merchant chance to pass that way. In the meanwhile Chang had explained many of the inner details of his craft so that Fa Fai should the better understand the requirements of her new art.

“Yet where is the Willow plate itself?” said the maiden, as she began to arrange her mind towards departure. “As the colours were still in a receptive state this person placed it safely aside for the time. It was somewhat near the spot where you—”

During the amiable exchange of shafts of polished conversation Wei Chang had followed Fa Fai’s indication and had seated himself upon a low bench without any very definite perception of his movements. He now arose with the unstudied haste of one who has inconvenienced a scorpion.

“Alas!” he exclaimed, in a tone of the acutest mental distress; “can it be possible that this utterly profane outcast has so desecrated—”

“Certainly comment of an admittedly crushing nature has been imposed on this one’s well-meant handiwork,” said Fa Fai. With these lightly-barbed words, which were plainly devised to restore the other person’s face towards himself, the magnanimous maiden examined the plate which Wei Chang’s uprising had revealed.

“Not only has the embellishment suffered no real detriment,” she continued, after an adequate glance, “but there has been imparted to the higher lights — doubtless owing to the nature of the fabric in which your lower half is encased — a certain nebulous quality that adds greatly to the successful effect of the various tones.”

At the first perception of the indignity to which he had subjected the entrancing Fa Fai’s work, and the swift feeling that much more than the coloured adornment of a plate would thereby be destroyed, all power of retention had forsaken Wei Chang’s incapable knees and he sank down heavily upon another bench. From this dejection the maiden’s well-chosen encouragement recalled him to a position of ordinary uprightness.

“A tombstone is lifted from this person’s mind by your gracefully-placed words,” he declared, and he was continuing to indicate the nature of his self-reproach by means of a suitable analogy when the expression of Fa Fai’s eyes turned him to a point behind himself. There, lying on the spot from which he had just risen, was a second Willow plate, differing in no detail of resemblance from the first.

“Shadow of the Great Image!” exclaimed Chang, in an awe-filled voice. “It is no marvel that miracles should attend your footsteps, celestial one, but it is incredible that this clay-souled person should be involved in the display.”

“Yet,” declared Fa Fai, not hesitating to allude to things as they existed, in the highly-raised stress of the discovery, “it would appear that the miracle is not specifically connected with this person’s feet. Would you not, in furtherance of this line of suggestion, place yourself in a similar attitude on yet another plate, Wei Chang?”

Not without many protests that it was scarcely becoming thus to sit repeatedly in her presence, Chang complied with the request, and upon Fa Fai’s further insistence he continued to impress himself, as it were, upon a succession of porcelain plates, with a like result. Not until the eleventh process was reached did the Willow design begin to lose its potency.

“Ten perfect copies produced within as many moments, and not one distinguishable from the first!” exclaimed Wei Chang, regarding the array of plates with pleasurable emotion. “Here is a means of baffling Fang’s crafty confederacy that will fill Wong Ts’in’s ears with waves of gladness on his return.”

“Doubtless,” agreed Fa Fai, with a dark intent. She was standing by the door of the enclosure in the process of making her departure, and she regarded Wei Chang with a set deliberation. “Yet,” she continued definitely, “if this person possessed that which was essential to Wong Ts’in’s prosperity, and Wong Ts’in held that which was necessary for this one’s tranquillity, a locked bolt would be upon the one until the other was pledged in return.”

With these opportune words the maiden vanished, leaving Wei Chang prostrating himself in spirit before the many-sidedness of her wisdom.

Wong T’sin was not altogether benevolently inclined towards the universe on his return a little later. The persistent image of Fang’s overthreatening act still corroded the merchant’s throat with bitterness, for on his right he saw the extinction of his business as unremunerative if he agreed, and on his left he saw the extinction of his business as undependable if he refused to agree.

Furthermore, the omens were ill-arranged.

On his way outwards he had encountered an aged man who possessed two fruit-trees, on which he relied for sustenance. As Wong Ts’in drew near, this venerable person carried from his dwelling two beaten cakes of dog-dung and began to bury them about the root of the larger tree. This action, on the part of one who might easily be a disguised wizard, aroused Wong Ts’in’s interest.

“Why,” he demanded, “having two cakes of dung and two fruit-trees, do you not allot one to each tree, so that both may benefit and return to you their produce in the time of your necessity?”

“The season promises to be one of rigour and great need,” replied the other. “A single cake of dung might not provide sufficient nourishment for either tree, so that both should wither away. By reducing life to a bare necessity I could pass from one harvest to another on the fruit of this tree alone, but if both should fail I am undone. To this end I safeguard my existence by ensuring that at least the better of the two shall thrive.”

“Peace attend your efforts!” said Wong Ts’in, and he began to retrace his footsteps, well content.

Yet he had not covered half the distance back when his progress was impeded by an elderly hag who fed two goats, whose milk alone preserved her from starvation. One small measure of dry grass was all that she was able to provide them with, but she divided it equally between them, to the discontent of both.

“The season promises to be one of rigour and great need,” remarked Wong Ts’in affably, for the being before him might well be a creature of another part who had assumed that form for his guidance. “Why do you not therefore ensure sustenance to the better of the two goats by devoting to it the whole of the measure of dry grass? In this way you would receive at least some nourishment in return and thereby safeguard your own existence until the rice is grown again.”

“In the matter of the two goats,” replied the aged hag, “there is no better, both being equally stubborn and perverse, though one may be finer-looking and more vainglorious than the other. Yet should I foster this one to the detriment of her fellow, what would be this person’s plight if haply the weaker died and the stronger broke away and fled! By treating both alike I retain a double thread on life, even if neither is capable of much.”

“May the Unseen weigh your labours!” exclaimed Wong Ts’in in a two-edged voice, and he departed.

When he reached his own house he would have closed himself in his own chamber with himself had not Wei Chang persisted that he sought his master’s inner ear with a heavy project. This interruption did not please Wong Ts’in, for he had begun to recognize the day as being unlucky, yet Chang succeeded by a device in reaching his side, bearing in his hands a guarded burden.

Though no written record of this memorable interview exists, it is now generally admitted that Wei Chang either involved himself in an unbearably attenuated caution before he would reveal his errand, or else that he made a definite allusion to Fa Fai with a too sudden conciseness, for the slaves who stood without heard Wong Ts’in clear his voice of all restraint and express himself freely on a variety of subjects. But this gave place to a subdued murmur, ending with the ceremonial breaking of a plate, and later Wong Ts’in beat on a silver bell and called for wine and fruit.

The next day Fang presented himself a few gong-strokes later than the appointed time, and being met by an unbending word he withdrew the labour of those whom he controlled. Thenceforth these men, providing themselves with knives and axes, surrounded the gate of the earth-yards and by the pacific argument of their attitudes succeeded in persuading others who would willingly have continued at their task that the air of Wong Ts’in’s sheds was not congenial to their health. Towards Wei Chang, whose efforts they despised, they raised a cloud of derision, and presently noticing that henceforth he invariably clad himself in lower garments of a dark blue material (to a set purpose that will be as crystal to the sagacious), they greeted his appearance with cries of: “Behold the sombre one! Thou dark leg!” so that this reproach continues to be hurled even to this day at those in a like case, though few could answer why.

Long before the stipulated time the tenscore plates were delivered to Hien Nan. So greatly were they esteemed, both on account of their accuracy of unvarying detail and the ingenuity of their novel embellishment, that orders for scores, hundreds and even thousands began to arrive from all quarters of the Empire. The clay enterprise of Wong Ts’in took upon itself an added lustre, and in order to deal adequately with so vast an undertaking the grateful merchant adopted Wei Chang and placed him upon an equal footing with himself. On the same day Wong Ts’in honourably fulfilled his spoken word and the marriage of Wei Chang and Fa Fai took place, accompanied by the most lavish display of fireworks and coloured lights that the province had ever seen. The controlling deities approved, and they had seven sons, one of whom had seven fingers upon each hand. All these sons became expert in Wei Chang’s process of transferring porcelain embellishment, for some centuries elapsed before it was discovered that it was not absolutely necessary to sit upon each plate to produce the desired effect.

This chronicle of an event that is now regarded as almost classical would not be complete without an added reference to the ultimate end of the sordid Fang.

Fallen into disrepute among his fellows owing to the evil plight towards which he had enticed them, it became his increasing purpose to frequent the house beyond the river. On his return at nightfall he invariably drew aside on reaching the bridge, well knowing that he could not prudently rely upon his feet among so insecure a crossing, and composed himself to sleep amid the rushes. While in this position one night he was discovered and pushed into the river by a devout ox (an instrument of high destinies), where he perished incapably.

Those who found his body, not being able to withdraw so formidable a weight direct, cast a rope across the lower branch of a convenient willow-tree and thus raised it to the shore. In this striking manner Fa Fai’s definite opinion achieved a destined end.


CHAPTER III

The Degraded Persistence of the Effete Ming-shu
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AT ABOUT THE same gong-stroke as before, Kai Lung again stood at the open shutter, and to him presently came the maiden Hwa-mei, bearing in her hands a gift of fruit.

“The story of the much-harassed merchant Wong Ts’in and of the assiduous youth Wei Chang has reached this person’s ears by a devious road, and though it doubtless lost some of the subtler qualities in the telling, the ultimate tragedy had a convincing tone,” she remarked pleasantly.

“It is scarcely to be expected that one who has spent his life beneath an official umbrella should have at his command the finer analogies of light and shade,” tolerantly replied Kai Lung. “Though by no means comparable with the unapproachable history of the Princess Taik and the minstrel Ch’eng as a means for conveying the unexpressed aspirations of the one who relates towards the one who is receptive, there are many passages even in the behaviour of Wei Chang into which this person could infuse an unmistakable stress of significance were he but given the opportunity.”

“The day of that opportunity has not yet dawned,” replied the Golden Mouse; “nor has the night preceding it yet run its gloomy course. Foiled in his first attempt, the vindictive Ming-shu now creeps towards his end by a more tortuous path. Whether or not dimly suspecting something of the strategy by which your imperishable life was preserved to-day, it is no part of his depraved scheme that you should be given a like opportunity again. To-morrow another will be led to judgment, one Cho-kow, a tribesman of the barbarian land of Khim.”

“With him I have already conversed and shared rice,” interposed Kai Lung. “Proceed, elegance.”

“Accused of plundering mountain tombs and of other crimes now held in disrepute, he will be offered a comparatively painless death if he will implicate his fellows, of whom you will be held to be the chief. By this ignoble artifice you will be condemned on his testimony in your absence, nor will you have any warning of your fate until you are led forth to suffer.”

Then replied Kai Lung, after a space of thought: “Not ineptly is it written: ‘When the leading carriage is upset the next one is more careful,’ and Ming-shu has taken the proverb to his heart. To counteract his detestable plot will not be easy, but it should not be beyond our united power, backed by a reasonable activity on the part of our protecting ancestors.”

“The devotional side of the emergency has had this one’s early care,” remarked Hwa-mei. “From daybreak to-morrow six zealous and deep-throated monks will curse Ming-shu and all his ways unceasingly, while a like number will invoke blessings and success upon your enlightened head. In the matter of noise and illumination everything that can contribute has been suitably prepared.”

“It is difficult to conjecture what more could be done in that direction,” confessed Kai Lung gratefully.

“Yet as regards a more material effort — ?” suggested the maiden, amid a cloud of involving doubt.

“If there is a subject in which the imagination of the Mandarin Shan Tien can be again enmeshed it might be yet accomplished,” replied Kai Lung. “Have you a knowledge of any such deep concern?”

“Truly there is a matter that disturbs his peace of late. He has dreamed a dream three times, and its meaning is beyond the skill of any man to solve. Yet how shall this avail you who are no geomancer?”

“What is the nature of the dream?” inquired Kai Lung. “For remember, ‘Though Shen-fi has but one gate, many roads lead to it.’”

“The substance of the dream is this: that herein he who sleeps walks freely in the ways of men wearing no robe or covering of any kind, yet suffering no concern or indignity therefrom; that the secret and hidden things of the earth are revealed to his seeing eyes; and that he can float in space and project himself upon the air at will. These three things are alien to his nature, and being three times repeated, the uncertainty assails his ease.”

“Let it, under your persistent care, assail him more and that unceasingly,” exclaimed Kai Lung, with renewed lightness in his voice. “Breathe on the surface of his self-repose as a summer breeze moves the smooth water of a mountain lake — not deeply, but never quite at rest. Be assured: it is no longer possible to doubt that powerful Beings are interested in our cause.”

“I go, oppressed one,” replied Hwa-mei. “May this period of your ignoble trial be brought to a distinguished close.”

On the following day at the appointed hour Cho-kow was led before the Mandarin Shan Tien, and the nature of his crimes having been explained to him by the contemptible Ming-shu, he was bidden to implicate Kai Lung and thus come to an earlier and less painful end.

“All-powerful,” he replied, addressing himself to the Mandarin, “the words that have been spoken are bent to a deceptive end. They of our community are a simple race and doubtless in the past their ways were thus and thus. But, as it is truly said, ‘Tian went bare, his eyes could pierce the earth and his body float in space, but they of his seed do but dream the dream.’ We, being but the puny descendants—”

“You have spoken of one Tian whose attributes were such, and of those who dream thereof,” interrupted the Mandarin, as one who performs a reluctant duty. “That which you adduce to uphold your cause must bear the full light of day.”

“Alas, omnipotence,” replied Cho-kow, “this concerns the doing of the gods and those who share their line. Now I am but an ill-conditioned outcast from the obscure land of Khim, and possess no lore beyond what happens there. Haply the gods that rule in Khim have a different manner of behaving from those in the Upper Air above Yu-ping, and this person’s narration would avoid the semblance of the things that are and he himself would thereby be brought to disrepute.”

“Suffer not that apprehension to retard your impending eloquence,” replied Shan Tien affably. “Be assured that the gods have exactly the same manner of behaving in every land.”

“Furthermore,” continued Cho-kow, with patient craft, “I am a man of barbarian tongue, the full half of my speech being foreign to your ear. The history of the much-accomplished Tian and the meaning of the dreams that mark those of his race require for a full understanding the subtle analogies of an acquired style. Now that same Kai Lung whom you have implicated to my band—”

“Excellence!” protested Ming-shu, with a sudden apprehension in his throat, “yesterday our labours dissolved in air through the very doubtful precedent of allowing one to testify what he had had the intention to relate. Now we are asked to allow a tomb-haunter to call a parricide to disclose that which he himself is ignorant of. Press down your autocratic thumb—”

“Alas, instructor,” interposed Shan Tien compassionately, “the sympathetic concern of my mind overflows upon the spectacle of your ill-used forbearance, yet you having banded together the two in a common infamy, it is the ancient privilege of this one to call the other to his cause. We are but the feeble mouthpieces of a benevolent scheme of all-embracing justice and greatly do I fear that we must again submit.”

With these well-timed words the broad-minded personage settled himself more reposefully among his cushions and signified that Kai Lung should be led forward and begin.       The Story of Ning, the Captive God, and the Dreams                       that mark his Race

                i. THE MALICE OF THE DEMON, LEOU

When Sun Wei definitely understood that the deities were against him (for on every occasion his enemies prospered and the voice of his own authority grew less), he looked this way and that with a well-considering mind.

He did nothing hastily, but when once a decision was reached it was as unbending as iron and as smoothly finished as polished jade. At about the evening hour when others were preparing to offer sacrifice he took the images and the altars of his Rites down from their honourable positions and cast them into a heap on a waste expanse beyond his courtyard. Then with an axe he unceremoniously detached their incomparable limbs from their sublime bodies and flung the parts into a fire that he had prepared.

“It is better,” declared Sun Wei, standing beside the pile, his hands buried within his sleeves— “it is better to be struck down at once, rather than to wither away slowly like a half-uprooted cassia-tree.”

When this act of defiance was reported in the Upper World the air grew thick with the cries of indignation of the lesser deities, and the sound of their passage as they projected themselves across vast regions of space and into the presence of the supreme N’guk was like the continuous rending of innumerable pieces of the finest silk.

In his musk-scented heaven, however, N’guk slept, as his habit was at the close of each celestial day. It was with some difficulty that he could be aroused and made to understand the nature of Sun Wei’s profanity, for his mind was dull with the smoke of never-ending incense.

“To-morrow,” he promised, with a benignant gesture, turning over again on his crystal throne, “some time to-morrow impartial justice shall be done. In the meanwhile — courteous dismissal attend your opportune footsteps.”

“He is becoming old and obese,” murmured the less respectful of the demons. “He is not the god he was, even ten thousand cycles ago. It were well—”

“But, omnipotence,” protested certain conciliatory spirits, pressing to the front, “consider, if but for a short breath of time. A day here is as threescore of their years as these mortals live. By to-morrow night not only Sun Wei, but most of those now dwelling down below, will have Passed Beyond. But the story of his unpunished infamy will live. We shall become discredited and our altar fires extinct. Sacrifice of either food or raiment will cease to reach us. The Season of White Rain is approaching and will find us ill provided. We who speak are but Beings of small part—”

“Peace!” commanded N’guk, now thoroughly disturbed, for the voices of the few had grown into a tumult; “how is it possible to consider with a torrent like the Hoang-Ho in flood pouring through my very ordinary ears? Your omniscient but quite inadequate Chief would think.”

At this rebuke the uproar ceased. So deep became the nature of N’guk’s profound thoughts that they could be heard rolling like thunder among the caverns of his gigantic brain. To aid the process, female slaves on either side fanned his fiery head with celestial lotus leaves. On the earth, far beneath, cyclones, sand-storms and sweeping water-spouts were forced into being.

“Hear the contemptible wisdom of my ill-formed mouth,” said N’guk at length. “If we at once put forth our strength, the degraded Wun Sei is ground—”

“Sun Wei, All-knowing One,” murmured an attending spirit beneath his breath.

“ — the unmentionable outcast whom we are discussing is immediately ground into powder,” continued the Highest, looking fixedly at a distant spot situated directly beyond his painstaking attendant. “But what follows? Henceforth no man can be allowed to whisper ill of us but we must at once seek him out and destroy him, or the obtuse and superficial will exclaim: ‘It was not so in the days of — of So-and-So. Behold’” — here the Great One bent a look of sudden resentment on the band of those who would have reproached him—”’behold the gods become old and obese. They are not the Powers they were. It would be better to address ourselves to other altars.’”

At this prospect many of the more venerable spirits began to lose their enthusiasm. If every mortal who spoke ill of them was to be pursued what leisure for dignified seclusion would remain?

“If, however,” continued the dispassionate Being, “the profaner is left to himself he will, sooner or later, in the ordinary course of human intelligence, become involved in some disaster of his own contriving. Then they who dwell around will say: ‘He destroyed the alters! Truly the hands of the Unseen are slow to close, but their arms are very long. Lo, we have this day ourselves beheld it. Come, let us burn incense lest some forgotten misdeed from the past lurk in our path.’”

When he had finished speaking all the more reputable of those present extolled his judgment. Some still whispered together, however, whereupon the sagacious N’guk opened his mouth more fully and shot forth tongues of consuming fire among the murmurers so that they fled howling from his presence.

Now among the spirits who had stood before the Pearly Ruler without taking any share in the decision were two who at this point are drawn into the narration, Leou and Ning. Leou was a revengeful demon, ever at enmity with one or another of the gods and striving how he might enmesh his feet in destruction. Ning was a better-class deity, voluptuous but well-meaning, and little able to cope with Leou’s subtlety. Thus it came about that the latter one, seeing in the outcome a chance to achieve his end, at once dropped headlong down to earth and sought out Sun Wei.

Sun Wei was reclining at his evening rice when Leou found him. Becoming invisible, the demon entered a date that Sun Wei held in his hand and took the form of a stone. Sun Wei recognized the doubtful nature of the stone as it passed between his teeth, and he would have spat it forth again, but Leou had the questionable agility of the serpent and slipped down the other’s throat. He was thus able to converse familiarly with Sun Wei without fear of interruption.

“Sun Wei,” said the voice of Leou inwardly, “the position you have chosen is a desperate one, and we of the Upper Air who are well disposed towards you find the path of assistance fringed with two-edged swords.”

“It is well said: ‘He who lacks a single tael sees many bargains,’” replied Sun Wei, a refined bitterness weighing the import of his words. “Truly this person’s friends in the Upper Air are a never-failing lantern behind his back.”

At this justly-barbed reproach Leou began to shake with disturbed gravity until he remembered that the motion might not be pleasing to Sun Wei’s inner feelings.

“It is not that the well-disposed are slow to urge your claims, but that your enemies number some of the most influential demons in all the Nine Spaces,” he declared, speaking with a false smoothness that marked all his detestable plans. “Assuredly in the past you must have led a very abandoned life, Sun Wei, to come within the circle of their malignity.”

“By no means,” replied Sun Wei. “Until driven to despair this person not only duly observed the Rites and Ceremonies, but he even avoided the Six Offences. He remained by the side of his parents while they lived, provided an adequate posterity, forbore to tread on any of the benevolent insects, safeguarded all printed paper, did not consume the meat of the industrious ox, and was charitable towards the needs of hungry and homeless ghosts.”

“These observances are well enough,” admitted Leou, restraining his narrow-minded impatience; “and with an ordinary number of written charms worn about the head and body they would doubtless carry you through the lesser contingencies of existence. But by, as it were, extending contempt, you have invited the retaliatory propulsion of the sandal of authority.”

“To one who has been pushed over the edge of a precipice, a rut across the path is devoid of menace; nor do the destitute tremble at the departing watchman’s cry: ‘Sleep warily; robbers are about.’”

“As regards bodily suffering and material extortion, it is possible to attain such a limit as no longer to excite the cupidity of even the most rapacious deity,” admitted Leou. “Other forms of flattening-out a transgressor’s self-content remain however. For instance, it has come within the knowledge of the controlling Powers that seven generations of your distinguished ancestors occupy positions of dignified seclusion in the Upper Air.”

For the first time Sun Wei’s attitude was not entirely devoid of an emotion of concern.

“They would not — ?”

“To mark their sense of your really unsupportable behaviour it has been decided that all seven shall return to the humiliating scenes of their former existences in admittedly objectionable forms,” replied the outrageous Leou. “Sun Chen, your venerated sire, will become an agile grasshopper; your incomparable grandfather, Yuen, will have the similitude of a yellow goat; as a tortoise your leisurely-minded ancestor Huang, the high public official—”

“Forbear!” exclaimed the conscience-stricken Sun Wei; “rather would this person suffer every imaginable form of torture than that the spirit of one of his revered ancestors should be submitted to so intolerable a bondage. Is there no amiable form of compromise whereby the ancestors of some less devoted and liberally-inspired son might be imperceptibly, as it were, substituted?”

“In ordinary cases some such arrangement is generally possible,” conceded Leou; “but not idly is it written: ‘There is a time to silence an adversary with the honey of logical persuasion, and there is a time to silence him with the argument of a heavily-directed club.’ In your extremity a hostage is the only efficient safeguard. Seize the person of one of the gods themselves and raise a strong wall around your destiny by holding him to ransom.”

“‘Ho Tai, requiring a light for his pipe, stretched out his hand towards the great sky-lantern,’” quoted Sun Wei.

“‘Do not despise Ching To because his armour is invisible,’” retorted Leou, with equal point. “Your friends in the Above are neither feeble nor inept. Do as I shall instruct you and no less a Being than Ning will be delivered into your hand.”

Then replied Sun Wei dubiously: “A spreading mango-tree affords a pleasant shade within one’s courtyard, and a captive god might for a season undoubtedly confer an enviable distinction. But presently the tree’s encroaching roots may disturb the foundation of the house so that the walls fall and crush those who are within, and the head of a restrained god would in the end certainly displace my very inadequate roof-tree.”

“A too-prolific root can be pruned back,” replied Leou, “and the activities of a bondaged god may be efficiently curtailed. How this shall be accomplished will be revealed to you in a dream: take heed that you do not fail by the deviation of a single hair.”

Having thus prepared his discreditable plot, Leou twice struck the walls enclosing him, so that Sun Wei coughed violently. The demon was thereby enabled to escape, and he never actually appeared in a tangible form again, although he frequently communicated, by means of signs and omens, with those whom he wished to involve in his sinister designs.           ii. THE PART PLAYED BY THE SLAVE-GIRL, HIA

Among the remaining possessions that the hostility of the deities still left to Sun Wei at the time of these happenings was a young slave of many-sided attraction. The name of Hia had been given to her, but she was generally known as Tsing-ai on account of the extremely affectionate gladness of her nature.

On the day following that in which Sun Wei and the demon Leou had conversed together, Hia was disporting herself in the dark shades of a secluded pool, as her custom was after the heat of her labours, when a phoenix, flying across the glade, dropped a pearl of unusual size and lustre into the stream. Possessing herself of the jewel and placing it in her mouth, so that it should not impede the action of her hands, Hia sought the bank and would have drawn herself up when she became aware of the presence of one having the guise of a noble commander. He was regarding her with a look in which well-expressed admiration was blended with a delicate intimation that owing to the unparalleled brilliance of her eyes he was unable to perceive any other detail of her appearance, and was, indeed, under the impression that she was devoid of ordinary outline. At the same time, without permitting her glance to be in any but an entirely opposite direction, Hia was able to satisfy herself that the stranger was a person on whom she might prudently lavish the full depths of her regard if the necessity arose. His apparel was rich, voluminous and of colours then unknown within the Empire; his hair long and abundant; his face placid but sincere. He carried no weapons, but wherever he trod there came a yellow flame from below his right foot and a white vapour from beneath his left. His insignia were those of a royal prince, and when he spoke his voice resembled the noise of arrows passing through the upper branches of a prickly forest. His long and pointed nails indicated the high and dignified nature of all his occupations; each nail was protected by a solid sheath, there being amethyst, ruby, topaz, ivory, emerald, white jade, iron, chalcedony, gold and malachite.

When the distinguished-looking personage had thus regarded Hia for some moments he drew an instrument of hollow tubes from a fold of his garment and began to sing of two who, as the outcome of a romantic encounter similar to that then existing, had professed an agreeable attachment for one another and had, without unnecessary delay, entered upon a period of incomparable felicity. Doubtless Hia would have uttered words of high-minded rebuke at some of the more detailed analogies of the recital had not the pearl deprived her of the power of expressing herself clearly on any subject whatever, nor did it seem practicable to her to remove it without withdrawing her hands from the modest attitudes into which she had at once distributed them. Thus positioned, she was compelled to listen to the stranger’s well-considered flattery, and this (together with the increasing coldness of the stream as the evening deepened) convincingly explains her ultimate acquiescence to his questionable offers.

Yet it cannot be denied that Ning (as he may now fittingly be revealed) conducted the enterprise with a seemly liberality; for upon receiving from Hia a glance not expressive of discouragement he at once caused the appearance of a suitably-furnished tent, a train of Nubian slaves offering rich viands, rare wine and costly perfumes, companies of expert dancers and musicians, a retinue of discreet elderly women to robe her and to attend her movements, a carpet of golden silk stretching from the water’s edge to the tent, and all the accessories of a high-class profligacy.

When the night was advanced and Hia and Ning, after partaking of a many-coursed feast, were reclining on an ebony couch, the Being freely expressed the delight that he discovered in her amiable society, incautiously adding: “Demand any recompense that is within the power of this one to grant, O most delectable of water-nymphs, and its accomplishment will be written by a flash of lightning.” In this, however, he merely spoke as the treacherous Leou (who had enticed him into the adventure) had assured him was usual in similar circumstances, he himself being privately of the opinion that the expenditure already incurred was more than adequate to the occasion.

Then replied Hia, as she had been fully instructed against the emergency: “The word has been spoken. But what is precious metal after listening to the pure gold of thy lips, or who shall again esteem gems while gazing upon the full round radiance of thy moon-like face? One thing only remains: remove the various sheaths from off thy hands, for they not only conceal the undoubted perfection of the nails within, but their massive angularity renders the affectionate ardour of your embrace almost intolerable.”

At this very ordinary request a sudden flatness overspread Ning’s manner and he began to describe the many much more profitable rewards that Hia might fittingly demand. As none of these appeared to entice her imagination, he went on to rebuke her want of foresight, and, still later, having unsuccessfully pointed out to her the inevitable penury and degradation in which her thriftless perversity would involve her later years, to kick the less substantial appointments across the tent.

“The night thickens, with every indication of a storm,” remarked Hia pleasantly. “Yet that same impending flash of promised lightning tarries somewhat.”

“Truly is it written: ‘A gracious woman will cause more strife than twelve armed men can quell,’” retorted Ning bitterly.

“Not, perchance, if one of them bares his nails?” Thus she lightly mocked him, but always with a set intent, as a poised dragon-fly sips water yet does not wet his wings. Whereupon, finally, Ning tore the sheaths from off his fingers and cast them passionately about her feet, immediately afterwards sinking into a profound sleep, for both the measure and the potency of the wine he had consumed exceeded his usual custom. Otherwise he would scarcely have acted in this incapable manner, for each sheath was inscribed with one symbol of a magic charm and in the possession of the complete sentence resided the whole of the Being’s authority and power.

Then Hia, seeing that he could no longer control her movements, and that the end to which she had been bending was attained, gathered together the fruits of her conscientious strategy and fled.

When Ning returned to the condition of ordinary perceptions he was lying alone in the field by the river-side. The great sky-fire made no pretence of averting its rays from his uncovered head, and the lesser creatures of the ground did not hesitate to walk over his once sacred form. The tent and all the other circumstances of the quest of Hia had passed into a state of no-existence, for with a somewhat narrow-minded economy the deity had called them into being with the express provision that they need only be of such a quality as would last for a single night.

With this recollection, other details began to assail his mind. His irreplaceable nail-sheaths — there was no trace of one of them. He looked again. Alas! his incomparable nails were also gone, shorn off to the level of his finger-ends. For all their evidence he might be one who had passed his days in discreditable industry. Each moment a fresh point of degradation met his benumbed vision. His profuse and ornamental locks were reduced to a single roughly-plaited coil; his sandals were inelegant and harsh; in place of his many-coloured flowing robes a scanty blue gown clothed his form. He who had been a god was undistinguishable from the labourers of the fields. Only in one thing did the resemblance fail: about his neck he found a weighty block of wood controlled by an iron ring: while they at least were free he was a captive slave.

A shadow on the grass caused him to turn. Sun Wei approached, a knotted thong in one hand, in the other a hoe. He pointed to an unweeded rice-field and with many ceremonious bows pressed the hoe upon Ning as one who confers high honours. As Ning hesitated, Sun Wei pressed the knotted thong upon him until it would have been obtuse to disregard his meaning. Then Ning definitely understood that he had become involved in the workings of very powerful forces, hostile to himself, and picking up the hoe he bent his submissive footsteps in the direction of the laborious rice-field.             iii. THE IN-COMING OF THE YOUTH, TIAN

It was dawn in the High Heaven and the illimitable N’guk, waking to his labours for the day, looked graciously around on the assembled myriads who were there to carry his word through boundless space. Not wanting are they who speak two-sided words of the Venerable One from behind fan-like hands, but when his voice takes upon it the authority of a brazen drum knees become flaccid.

“There is a void in the unanimity of our council,” remarked the Supreme, his eye resting like a flash of lightning on a vacant place. “Wherefore tarries Ning, the son of Shin, the Seed-sower?”

For a moment there was an edging of N’guk’s inquiring glance from each Being to his neighbour. Then Leou stood audaciously forth.

“He is reported to be engaged on a private family matter,” he replied gravely. “Haply his feet have become entangled in a mesh of hair.”

N’guk turned his benevolent gaze upon another — one higher in authority.

“Perchance,” admitted the superior Being tolerantly. “Such things are. How comes it else that among the earth-creatures we find the faces of the deities — both the good and the bad?”

“How long has he been absent from our paths?”

They pressed another forward — keeper of the Outer Path of the West Expanses, he.

“He went, High Excellence, in the fifteenth of the earth-ruler Chun, whom your enlightened tolerance has allowed to occupy the lower dragon throne for twoscore years, as these earthlings count. Thus and thus—”

“Enough!” exclaimed the Supreme. “Hear my iron word. When the buffoon-witted Ning rises from his congenial slough this shall be his lot: for sixty thousand ages he shall fail to find the path of his return, but shall, instead, thread an aimless flight among the frozen ambits of the outer stars, carrying a tormenting rain of fire at his tail. And Leou, the Whisperer,” added the Divining One, with the inscrutable wisdom that marked even his most opaque moments, “Leou shall meanwhile perform Ning’s neglected task.”



For five and twenty years Ning had laboured in the fields of Sun Wei with a wooden collar girt about his neck, and Sun Wei had prospered. Yet it is to be doubted whether this last detail deliberately hinged on the policy of Leou or whether Sun Wei had not rather been drawn into some wider sphere of destiny and among converging lines of purpose. The ways of the gods are deep and sombre, and water once poured out will flow as freely to the north as to the south. The wise kowtows acquiescently whatever happens and thus his face is to the ground. “Respect the deities,” says the imperishable Sage, “but do not become familiar with them.” Sun Wei was clearly wrong.

To Ning, however, standing on a grassy space on the edge of a flowing river, such thoughts do not extend. He is now a little hairy man of gnarled appearance, and his skin of a colour and texture like a ripe lo-quat. As he stands there, something in the outline of the vista stirs the retentive tablets of his mind: it was on this spot that he first encountered Hia, and from that involvement began the cycle of his unending ill.

As he stood thus, implicated with his own inner emotions, a figure emerged from the river at its nearest point and, crossing the intervening sward, approached. He had the aspect of being a young man of high and dignified manner, and walked with the air of one accustomed to a silk umbrella, but when Ning looked more closely, to see by his insignia what amount of reverence he should pay, he discovered that the youth was destitute of the meagrest garment.

“Rise, venerable,” said the stranger affably, for Ning had prostrated himself as being more prudent in the circumstances. “The one before you is only Tian, of obscure birth, and himself of no particular merit or attainment. You, doubtless, are of considerably more honourable lineage?”

“Far from that being the case,” replied Ning, “the one who speaks bears now the commonplace name of Lieu, and is branded with the brand of Sun Wei. Formerly, indeed, he was a god, moving in the Upper Space and known to the devout as Ning, but now deposed by treachery.”

“Unless the subject is one that has painful associations,” remarked Tian considerately, “it is one on which this person would willingly learn somewhat deeper. What, in short, are the various differences existing between gods and men?”

“The gods are gods; men are men,” replied Ning. “There is no other difference.”

“Yet why do not the gods now exert their strength and raise from your present admittedly inferior position one who is of their band?”

“Behind their barrier the gods laugh at all men. How much more, then, is their gravity removed at the sight of one of themselves who has fallen lower than mankind?”

“Your plight would certainly seem to be an ill-destined one,” admitted Tian, “for, as the Verses say: ‘Gold sinks deeper than dross.’ Is there anything that an ordinary person can do to alleviate your subjection?”

“The offer is a gracious one,” replied Ning, “and such an occasion undoubtedly exists. Some time ago a pearl of unusual size and lustre slipped from its setting about this spot. I have looked for it in vain, but your acuter eyes, perchance—”

Thus urged, the youth Tian searched the ground, but to no avail. Then chancing to look upwards, he exclaimed:



“Among the higher branches of the tallest bamboo there is an ancient phoenix nest, and concealed within its wall is a pearl such as you describe.”

“That manifestly is what I seek,” said Ning. “But it might as well be at the bottom of its native sea, for no ladder could reach to such a height nor would the slender branch support a living form.”

“Yet the emergency is one easily disposed of.” With these opportune words the amiable person rose from the ground without any appearance of effort or conscious movement, and floating upward through the air he procured the jewel and restored it to Ning.

When Ning had thus learned that Tian possessed these three attainments which are united in the gods alone — that he could stand naked before others without consciousness of shame, that his eyes were able to penetrate matter impervious to those of ordinary persons, and that he controlled the power of rising through the air unaided — he understood that the one before him was a deity of some degree. He therefore questioned him closely about his history, the various omens connected with his life and the position of the planets at his birth. Finding that these presented no element of conflict, and that, furthermore, the youth’s mother was a slave, formerly known as Hia, Ning declared himself more fully and greeted Tian as his undoubted son.

“The absence of such a relation is the one thing that has pressed heavily against this person’s satisfaction in the past, and the deficiency is now happily removed,” exclaimed Tian. “The distinction of having a deity for a father outweighs even the present admittedly distressing condition in which he reveals himself. His word shall henceforth be my law.”

“The sentiment is a dutiful one,” admitted Ning, “and it is possible that you are now thus discovered in pursuance of some scheme among my more influential accomplices in the Upper Air for restoring to me my former eminence.”

“In so meritorious a cause this person is prepared to immerse himself to any depth,” declared Tian readily. “Nothing but the absence of precise details restrains his hurrying feet.”

“Those will doubtless be communicated to us by means of omens and portents as the requirement becomes more definite. In the meanwhile the first necessity is to enable this person’s nails to grow again; for to present himself thus in the Upper Air would be to cover him with ridicule. When the Emperor Chow-sin endeavoured to pass himself off as a menial by throwing aside his jewelled crown, the rebels who had taken him replied: ‘Omnipotence, you cannot throw away your knees.’ To claim kinship with those Above and at the same time to extend towards them a hand obviously inured to probing among the stony earth would be to invite the averted face of recognition.”

“Let recognition be extended in other directions and the task of returning to a forfeited inheritance will be lightened materially,” remarked a significant voice.

“Estimable mother,” exclaimed Tian, “this opportune stranger is my venerated father, whose continuous absence has been an overhanging cloud above my gladness, but now happily revealed and restored to our domestic altar.”

“Alas!” interposed Ning, “the opening of this enterprise forecasts a questionable omen. Before this person stands the one who enticed him into the beginning of all his evil; how then—”

“Let the word remain unspoken,” interrupted Hia. “Women do not entice men — though they admittedly accompany them, with an extreme absence of reluctance, in any direction. In her youth this person’s feet undoubtedly bore her occasionally along a light and fantastic path, for in the nature of spring a leaf is green and pliable, and in the nature of autumn it is brown and austere, and through changeless ages thus and thus. But, as it is truly said: ‘Milk by repeated agitation turns to butter,’ and for many years it has been this one’s ceaseless study of the Arts whereby she might avert that which she helped to bring about in her unstable youth.”

“The intention is a commendable one, though expressed with unnecessary verbiage,” replied Ning. “To what solution did your incantations trend?”

“Concealed somewhere within the walled city of Ti-foo are the sacred nail-sheaths on which your power so essentially depends, sent thither by Sun Wei at the crafty instance of the demon Leou, who hopes at a convenient time to secure them for himself. To discover these and bear them forth will be the part allotted to Tian, and to this end has the training of his youth been bent. By what means he shall strive to the accomplishment of the project the unrolling curtain of the future shall disclose.”

“It is as the destinies shall decide and as the omens may direct,” said Tian. “In the meanwhile this person’s face is inexorably fixed in the direction of Ti-foo.”

“Proceed with all possible discretion,” advised Ning. “In so critical an undertaking you cannot be too cautious, but at the same time do not suffer the rice to grow around your advancing feet.”

“A moment,” counselled Hia. “Tarry yet a moment. Here is one whose rapidly-moving attitude may convey a message.”

“It is Lin Fa!” exclaimed Ning, as the one alluded to drew near— “Lin Fa who guards the coffers of Sun Wei. Some calamity pursues him.”

“Hence!” cried Lin Fa, as he caught sight of them, yet scarcely pausing in his flight: “flee to the woods and caves until the time of this catastrophe be past. Has not the tiding reached you?”

“We be but dwellers on the farther bounds and no word has reached our ear, O great Lin Fa. Fill in, we pray you, the warning that has been so suddenly outlined.”

“The usurper Ah-tang has lit the torch of swift rebellion and is flattening-down the land that bars his way. Already the villages of Yeng, Leu, Liang-li and the Dwellings by the Three Pure Wells are as dust beneath his trampling feet, and they who stayed there have passed up in smoke. Sun Wei swings from the roof-tree of his own ruined yamen. Ah-tang now lays siege to walled Ti-foo so that he may possess the Northern Way. Guard this bag of silver meanwhile, for what I have is more than I can reasonably bear, and when the land is once again at peace, assemble to meet me by the Five-Horned Pagoda, ready with a strict account.”

“All this is plainly part of an orderly scheme for my advancement, brought about by my friends in the Upper World,” remarked Ning, with some complacency. “Lin Fa has been influenced to the extent of providing us with the means for our immediate need; Sun Wei has been opportunely removed to the end that this person may now retire to a hidden spot and there suffer his dishonoured nails to grow again: Ah-tang has been impelled to raise the banner of insurrection outside Ti-foo so that Tian may make use of the necessities of either side in pursuit of his design. Assuredly the long line of our misfortunes is now practically at an end.”                 iv. EVENTS ROUND WALLED TI-FOO

Nevertheless, the alternative forced on Tian was not an alluring one. If he joined the band of Ah-tang and the usurper failed, Tian himself might never get inside Ti-foo; if, however, he allied himself with the defenders of Ti-foo and Ah-tang did not fail, he might never get out of Ti-foo. Doubtless he would have reverently submitted his cause to the inspired decision of the Sticks, or some other reliable augur, had he not, while immersed in the consideration, walked into the camp of Ah-tang. The omen of this occurrence was of too specific a nature not to be regarded as conclusive.

Ah-tang was one who had neglected the Classics from his youth upwards. For this reason his detestable name is never mentioned in the Histories, and the various catastrophes he wrought are charitably ascribed to the action of earthquakes, thunderbolts and other admitted forces. He himself, with his lamentable absence of literary style, was wont to declare that while confessedly weak in analogies he was strong in holocausts. In the end he drove the sublime emperor from his capital and into the Outer Lands; with true refinement the annalists of the period explain that the condescending monarch made a journey of inspection among the barbarian tribes on the confines of his Empire.

When Tian, charged with being a hostile spy, was led into the presence of Ah-tang, it was the youth’s intention to relate somewhat of his history, but the usurper, excusing himself on the ground of literary deficiency, merely commanded five of his immediate guard to bear the prisoner away and to return with his head after a fitting interval. Misunderstanding the exact requirement, Tian returned at the appointed time with the heads of the five who had charge of him and the excuse that in those times of scarcity it was easier to keep one head than five. This aptitude so pleased Ah-tang (who had expected at the most a farewell apophthegm) that he at once made Tian captain of a chosen band.

Thus was Tian positioned outside the city of Ti-foo, materially contributing to its ultimate surrender by the resourceful courage of his arms. For the first time in the history of opposing forces he tamed the strength and swiftness of wild horses to the use of man, and placing copper loops upon their feet and iron bars between their teeth, he and his band encircled Ti-foo with an ever-moving shield through which no outside word could reach the town. Cut off in this manner from all hope of succour, the stomachs of those within the walls grew very small, and their eyes became weary of watching for that which never came. On the third day of the third moon of their encirclement they sent a submissive banner, and one bearing a written message, into the camp of Ah-tang. “We are convinced” (it ran) “of the justice of your cause. Let six of your lordly nobles appear unarmed before our ill-kept Lantern Gate at the middle gong-stroke of to-morrow and they will be freely admitted within our midst. Upon receiving a bound assurance safeguarding the limits of our temples, the persons and possessions of our chiefs, and the undepreciated condition of the first wives and virgin daughters of such as be of mandarin rank or literary degree, the inadequate keys of our broken-down defences will be laid at their sumptuous feet.

 “With a fervent hand-clasp as of one brother to another, and a passionate assurance of mutual good-will,                                                   KO’EN CHENG,                                           Important Official.”



“It is received,” replied Ah-tang, when the message had been made known to him. “Six captains will attend.”

Alas! it is well written: “There is often a space between the fish and the fish-plate.” Mentally inflated at the success of their efforts and the impending surrender of Ti-foo, Tian’s band suffered their energies to relax. In the dusk of that same evening one disguised in the skin of a goat browsed from bush to bush until he reached the town. There, throwing off all restraint, he declared his errand to Ko’en Cheng.

“Behold!” he exclaimed, “the period of your illustrious suffering is almost at an end. With an army capable in size and invincible in determination, the ever-victorious Wu Sien is marching to your aid. Defy the puny Ah-tang for yet three days more and great glory will be yours.”

“Doubtless,” replied Ko’en Cheng, with velvet bitterness: “but the sun has long since set and the moon is not yet risen. The appearance of a solitary star yesterday would have been more foot-guiding than the forecast of a meteor next week. This person’s thumb-signed word is passed and to-morrow Ah-tang will hold him to it.”

Now there was present among the council one wrapped in a mantle made of rustling leaves, who spoke in a smooth, low voice, very cunning and persuasive, with a plan already shaped that seemed to offer well and to safeguard Ko’en Cheng’s word. None remembered to have seen him there before, and for this reason it is now held by some that this was Leou, the Whisperer, perturbed lest the sacred nail-sheaths of Ning should pass beyond his grasp. As to this, says not the Wise One: “When two men cannot agree over the price of an onion who shall decide what happened in the time of Yu?” But the voice of the unknown prevailed, all saying: “At the worst it is but as it will be; perchance it may be better.”

That night there was much gladness in the camp of Ah-tang, and men sang songs of victory and cups of wine were freely passed, though in the outer walks a strict watch was kept. When it was dark the word was passed that an engaging company was approaching from the town, openly and with lights. These being admitted revealed themselves as a band of maidens, bearing gifts of fruit and wine and assurances of their agreeable behaviour. Distributing themselves impartially about the tents of the chiefs and upper ones, they melted the hours of the night in graceful accomplishments and by their seemly compliance dispelled all thought of treachery. Having thus gained the esteem of their companions, and by the lavish persuasion of bemusing wine dimmed their alertness, all this band, while it was still dark, crept back to the town, each secretly carrying with her the arms, robes and insignia of the one who had possessed her.

When the morning broke and the sound of trumpets called each man to an appointed spot, direful was the outcry from the tents of all the chiefs, and though many heads were out-thrust in rage of indignation, no single person could be prevailed upon wholly to emerge. Only the lesser warriors, the slaves and the bearers of the loads moved freely to and fro and from between closed teeth and with fluttering eyelids tossed doubtful jests among themselves.

It was close upon the middle gong-stroke of the day when Ah-tang, himself clad in a shred torn from his tent (for in all the camp there did not remain a single garment bearing a sign of noble rank), got together a council of his chiefs. Some were clad in like attire, others carried a henchman’s shield, a paper lantern or a branch of flowers; Tian alone displayed himself without reserve.

“There are moments,” said Ah-tang, “when this person’s admitted accomplishment of transfixing three foemen with a single javelin at a score of measured paces does not seem to provide a possible solution. Undoubtedly we are face to face with a crafty plan, and Ko’en Cheng has surely heard that Wu Sien is marching from the west. If we fail to knock upon the outer gate of Ti-foo at noon to-day Ko’en Cheng will say: ‘My word returns. It is as naught.’ If they who go are clad as underlings, Ko’en Cheng will cry: ‘What slaves be these! Do men break plate with dogs? Our message was for six of noble style. Ah-tang but mocks.’” He sat down again moodily. “Let others speak.”

“Chieftain” — Tian threw forth his voice— “your word must be as iron— ‘Six captains shall attend.’ There is yet another way.”

“Speak on,” Ah-tang commanded.

“The quality of Ah-tang’s chiefs resides not in a cloak of silk nor in a silver-hilted sword, but in the sinews of their arms and the lightning of their eyes. If they but carry these they proclaim their rank for all to see. Let six attend taking neither sword nor shield, neither hat nor sandal, nor yet anything between. ‘There are six thousand more,’ shall be their taunt, ‘but Ko’en Cheng’s hospitality drew rein at six. He feared lest they might carry arms; behold they have come naked. Ti-foo need not tremble.”

“It is well,” agreed Ah-tang. “At least, nothing better offers. Let five accompany you.”

Seated on a powerful horse Tian led the way. The others, not being of his immediate band, had not acquired the necessary control, so that they walked in a company. Coming to the Lantern Gate Tian turned his horse suddenly so that its angry hoof struck the gate. Looking back he saw the others following, with no great space between, and so passed in.

When the five naked captains reached the open gate they paused. Within stood a great concourse of the people, these being equally of both sexes, but they of the inner chambers pressing resolutely to the front. Through the throng of these their way must lead, and at the sight the hearts of all became as stagnant water in the sun.

“Tarry not for me, O brothers,” said the one who led. “A thorn has pierced my foot. Take honourable precedence while I draw it forth.”

“Never,” declared the second of the band, “never shall it be cast abroad that Kang of the House of Ka failed his brother in necessity. I sustain thy shoulder, comrade.”

“Alas!” exclaimed the third. “This person broke his fast on rhubarb stewed in fat. Inopportunely—” So he too turned aside.

“Have we considered well,” said they who remained, “whether this be not a subtle snare, and while the camp is denuded of its foremost warriors a strong force — ?”

Unconscious of these details, Tian went on alone. In spite of the absence of gravity on the part of the more explicit portion of the throng he suffered no embarrassment, partly because of his position, but chiefly through his inability to understand that his condition differed in any degree from theirs; for, owing to the piercing nature of his vision, they were to him as he to them. In this way he came to the open space known as the Space of the Eight Directions, where Ko’en Cheng and his nobles were assembled.

“One comes alone,” they cried. “This guise is as a taunt.” “Naked to a naked town — the analogy is plain.” “Shall the mocker be suffered to return?”

Thus the murmur grew. Then one, more impetuous than the rest, swung clear his sword and drew it. For the first time Tian understood that treachery was afoot. He looked round for any of his band, but found that he was as a foam-tossed cork upon a turbulent Whang Hai. Cries of anger and derision filled the air; threatening arms waved encouragement to each other to begin. The one with drawn sword raised it above his head and made a step. Then Tian, recognizing that he was unarmed, and that a decisive moment had arrived, stooped low and tore a copper hoop from off his horse’s foot. High he swung its polished brightness in the engaging sun, resolutely brought it down, so that it pressed over the sword-warrior’s shattered head and hung about his neck. Having thus effected as much bloodshed as could reasonably be expected in the circumstances, Tian curved his feet about his horse’s sides and imparting to it the virtue of his own condition they rose into the air together. When those who stood below were able to exert themselves a flight of arrows, spears and every kind of weapon followed, but horse and rider were by that time beyond their reach, and the only benevolent result attained was that many of their band were themselves transfixed by the falling shafts.

In such a manner Tian continued his progress from the town until he came above the Temple of Fire and Water Forces, where on a high tower a strong box of many woods was chained beneath a canopy, guarded by an incantation laid upon it by Leou, that no one should lift it down. Recognizing the contents as the object of his search, Tian brought his horse to rest upon the tower, and breaking the chains he bore the magic sheaths away, the charm (owing to Leou’s superficial habits) being powerless against one who instead of lifting the box down carried it up.

In spite of this distinguished achievement it was many moons before Tian was able to lay the filial tribute of restored power at Ning’s feet, for with shallow-witted obstinacy Ti-foo continued to hold out, and, scarcely less inept, Ah-tang declined to release Tian even to carry on so charitable a mission. Yet when the latter one ultimately returned and was, as the reward of his intrepid services, looking forward to a period of domestic reunion under the benevolent guidance of an affectionate father, it was but to point the seasoned proverb: “The fuller the cup the sooner the spill,” for scarcely had Ning drawn on the recovered sheaths and with incautious joy repeated the magic sentence than he was instantly projected across vast space and into the trackless confines of the Outer Upper Paths. If this were an imagined tale, framed to entice the credulous, herein would its falseness cry aloud, but even in this age Ning may still be seen from time to time with a tail of fire in his wake, missing the path of his return as N’guk ordained.

Thus bereft, Tian was on the point of giving way to a seemly despair when a message concerned with Mu, the only daughter of Ko’en Cheng, reached him. It professed a high-minded regard for his welfare, and added that although the one who was inspiring the communication had been careful to avoid seeing him on the occasion of his entry into Ti-foo, it was impossible for her not to be impressed by the dignity of his bearing. Ko’en Cheng having become vastly wealthy as the result of entering into an arrangement with Ah-tang before Ti-foo was sacked, it did not seem unreasonable to Tian that Ning was in some way influencing his destiny from afar. On this understanding he ultimately married Mu, and thereby founded a prolific posterity who inherited a great degree of his powers. In the course of countless generations the attributes have faded, but even to this day the true descendants of the line of Ning are frequently vouchsafed dreams in which they stand naked and without shame, see gems or metals hidden or buried in the earth and float at will through space.


CHAPTER IV

The Inopportune Behaviour of the Covetous Li-loe
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IT WAS UPON the occasion of his next visit to the shutter in the wall that Kai Lung discovered the obtuse-witted Li-loe moving about the enclosure. Though docile and well-meaning on the whole, the stunted intelligence of the latter person made him a doubtful accomplice, and Kai Lung stood aside, hoping to be soon alone.

Li-loe held in his hand an iron prong, and with this he industriously searched the earth between the rocks and herbage. Ever since their previous encounter upon that same spot it had been impossible to erase from his deformed mind the conviction that a store of rare and potent wine lay somewhere concealed within the walls of the enclosure. Continuously he besought the story-teller to reveal the secret of its hiding-place, saying: “What an added bitterness will assail your noble throat if, when you are led forth to die, your eye closes upon the one who has faithfully upheld your cause lying with a protruded tongue panting in the noonday sun.”

“Peace, witless,” Kai Lung usually replied; “there is no such store.”

“Nevertheless,” the doorkeeper would stubbornly insist, “the cask cannot yet be empty. It is beyond your immature powers.”

Thus it again befell, for despite Kai Lung’s desire to escape, Li-loe chanced to look up suddenly and observed him.

“Alas, brother,” he remarked reproachfully, when they had thus contended, “the vessel that returns whole the first time is chipped the second and broken at the third essay, and it will yet be too late between us. If it be as you claim, to what end did you boast of a cask of wine and of running among a company of goats with leaves entwined in your hair?”

“That,” replied Kai Lung, “was in the nature of a classical allusion, too abstruse for your deficient wit. It concerned the story of Kiau Sun, who first attained the honour.”

“Be that as it may,” replied Li-loe, with mulish iteration, “five deficient strings of home-made cash are a meagre return for a friendship such as mine.”

“There is a certain element of truth in what you claim,” confessed Kai Lung, “but until my literary style is more freely recognized it will be impossible to reward you adequately. In anything not of a pecuniary nature, however, you may lean heavily upon my gratitude.”

“In the meanwhile, then,” demanded Li-loe, “relate to me the story to which reference has been made, thereby proving the truth of your assertion, and at the same time affording an entertainment of a somewhat exceptional kind.”

“The shadows lengthen,” replied Kai Lung, “but as the narrative in question is of an inconspicuous span I will raise no barrier against your flattering request, especially as it indicates an awakening taste hitherto unsuspected.”

“Proceed, manlet, proceed,” said Li-loe, with a final probe among the surrounding rocks before selecting one to lean against. “Yet if this person could but lay his hand—”             The Story of Wong Pao and the Minstrel

To Wong Pao, the merchant, pleasurably immersed in the calculation of an estimated profit on a junk-load of birds’ nests, sharks’ fins and other seasonable delicacies, there came a distracting interruption occasioned by a wandering poet who sat down within the shade provided by Wong Pao’s ornamental gate in the street outside. As he reclined there he sang ballads of ancient valour, from time to time beating a hollow wooden duck in unison with his voice, so that the charitable should have no excuse for missing the entertainment.

Unable any longer to continue his occupation, Wong Pao struck an iron gong.

“Bear courteous greetings to the accomplished musician outside our gate,” he said to the slave who had appeared, “and convince him — by means of a heavily-weighted club if necessary — that the situation he has taken up is quite unworthy of his incomparable efforts.”

When the slave returned it was with an entire absence of the enthusiasm of one who has succeeded in an enterprise.

“The distinguished mendicant outside disarmed the one who is relating the incident by means of an unworthy stratagem, and then struck him repeatedly on the head with the image of a sonorous wooden duck,” reported the slave submissively.

Meanwhile the voice with its accompaniment continued to chant the deeds of bygone heroes.

“In that case,” said Wong Pao coldly, “entice him into this inadequate chamber by words suggestive of liberal entertainment.”

This device was successful, for very soon the slave returned with the stranger. He was a youth of studious appearance and an engaging openness of manner. Hung about his neck by means of a cord were a variety of poems suitable to most of the contingencies of an ordinary person’s existence. The name he bore was Sun and he was of the house of Kiau.

“Honourable greeting, minstrel,” said Wong Pao, with dignified condescension. “Why do you persist in exercising your illustrious talent outside this person’s insignificant abode?”

“Because,” replied Sun modestly, “the benevolent mandarin who has just spoken had not then invited me inside. Now, however, he will be able to hear to greater advantage the very doubtful qualities of my entertainment.”

With these words Kiau Sun struck the duck so proficiently that it emitted a life-like call, and prepared to raise his voice in a chant.

“Restrain your undoubted capacity,” exclaimed Wong Pao hastily. “The inquiry presented itself to you at an inaccurate angle. Why, to restate it, did you continue before this uninviting hovel when, under the external forms of true politeness, my slave endeavoured to remove you hence?”

“In the circumstances this person may have overlooked the delicacy of the message, for, as it is well written, ‘To the starving, a blow from a skewer of meat is more acceptable than a caress from the hand of a maiden,’” said Kiau Sun. “Whereunto remember, thou two-stomached merchant, that although the house in question is yours, the street is mine.”

“By what title?” demanded Wong Pao contentiously.

“By the same that confers this well-appointed palace upon you,” replied Sun: “because it is my home.”

“The point is one of some subtlety,” admitted Wong Pao, “and might be pursued to an extreme delicacy of attenuation if it were argued by those whose profession it is to give a variety of meanings to the same thing. Yet even allowing the claim, it is none the less an unendurable affliction that your voice should disturb my peacefully conducted enterprise.”

“As yours would have done mine, O concave-witted Wong Pao!”

“That,” retorted the merchant, “is a disadvantage that you could easily have averted by removing yourself to a more distant spot.”

“The solution is equally applicable to your own case, mandarin,” replied Kiau Sun affably.

“Alas!” exclaimed Wong Pao, with an obvious inside bitterness, “it is a mistake to argue with persons of limited intelligence in terms of courtesy. This, doubtless, was the meaning of the philosopher Nhy-hi when he penned the observation, ‘Death, a woman and a dumb mute always have the last word,’ Why did I have you conducted hither to convince you dispassionately, rather than send an armed guard to force you away by violence?”

“Possibly,” suggested the minstrel, “because my profession is a legally recognized one, and, moreover, under the direct protection of the exalted Mandarin Shen-y-ling.”

“Profession!” retorted Wong Pao, stung by the reference to Shen-y-ling, for that powerful official’s attitude was indeed the inner reason why he had not pushed violence to a keener edge against Kiau Sun, “an abject mendicancy, yielding two hands’ grasp of copper cash a day on a stock composed of half a dozen threadbare odes.”

“Compose me half a dozen better and one hand-count of cash shall be apportioned to you each evening,” suggested Sun.

“A handful of cash for my labour!” exclaimed the indignant Wong Pao. “Learn, puny wayfarer, that in a single day the profit of my various enterprises exceeds a hundred taels of silver.”

“That is less than the achievement of my occupation,” said Kiau Sun.

“Less!” repeated the merchant incredulously. “Can you, O boaster, display a single tael?”

“Doubtless I should be the possessor of thousands if I made use of the attributes of a merchant — three hands and two faces. But that was not the angle of my meaning: your labour only compels men to remember; mine enables them to forget.”

Thus they continued to strive, each one contending for the pre-eminence of his own state, regardless of the sage warning: “In three moments a labourer will remove an obstructing rock, but three moons will pass without two wise men agreeing on the meaning of a vowel”; and assuredly they would have persisted in their intellectual entertainment until the great sky-lantern rose and the pangs of hunger compelled them to desist, were it not for the manifestation of a very unusual occurrence.

The Emperor, N’ang Wei, then reigning, is now generally regarded as being in no way profound or inspired, but possessing the faculty of being able to turn the dissensions among his subjects to a profitable account, and other accomplishments useful in a ruler. As he passed along the streets of his capital he heard the voices of two raised in altercation, and halting the bearer of his umbrella, he commanded that the persons concerned should be brought before him and state the nature of their dispute.

“The rivalry is an ancient one,” remarked the Emperor when each had made his claim. “Doubtless we ourselves could devise a judgment, but in this cycle of progress it is more usual to leave decision to the pronouncement of the populace — and much less exacting to our Imperial ingenuity. An edict will therefore be published, stating that at a certain hour Kiau Sun will stand upon the Western Hill of the city and recite one of his incomparable epics, while at the same gong-stroke Wong Pao will take his station on the Eastern Hill, let us say for the purpose of distributing pieces of silver among any who are able to absent themselves from the competing attraction. It will then be clearly seen which entertainment draws the greater number.”

“Your mind, O all-wisest, is only comparable to the peacock’s tail in its spreading brilliance!” exclaimed Wong Pao, well assured of an easy triumph.

Kiau Sun, however, remained silent, but he observed closely the benignly impartial expression of the Emperor’s countenance.

When the indicated time arrived, only two persons could have been observed within the circumference of the Western Hill of the city — a blind mendicant who had lost his way and an extremely round-bodied mandarin who had been abandoned there by his carriers when they heard the terms of the edict. But about the Eastern Hill the throng was so great that for some time after it was unusual to meet a person whose outline had not been permanently altered by the occasion. Even Kiau Sun was present.

On a protected eminence stood N’ang Wei. Near him was Wong Pao, confidently awaiting the moment when the Emperor should declare himself. When, therefore, the all-wisest graciously made a gesture of command, Wong Pao hastened to his side, an unbecoming elation gilding the fullness of his countenance.

“Wong Pao,” said the Illimitable, “the people are here in gratifying profusion. The moment has thus arrived for you to consummate your triumph over Kiau Sun.”

“Omnipotence?” queried Wong Pao.

“The silver that you were to distribute freely to all who came. Doubtless you have a retinue of slaves in attendance with weighty sacks of money for the purpose?”

“But that was only in the nature of an imagined condition, Sublime Being, designed to test the trend of their preference,” said Wong Pao, with an incapable feeling of no-confidence in the innermost seat of his self-esteem. “This abject person did not for a single breathing-space contemplate or provide for so formidable an outlay.”

A shadow of inquiry appeared above the eyebrows of the Sublimest, although his refined imperturbability did not permit him to display any acute emotion.

“It is not entirely a matter of what you contemplated, merchant, but what this multitudinous and, as we now perceive, generally well-armed concourse imagined. Greatly do we fear that when the position has been explained to them, the breathing-space remaining, O Wong Pao, will not be in your body. What,” continued the liberal-minded sovereign, turning to one of his attending nobles, “what was it that happened to Ning-lo who failed to satisfy the lottery ticket holders in somewhat similar circumstances?”

“The scorpion vat, Serenest,” replied the vassal.

“Ah,” commented the Enlightened One, “for the moment we thought it was the burning sulphur plaster.”

“That was Ching Yan, who lost approval in the inlaid coffin raffle, Benign Head,” prompted the noble.

“True — there is a certain oneness in these cases. Well, Wong Pao, we are entirely surrounded by an expectant mob and their attitude, after much patient waiting, is tending towards a clearly-defined tragedy. By what means is it your intention to extricate us all from the position into which your insatiable vanity has thrust us?”

“Alas, Imperishable Majesty, I only appear to have three pieces of silver and a string of brass cash in my sleeve,” confessed Wong Pao tremblingly.

“And that would not go very far — even if flung into the limits of the press,” commented the Emperor. “We must look elsewhere for deliverance, then. Kiau Sun, stand forth and try your means.”

Upon this invitation Sun appeared from the tent in which he had awaited the summons and advanced to the edge of the multitude. With no appearance of fear or concern, he stood before them, and bending his energies to the great task imposed upon him, he struck the hollow duck so melodiously that the note of expectancy vibrated into the farthest confines of the crowd. Then modulating his voice in unison Kiau Sun began to chant.

At first the narration was of times legendary, when dragons and demons moved about the earth in more palpable forms than they usually maintain to-day. A great mist overspread the Empire and men’s minds were vaporous, nor was their purpose keen. Later, deities and well-disposed Forces began to exercise their powers. The mist was turned into a benevolent system of rivers and canals, and iron, rice and the silk-worm then appeared. Next, heroes and champions, whose names have been preserved, arose. They fought the giants and an era of literature and peaceful tranquillity set in. After this there was the Great Invasion from the north, but the people rallied and by means of a war lasting five years, five moons and five days the land was freed again. This prefaced the Golden Age when chess was invented, printed books first made and the Examination System begun.

So far Kiau Sun had only sung of things that men knew dimly through a web of time, but the melody of his voice and the valours of the deeds he told had held their minds. Now he began skilfully to intertwine among the narration scenes and doings that were near to all — of the coming of Spring across the mountains that surround the capital; sunrise on the great lagoon, with the splash of oars and the cormorants in flight; the appearance of the blossom in the peach orchards; the Festival of Boats and of Lanterns, their daily task, and the reward each saw beyond. Finally he spoke quite definitely of the homes awaiting their return, the mulberry-tree about the gate, the fire then burning on the hearth, the pictures on the walls, the ancestral tablets, and the voices calling each. And as he spoke and made an end of speaking the people began silently to melt away, until none remained but Kiau, Wong Pao and the Emperor and his band.

“Kiau Sun,” said the discriminating N’ang Wei, “in memory of this day the office of Chanter of Congratulatory Odes in the Palace ceremonial is conferred on you, together with the title ‘Leaf-crowned’ and the yearly allowance of five hundred taels and a jar of rice wine. And Wong Pao,” he added thoughtfully— “Wong Pao shall be permitted to endow the post — also in memory of this day.”


CHAPTER V

The Timely Intervention of the Mandarin Shan Tien’s Lucky Day
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WHEN KAI LUNG at length reached the shutter, after the delay caused by Li-loe’s inopportune presence, he found that Hwa-mei was already standing there beneath the wall.

“Alas!” he exclaimed, in an access of self-reproach, “is it possible that I have failed to greet your arriving footsteps? Hear the degrading cause of my—”

“Forbear,” interrupted the maiden, with a magnanimous gesture of the hand that was not engaged in bestowing a gift of fruit. “There is a time to scatter flowers and a time to prepare the soil. To-morrow a further trial awaits you, for which we must conspire.”

“I am in your large and all-embracing grasp,” replied Kai Lung. “Proceed to spread your golden counsel.”

“The implacable Ming-shu has deliberated with himself, and deeming it unlikely that you should a third time allure the imagination of the Mandarin Shan Tien by your art, he has ordered that you are again to be the first led out to judgment. On this occasion, however, he has prepared a cloud of witnesses who will, once they are given a voice, quickly overwhelm you in a flood of calumny.”

“Even a silver trumpet may not prevail above a score of brazen horns,” confessed the story-teller doubtfully. “Would it not be well to engage an even larger company who will outlast the first?”

“The effete Ming-shu has hired all there are,” replied Hwa-mei, with a curbing glance. “Nevertheless, do not despair. At a convenient hour a trusty hand will let fall a skin of wine at their assembling place. Their testimony, should any arrive, will entail some conflict.”

“I bow before the practical many-sidedness of your mind, enchanting one,” murmured Kai Lung, in deep-felt admiration.

“To-morrow, being the first of the Month of Gathering-in, will be one of Shan Tien’s lucky days,” continued the maiden, her look acknowledging the fitness of the compliment, but at the same time indicating that the moment was not a suitable one to pursue the detail further. “After holding court the Mandarin will accordingly proceed to hazard his accustomed stake upon the chances of certain of the competitors in the approaching examinations. His mind will thus be alertly watchful for a guiding omen. The rest should lie within your persuasive tongue.”

“The story of Lao Ting—” began Kai Lung.

“Enough,” replied Hwa-mei, listening to a distant sound. “Already has this one strayed beyond her appointed limit. May your virtuous cause prevail!”

With this auspicious message the maiden fled, leaving Kai Lung more than ever resolved to conduct the enterprise in a manner worthy of her high regard.

On the following day, at the appointed hour, Kai Lung was again led before the Mandarin Shan Tien. To the alert yet downcast gaze of the former person it seemed as if the usually inscrutable expression of that high official was not wholly stern as it moved in his direction. Ming-shu, on the contrary, disclosed all his voracious teeth without restraint.

“Calling himself Kai Lung,” began the detestable accuser, in a voice even more repulsive than its wont, “and claiming—”

“The name has a somewhat familiar echo,” interrupted the Fountain of Justice, with a genial interest in what was going on, rare in one of his exalted rank. “Have we not seen the ill-conditioned thing before?”

“He has tasted of your unutterable clemency in the past,” replied Ming-shu, “this being by no means his first appearance thus. Claiming to be a story-teller—”

“What,” demanded the enlightened law-giver with leisurely precision, “is a story-teller, and how is he defined?”

“A story-teller, Excellence,” replied the inscriber of his spoken word, with the concise manner of one who is not entirely grateful to another, “is one who tells stories. Having on—”

“The profession must be widely spread,” remarked the gracious administrator thoughtfully. “All those who supplicate in this very average court practise it to a more or less degree.”

“The prisoner,” continued the insufferable Ming-shu, so lost to true refinement that he did not even relax his dignity at a remark handed down as gravity-removing from times immemorial, “has already been charged and made his plea. It only remains, therefore, to call the witnesses and to condemn him.”

“The usual band appears to be more retiring than their custom is,” observed Shan Tien, looking around. “Their lack of punctual respect does not enlarge our sympathy towards their cause.”

“They are all hard-striving persons of studious or commercial habits,” replied Ming-shu, “and have doubtless become immersed in their various traffics.”

“Should the immersion referred to prove to be so deep—”

“A speedy messenger has already gone, but his returning footsteps tarry,” urged Ming-shu anxiously. “In this extremity, Excellence, I will myself—”

“High Excellence,” appealed Kai Lung, as soon as Ming-shu’s departing sandals were obscured to view, “out of the magnanimous condescension of your unworldly heart hear an added plea. Taught by the inoffensive example of that Lao Ting whose success in the literary competitions was brought about by a conjunction of miraculous omens—”

“Arrest the stream of your acknowledged oratory for a single breathing-space,” commanded the Mandarin dispassionately, yet at the same time unostentatiously studying a list that lay within his sleeve. “What was the auspicious name of the one of whom you spoke?”

“Lao Ting, exalted; to whom at various periods were subjoined those of Li, Tzu, Sun, Chu, Wang and Chin.”

“Assuredly. Your prayer for a fuller hearing will reach our lenient ears. In the meanwhile, in order to prove that the example upon which you base your claim is a worthy one, proceed to narrate so much of the story of Lao Ting as bears upon the means of his success.”         The Story of Lao Ting and the Luminous Insect

It is of Lao Ting that the saying has arisen, “He who can grasp Opportunity as she slips by does not need a lucky dream.”

So far, however, Lao Ting may be judged to have had neither opportunities nor lucky dreams. He was one of studious nature and from an early age had devoted himself to a veneration of the Classics. Yet with that absence of foresight on the part of the providing deities (for this, of course, took place during an earlier, and probably usurping, dynasty), which then frequently resulted in the unworthy and illiterate prospering, his sleeve was so empty that at times it seemed almost impossible for him to continue in his high ambition.

As the date of the examinations drew near, Lao Ting’s efforts increased, and he grudged every moment spent away from books. His few available cash scarcely satisfied his ever-moving brush, and his sleeve grew so light that it seemed as though it might become a balloon and carry him into the Upper Air; for, as the Wisdom has it, “A well-filled purse is a trusty earth anchor.” On food he spent even less, but the inability to procure light after the sun had withdrawn his benevolence from the narrow street in which he lived was an ever-present shadow across his hopes. On this extremity he patiently and with noiseless skill bored a hole through the wall into the house of a wealthy neighbour, and by this inoffensive stratagem he was able to distinguish the imperishable writings of the Sages far into the night. Soon, however, the gross hearted person in question discovered the device, owing to the symmetrical breathing of Lao Ting, and applying himself to the opening unperceived, he suddenly blew a jet of water through and afterwards nailed in a wooden skewer. This he did because he himself was also entering for the competitions, though he did not really fear Lao Ting.

Thus denied, Lao Ting sought other means to continue his study, if for only a few minutes longer daily, and it became his custom to leave his ill-equipped room when it grew dusk and to walk into the outer ways, always with his face towards the west, so that he might prolong the benefit of the great luminary to the last possible moment. When the time of no-light definitely arrived he would climb up into one of the high places to await the first beam of the great sky-lantern, and also in the reasonable belief that the nearer he got to it the more powerful would be its light.

It was upon such an occasion that Lao Ting first became aware of the entrancing presence of Chun Hoa-mi, and although he plainly recognized from the outset that the graceful determination with which she led a water-buffalo across the landscape by means of a slender cord attached to its nose was not conducive to his taking a high place in the competitions, he soon found that he was unable to withdraw himself from frequenting the spot at the same hour on each succeeding day. Presently, however, he decided that his previous misgiving was inaccurate, as her existence inspired him with an all-conquering determination to outdistance every other candidate in so marked a manner that his name would at once become famous throughout the province, to attain high office without delay, to lead a victorious army against the encroaching barbarian foe and thus to save the Empire in a moment of emergency, to acquire vast riches (in a not clearly defined manner), to become the intimate counsellor of the grateful Emperor, and finally to receive posthumous honours of unique distinction, the harmonious personality of Hoa-Mi being inextricably entwined among these achievements.

At other times, however, he became subject to a funereal conviction that he would fail discreditably in the examinations to an accompaniment of the ridicule and contempt of all who knew him, that he would never succeed in acquiring sufficient brass cash to ensure a meagre sustenance even for himself, and that he would probably end his lower existence by ignominious decapitation, so that his pale and hungry ghost would be unable to find its way from place to place and be compelled to remain on the same spot through all eternity. Yet so quickly did these two widely diverging vistas alternate in Lao Ting’s mind that on many occasions he was under the influence of both presentiments at the same time.

It will thus be seen that Lao Ting was becoming involved in emotions of a many-sided hue, by which his whole future would inevitably be affected, when an event took place which greatly tended to restore his tranquillity of mind. He was, at the usual hour, lurking unseen on the path of Hoa-mi’s approach when the water-buffalo, with the perversity of its kind, suddenly withdrew itself from the amiable control of its attendant’s restraining hand and precipitated its resistless footsteps towards the long grass in which Lao Ting lay concealed. Recognizing that a decisive moment in the maiden’s esteem lay before him, the latter, in spite of an incapable doubt as to the habits and manner of behaviour of creatures of this part, set out resolutely to subdue it.... At a later period, by clinging tenaciously to its tail, he undoubtedly impeded its progress, and thereby enabled Hoa-mi to greet him as one who had a claim upon her gratitude.

“The person who has performed this slight service is Ting, of the outcast line of Lao,” said the student with an admiring bow in spite of a benumbing pain that involved all his lower attributes. “Having as yet achieved nothing, the world lies before him.”

“She who speaks is Hoa-mi, her father’s house being Chun,” replied the maiden agreeably. “In addition to the erratic but now repentant animal that has thus, as it were, brought us within the same narrow compass, he possesses a wooden plough, two wheel-barrows, a red bow with threescore arrows, and a rice-field, and is therefore a person of some consequence.”

“True,” agreed Lao Ting, “though perhaps the dignity is less imposing than might be imagined in the eye of one who, by means of successive examinations, may ultimately become the Right hand of the Emperor.”

“Is the contingency an impending one?” inquired Hoa-mi, with polite interest.

“So far,” admitted Lao Ting, “it is more in the nature of a vision. There are, of necessity, many trials, and few can reach the ultimate end. Yet even the Yangtze-kiang has a source.”

“Of your unswerving tenacity this person has already been witness,” said the maiden, with a glance of refined encouragement.

“Your words are more inspiring than the example of the aged woman of Shang-li to the student Tsung,” declared Lao Ting gratefully. “Unless the Omens are asleep they should tend to the same auspicious end.”

“The exact instance of the moment escapes my recollection.” Probably Hoa-mi was by no means willing that one of studious mind should associate her exclusively with water-buffaloes. “Is it related in the Classics?”

“Possibly, though in which actual masterpiece just now evades my grasp. The youth referred to was on the point of abandoning a literary career, appalled at the magnitude of the task before him, when he encountered an aged woman who was employed in laboriously rubbing away the surface of an iron crowbar on a block of stone. To his inquiry she cheerfully replied: ‘The one who is thus engaged required a needle to complete a task. Being unable to procure one she was about to give way to an ignoble despair when chance put into her hands this bar, which only requires bringing down to the necessary size.’ Encouraged by this painstaking example Tsung returned to his books and in due course became a high official.”

“Doubtless in the time of his prosperity he retraced his footsteps and lavishly rewarded the one to whom he was thus indebted,” suggested Hoa-mi gracefully.

“Doubtless,” admitted Lao Ting, “but the detail is not pursued to so remote an extremity in the Classic. The delicate poise of the analogy is what is chiefly dwelt upon, the sign for a needle harmonizing with that for official, and there being a similar balance between crowbar and books.”

“Your words are like a page written in vermilion ink,” exclaimed Hoa-mi, with a sideway-expressed admiration.

“Alas!” he declared, with conscious humility, “my style is meagre and almost wholly threadbare. To remedy this, each day I strive to perfect myself in the correct formation of five new written signs. When equipped with a knowledge of every one there is I shall be competent to write so striking and original an essay on any subject that it will no longer be possible to exclude my name from the list of official appointments.”

“It will be a day of well-achieved triumph for the spirits of your expectant ancestors,” said Hoa-mi sympathetically.

“It will also have a beneficial effect on my own material prospects,” replied Lao Ting, with a commendable desire to awaken images of a more specific nature in the maiden’s imagination. “Where hitherto it has been difficult to support one, there will then be a lavish profusion for two. The moment the announcement is made, my impatient feet will carry me to this spot. Can it be hoped — ?”

“It has long been this one’s favourite resort also,” confessed Hoa-mi, with every appearance of having adequately grasped Lao Ting’s desired inference, “Yet to what number do the written signs in question stretch?”

“So highly favoured is our unapproachable language that the number can only be faintly conjectured. Some claim fivescore thousand different written symbols; the least exacting agree to fourscore thousand.”

“You are all-knowing,” responded the maiden absently. With her face in an opposing direction her lips moved rapidly, as though she might be in the act of addressing some petition to a Power. Yet it is to be doubted if this accurately represents the nature of her inner thoughts, for when she again turned towards Lao Ting the engaging frankness of her expression had imperceptibly deviated, as she continued:



“In about nine and forty years, then, O impetuous one, our converging footsteps will doubtless again encounter upon this spot. In the meanwhile, however, this person’s awaiting father is certainly preparing something against her tardy return which the sign for a crowbar would fittingly represent.”

Then urging the water-buffalo to increased exertion she fled, leaving Lao Ting a prey to emotions of a very distinguished intensity.

In spite of the admittedly rough-edged nature of Hoa-mi’s leave-taking, Lao Ting retraced his steps in an exalted frame of mind. He had spoken to the maiden and heard her incomparable voice. He now knew her name and the path leading to her father’s house. It only remained for him to win a position worthy of her acceptance (if the Empire could offer such a thing), and their future happiness might be regarded as assured.

Thus engaged, Lao Ting walked on, seeing within his head the arrival of the bridal chair, partaking of the well-spread wedding feast, hearing the felicitations of the guests: “A hundred sons and a thousand grandsons!” Something white fluttering by the wayside recalled him to the realities of the day. He had reached the buildings of the outer city, and on a wall before him a printed notice was displayed.

It has already been set forth that the few solitary cash which from time to time fell into the student’s sleeve were barely sufficient to feed his thirsty brush with ink. For the material on which to write and to practise the graceful curves essential to a style he was driven to various unworthy expedients. It had thus become his habit to lurk in the footsteps of those who affix public proclamations in the ways and spaces of the city, and when they had passed on to remove, as unostentatiously as possible, the more suitable pronouncements and to carry them to his own abode. For this reason he regarded every notice from a varying angle, being concerned less with what appeared upon it than with what did not appear. Accordingly he now crossed the way and endeavoured to secure the sheet that had attracted his attention. In this he was unsuccessful, however, for he could only detach a meagre fragment.

When Lao Ting reached his uninviting room the last pretence of daylight had faded. He recognized that he had lost many precious moments in Hoa-mi’s engaging society, and although he would willingly have lost many more, there was now a deeper pang in his regret that he could not continue his study further into the night. As this was impossible, he drew his scanty night coverings around him and composed his mind for sleep, conscious of an increasing rigour in the air; for, as he found when the morning came, one who wished him well, passing in his absence, had written a lucky saying on a stone and cast it through the paper window.

When Lao Ting awoke it was still night, but the room was no longer entirely devoid of light. As his custom was, an open page lay on the floor beside him, ready to be caught up eagerly with the first gleam of day; above this a faint but sufficient radiance now hung, enabling him to read the written signs. At first the student regarded the surroundings with some awe, not doubting that this was in the nature of a visitation, but presently he discovered that the light was provided by a living creature, winged but docile, which carried a glowing lustre in its tail. When he had read to the end, Lao Ting endeavoured to indicate by a sign that he wished to turn the page. To his delight he found that the winged creature intelligently grasped the requirement and at once transferred its presence to the required spot. All through the night the youth eagerly read on, nor did this miraculously endowed visitor ever fail him. By dawn he had more than made up the time in which the admiration of Hoa-mi had involved him. If such a state of things could be assured for the future, the vista would stretch like a sunlit glade before his feet.

Early in the day he set out to visit an elderly monk, who lived in a cave on the mountain above. Before he went, however, he did not fail to procure a variety of leaves and herbs, and to display them about the room in order to indicate to his unassuming companion that he had a continued interest in his welfare. The venerable hermit received him hospitably, and after inviting him to sit upon the floor and to partake of such food as he had brought with him, listened attentively to his story.

“Your fear that in this manifestation you may be the sport of a malicious Force, conspiring to some secret ill, is merely superstition,” remarked Tzu-lu when Lao Ting had reached an end. “Although creatures such as you describe are unknown in this province, they undoubtedly exist in outer barbarian lands, as do apes with the tails of peacocks, ducks with their bones outside their skins, beings whose pale green eyes can discover the precious hidden things of the earth, and men with a hole through their chests so that they require no chair to carry them, but are transposed from spot to spot by means of poles.”

“Your mind is widely opened, esteemed,” replied Lao Ting respectfully. “Yet the omen must surely tend towards a definite course?”

“Be guided by the mature philosophy of the resolute Heng-ki, who, after an unfortunate augury, exclaimed to his desponding warriors: ‘Do your best and let the Omens do their worst!’ What has happened is as clear as the iridescence of a dragon’s eye. In the past you have lent a sum of money to a friend who has thereupon passed into the Upper Air, leaving you unrequited.”

“A friend receiving a sum of money from this person would have every excuse for passing away suddenly.”

“Or,” continued the accommodating recluse, “you have in some other way placed so formidable an obligation upon one now in the Beyond that his disturbed spirit can no longer endure the burden. For this reason it has taken the form of a luminous insect, and has thus returned to earth in order that it may assist you and thereby discharge the debt.”

“The explanation is a convincing one,” replied Lao Ting. “Might it not have been more satisfactory in the end, however, if the gracious person in question had clothed himself with the attributes of the examining chancellor or some high mandarin, so that he could have upheld my cause in any extremity?”

Without actually smiling, a form of entertainment that was contrary to his strict vow, the patriarchal anchorite moved his features somewhat at the youth’s innocence.

“Do not forget that it is written: ‘Though you set a monkey on horseback yet will his hands and feet remain hairy,’” he remarked. “The one whose conduct we are discussing may well be aware of his own deficiencies, and know that if he adopted such a course a humiliating exposure would await him. Do not have any fear for the future, however: thus protected, this person is inspired to prophesy that you will certainly take a high place in the examinations.... Indeed,” he added thoughtfully, “it might be prudent to venture a string of cash upon your lucky number.”

With this auspicious leave-taking Tzu-lu dismissed him, and Lao Ting returned to the city greatly refreshed in spirit by the encounter. Instead of retiring to his home he continued into the more reputable ways beyond, it then being about the hour at which the affixers of official notices were wont to display their energies.

So it chanced indeed, but walking with his feet off the ground, owing to the obliging solitary’s encouragement, Lao Ting forgot his usual caution, and came suddenly into the midst of a band of these men at an angle of the paths.

“Honourable greetings,” he exclaimed, feeling that if he passed them by unregarded his purpose might be suspected. “Have you eaten your rice?”

“How is your warmth and cold?” they replied courteously. “Yet why do you arrest your dignified footsteps to converse with outcasts so illiterate as ourselves?”

“The reason,” admitted Lao Ting frankly, “need not be buried in a well. Had I avoided the encounter you might have said among yourselves: ‘Here is one who shuns our gaze. This, perchance, is he who of late has lurked within the shadow of our backs to bear away our labour.’ Not to create this unworthy suspicion I freely came among you, for, as the Ancient Wisdom says: ‘Do not adjust your sandals while passing through a melon-field, nor yet arrange your hat beneath an orange-tree.’”

“Yet,” said the leader of the band, “we were waiting thus in expectation of the one whom you describe. The incredible leper who rules our goings has, even at this hour and notwithstanding that now is the appointed day and time for the gathering together of the Harmonious Constellation of Paste Appliers and Long Brush Wielders, thrust within our hands a double task.”

“May bats defile his Ancestral Tablets and goats propagate within his neglected tomb!” chanted the band in unison. “May the sinews of his hams snap suddenly in moments of achievement! May the principles of his warmth and cold never be properly adjusted but—”

“Thus positioned,” continued the leader, indicating by a gesture that while he agreed with these sentiments the moment was not opportune for their full recital, “we await. If he who lurks in our past draws near he will doubtless accept from our hands that which he will assuredly possess behind our backs. Thus mutual help will lighten the toil of all.”

“The one whom you require dwells beneath my scanty roof,” said the youth. “He is now, however, absent on a secret mission. Entrust to me the burden of your harassment and I will answer, by the sanctity of the Four-eyed Image, that it shall reach his speedy hand.”

When Lao Ting gained his own room, bowed down but rejoicing beneath the weight of his unexpected fortune, his eyes were gladdened by the soft light that hung about his books. Although it was not yet dark, the radiance of the glow seemed greater than before. Going to the spot the delighted student saw that in place of one there were now four, the grateful insect having meanwhile summoned others to his cause. All these stood in an expectant attitude awaiting his control, so that through the night he plied an untiring brush and leapt onward in the garden of similitudes.

From this time forward Lao Ting could not fail to be aware that the faces of those whom he familiarly encountered were changed towards him. Men greeted him as one worthy of their consideration, and he even heard his name spoken of respectfully in the society of learned strangers. More than once he found garlands of flowers hung upon his outer door, harmonious messages, and — once — a gift of food. Incredible as it seemed to him it had come to be freely admitted that the unknown scholar Lao Ting would take a very high place in the forthcoming competition, and those who were alert and watchful did not hesitate to place him first. To this general feeling a variety of portents had contributed. Doubtless the beginning was the significant fact, known to the few at first, that the miracle-working Tzu-lu had staked his inner garment on Lao Ting’s success. Brilliant lights were seen throughout the night to be moving in the meagre dwelling (for the four efficacious creatures had by this time greatly added to their numbers), and the one within was credited with being assisted by the Forces. It is well said that that which passes out of one mouth passes into a hundred ears, and before dawn had become dusk all the early and astute were following the inspired hermit’s example. They who conducted the lotteries, becoming suddenly aware of the burden of the hazard they incurred, thereat declared that upon the venture of Lao Ting’s success there must be set two taels in return for one. Whereupon the desire of those who had refrained waxed larger than before, and thus the omens grew.

When the days that remained before the opening of the trial could be counted on the fingers of one hand, there came, at a certain hour, a summons on the outer door of Lao Ting’s house, and in response to his spoken invitation there entered one, Sheng-yin, a competitor.

“Lao Ting,” said this person, when they had exchanged formalities, “in spite of the flattering attentions of the shallow” — he here threw upon the floor a garland which he had conveyed from off Lao Ting’s door— “it is exceedingly unlikely that at the first attempt your name will be among those of the chosen, and the possibility of it heading the list may be dismissed as vapid.”

“Your experience is deep and wide,” replied Lao Ting, the circumstance that Sheng-yin had already tried and failed three and thirty times adding an edge to the words; “yet if it is written it is written.”

“Doubtless,” retorted Sheng-yin no less capably; “but it will never be set to music. Now, until your inconsiderate activities prevailed, this person was confidently greeted as the one who would be first.”

“The names of Wang-san and Yin Ho were not unknown to the expectant,” suggested Lao Ting mildly.

“The mind of Wang-san is only comparable with a wastepaper basket,” exclaimed the visitor harshly; “and Yin Ho is in reality as dull as split ebony. But in your case, unfortunately, there is nothing to go on, and, unlikely though it be, it is just possible that this person’s well-arranged ambitions may thereby be brought to a barren end. For that reason he is here to discuss this matter as between virtuous friends.”

“Let your auspicious mouth be widely opened,” replied Lao Ting guardedly. “My ears will not refrain.”

“Is there not, perchance, some venerable relative in a distant part of the province whose failing eyes crave, at this juncture, to rest upon your wholesome features before he passes Upwards?”

“Assuredly some such inopportune person might be forthcoming,” admitted Lao Ting. “Yet the cost of so formidable a journey would be far beyond this necessitous one’s means.”

“In so charitable a cause affluent friends would not be lacking. Depart on the third day and remain until the ninth and twenty taels of silver will glide imperceptibly into your awaiting sleeve.”

“The prospect of not taking the foremost place in the competition — added to the pangs of those who have hazarded their store upon the unworthy name of Lao — is an ignoble one,” replied the student, after a moment’s thought. “The journey will be a costly task at this season of the rains; it cannot possibly be accomplished for less than fifty taels.”

“It is well said, ‘Do not look at robbers sharing out their spoil: look at them being executed,’” urged Sheng-yin. “Should you be so ill-destined as to compete, and, as would certainly be the case, be awarded a position of contempt, how unendurable would be your anguish when, amidst the execrations of the deluded mob, you remembered that thirty taels of the purest had slipped from your effete grasp.”

“Should the Bridge of the Camel Back be passable, five and forty might suffice,” mused Lao Tung to himself.

“Thirty-seven taels, five hundred cash, are the utmost that your obliging friends would hazard in the quest,” announced Sheng-yin definitely. “On the day following that of the final competition the sum will be honourably—”

“By no means,” interrupted the other, with unswerving firmness. “How thus is the journey to be defrayed? In advance, assuredly.”

“The requirement is unusual. Yet upon satisfactory oaths being offered—”

“This person will pledge the repose of the spirits of his venerated ancestors practically back to prehistoric times,” agreed Lao Ting readily. “From the third to the ninth day he will be absent from the city and will take no part in anything therein. Should he eat his words, may his body be suffocated beneath five cart-loads of books and his weary ghost chained to that of a leprous mule. It is spoken.”

“Truly. But it may as well be written also.” With this expression of narrow-minded suspicion Sheng-yin would have taken up one from a considerable mass of papers lying near at hand, had not Lao Ting suddenly restrained him.

“It shall be written with clarified ink on paper of a special excellence,” declared the student. “Take the brush, Seng-yin, and write. It almost repays this person for the loss of a degree to behold the formation of signs so unapproachable as yours.”

“Lao Ting,” replied the visitor, pausing in his task, “you are occasionally inspired, but the weakness of your character results in a lack of caution. In this matter, therefore, be warned: ‘The crocodile opens his jaws; the rat-trap closes his; keep yours shut.’”

When Lao Ting returned after a scrupulously observed six days of absence he could not fail to become aware that the city was in an uproar, and the evidence of this increased as he approached the cheap and lightly esteemed quarter in which those of literary ambitions found it convenient to reside. Remembering Sheng-yin’s parting, he forbore to draw attention to himself by questioning any, but when he reached the door of his own dwelling he discovered the one of whom he was thinking, standing, as it were, between the posts.

“Lao Ting,” exclaimed Sheng-yin, without waiting to make any polite reference to the former person’s food or condition, “in spite of this calamity you are doubtless prepared to carry out the spirit of your oath?”

“Doubtless,” replied Lao Ting affably. “Yet what is the nature of the calamity referred to, and how does it affect the burden of my vow?”

“Has not the tiding reached your ear? The examinations, alas! have been withheld for seven full days. Your journey has been in vain!”

“By no means!” declared the youth. “Debarred by your enticement from a literary career this person turned his mind to other aims, and has now gained a deep insight into the habits and behaviour of water-buffaloes.”

“They who control the competitions from the Capital,” continued Sheng-yin, without even hearing the other’s words, “when all had been arranged, learned from the Chief Astrologer (may subterranean fires singe his venerable moustaches!) that a forgotten obscuration of the sun would take place on the opening day of the test. In the face of so formidable a portent they acted thus and thus.”

“How then fares it that due warning of the change was not set forth?”

“The matter is as long as The Wall and as deep as seven wells,” grumbled Sheng-yin, “and the Hoang Ho in flood is limpid by its side. Proclamations were sent forth, yet none appeared, and they entrusted with their wide disposal have a dragon-story of a shining lordly youth who ever followed in their steps.... Thus in a manner of expressing it, the spirit—”

“Sheng-yin,” said Lao Ting, with courteous firmness, yet so moving the door so that while he passed in the former person remained outside, “you have sought, at the expenditure of thirty-seven taels five hundred cash, to deflect Destiny from her appointed line. The result has been lamentable to all — or nearly all — concerned. The lawless effort must not be repeated, for when heaven itself goes out of its way to set a correcting omen in the sky, who dare disobey?”

When the list and order of the competition was proclaimed, the name of Wang-san stood at the very head and that of Yin Ho was next. Lao Ting was the very last of those who were successful; Sheng-yin was the next, and was thus the first of those who were unsuccessful. It was as much as the youth had secretly dared to hope, and much better than he had generally feared. In Sheng-yin’s case, however, it was infinitely worse than he had ever contemplated. Regarding Lao Ting as the cause of his disgrace he planned a sordid revenge. Waiting until night had fallen he sought the student’s door-step and there took a potent drug, laying upon his ghost a strict injunction to devote itself to haunting and thwarting the ambitions of the one who dwelt within. But even in this he was inept, for the poison was less speedy than he thought, and Lao Ting returned in time to convey him to another door.

On the strength of his degree Lao Ting found no difficulty in earning a meagre competence by instructing others who wished to follow in his footsteps. He was also now free to compete for the next degree, where success would bring him higher honour and a slightly less meagre competence. In the meanwhile he married Hoa-mi, being able to display thirty-seven taels and nearly five hundred cash towards that end. Ultimately he rose to a position of remunerative ease, but it is understood that he attained this more by a habit of acting as the necessities of the moment required than by his literary achievements.

Over the door of his country residence in the days of his profusion he caused the image of a luminous insect to be depicted, and he engraved its semblance on his seal. He would also have added the presentment of a water-buffalo, but Hoa-mi deemed this inexpedient.


CHAPTER VI

The High-minded Strategy of the Amiable Hwa-mei
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WARNED BY THE mischance attending his previous meeting with Hwa-mei, Kai Lung sought the walled enclosure at the earliest moment of his permitted freedom, and secreting himself among the interlacing growth he anxiously awaited the maiden’s coming.

Presently a movement in the trees without betrayed a presence, and the story-teller was on the point of disclosing himself at the shutter when the approaching one displayed an unfamiliar outline. Instead of a maiden of exceptional symmetry and peach-like charm an elderly and deformed hag drew near. As she might be hostile to his cause, Kai Lung deemed it prudent to remain concealed; but in case she should prove to be an emissary from Hwa-mei seeking him, his purpose was to stand revealed. To combine these two attitudes until she should declare herself was by no means an easy task, but she looked neither near nor far in scrutiny until she stood, mumbling and infirm, beneath the shutter.

“It is well, minstrel,” she called aloud. “She whom you await bid me greet you with a sign.” At Kai Lung’s feet there fell a crimson flower, growing on a thorny stem. “What word shall I in turn bear back? Speak freely, for her mind is as my open hand.”

“Tell me rather,” said Kai Lung, looking out, “how she fares and what averts her footsteps?”

“That will appear in due time,” replied the aged one. “In the meanwhile I have her message to declare. Three times foiled in his malignant scheme the now obscene Ming-shu sets all the Axioms at naught. Distrusting you and those about your path, it is his sinister intention to call up for judgment Kai-moo, who lies within the women’s cell beyond the Water Way.”

“What is her crime and how will this avail him?”

“Charged with the murder of her man by means of the supple splinter her condemnation is assured. The penalty is piecemeal slicing, and in it are involved those of her direct line, in the humane effort to eradicate so treacherous a strain.”

“That is but just,” agreed Kai Lung.

“Truly. But on the slender ligament of a kindred name you will be joined with her in that end. Ming-shu will see to it that records of your kinship are not lacking. Being accused of no crime on your own behalf there will be nothing for you to appear against.”

“It is written: ‘Even leprosy may be cured, but the enmity of an official underling can never be dispelled,’ and the malice of the persistent Ming-shu certainly points to the wisdom of the verse. Is the person of Kai-moo known to you, and where is the prison-house you speak of?”

To this the venerable creature replied that the cell in question was in a distant quarter of the city. Kai-moo, she continued, might be regarded as fashioned like herself, being deformed in shape and repellent in appearance. Furthermore, she was of deficient understanding, these things aiding Ming-shu’s plan, as she would be difficult to reach and impossible to instruct when reached.

“The extremity is almost hopeless enough to be left to the ever-protecting spirits of one’s all-powerful Ancestors,” declared Kai Lung at length. “Did she from whom you come forecast any confidence?”

“She had some assurance in a certain plan, which it is my message to declare to you.”

“Her wisdom is to be computed neither by a rule nor by a measure. Say on.”

“The keeper of the women’s prison-house lies within her hollowed hand, nor will silver be wanting to still any arising doubt. Wrapped in prison garb, and with her face disguised by art, she whose word I bear will come forth at the appointed call and, taking her place before Shan Tien, will play a fictitious part.”

“Alas! dotard,” interrupted Kai Lung impatiently, “it would be well if I spent my few remaining hours in kowtowing to the Powers whom I shall shortly meet. An aged and unsightly hag! Know you not, O venerable bat, that the smooth perfection of the one you serve would shine dazzling through a beaten mask of tempered steel? Her matchless hair, glossier than a starling’s wing, floats like an autumn cloud. Her eyes strike fire from damp clay, or make the touch of velvet harsh and stubborn, according to her several moods. Peach-bloom held against her cheek withers incapably by comparison. Her feet, if indeed she has such commonplace attributes at all, are smaller—”

“Yet,” interrupted the hag, in a changed and quite melodious voice, “if it is possible to delude the imagination of one whose longing eyes dwell so constantly on these threadbare charms, what then will be the position of the obtuse Ming-shu and the superficial Mandarin Shan Tien, burdened as they now are by outside cares?”

“There are times when the classical perfection of our graceful tongue is strangely inadequate to express emotion,” confessed Kai Lung, colouring deeply, as Hwa-mei stood revealed before him. “It is truly said: ‘The ingenuity of a guileless woman will undermine nine mountains.’ You have cut off all the words of my misgivings.”

“To that end have I wrought, for in this I also need your skill. Listen well and think deeply as I speak. Everywhere the outcome of the strife grows more uncertain day by day and no man really knows which side to favour yet. In this emergency each plays a double part. While visibly loyal to the Imperial cause, the Mandarin Shan Tien fans the whisper that in secret he upholds the rebellious banners. Ming-shu now openly avers that if this and that are thus and thus the rising has justice in its ranks, while at the same time he has it put abroad that this is but a cloak the better to serve the state. Thus every man maintains a double face in the hope that if the one side fails the other will preserve him, and as a band all pledge to save (or if need be to betray) each other.”

“This is the more readily understood as it is the common case on every like occasion.”

“Then doubtless there are instances waiting on your lips. Teach me such a story whereby the hope of those who are thus swayed may be engaged and leave the rest to my arranging hand.”

On the following day at the appointed hour a bent and forbidding hag was brought before Shan Tien, and the nature of her offence proclaimed.

“It is possible to find an excuse for almost everything, regarding it from one angle or another,” remarked the Mandarin impartially; “but the crime of destroying a husband — and by a means so unpleasantly insinuating — really seems to leave nothing to be said.”

“Yet, imperishable, even a bad coin must have two sides,” replied the hag. “That I should be guilty and yet innocent would be no more wonderful than the case of Weng Cho, who, when faced with the alternative of either defying the Avenging Societies or of opposing fixed authority found a way out of escaping both.”

“That should be worth — that is to say, if you base your defence upon an existing case—”

“Providing the notorious thug Kai Lung is not thereby brought in,” suggested the narrow-minded Ming-shu, who equally desired to learn the stratagem involved.

“Weng Cho was the only one concerned,” replied the ancient obtusely— “he who escaped the consequences. Is it permitted to this one to make clear her plea?”

“If the fatigue is not more than your venerable personality can reasonably bear,” replied Shan Tien courteously.

“To bear is the lot of every woman, be she young or old,” replied the one before them. “I comply, omnipotence.”       The Story of Weng Cho; or, the One Devoid of Name

There was peach-blossom in the orchards of Kien-fi, a blue sky above, and in the air much gladness; but in Wu Chi’s yamen gloom hung like the herald of a thunderstorm. At one end of a table in the ceremonial hall sat Wu Chi, heaviness upon his brow, deceit in his eyes, and a sour enmity about the lines of his mouth; at the other end stood his son Weng, and between them, as it were, his whole life lay.

Wu Chi was an official of some consequence and had two wives, as became him. His union with the first had failed in its essential purpose; therefore he had taken another to carry on the direct line which alone could bring him contentment in this world and a reputable existence in the next. This degree of happiness was supplied by Weng’s mother, yet she must ever remain but a “secondary wife,” with no rights and a very insecure position. In the heart of the chief wife smouldered a most bitter hatred, but the hour of her ascendancy came, for after many years she also bore her lord a son. Thenceforward she was strong in her authority; but Weng’s mother remained, for she was very beautiful, and despite all the arts of the other woman Wu Chi could not be prevailed upon to dismiss her. The easy solution of this difficulty was that she soon died — the “white powder death” was the shrewd comment of the inner chambers of Kien-fi.

Wu Chi put on no mourning, custom did not require it; and now that the woman had Passed Beyond he saw no necessity to honour her memory at the expense of his own domestic peace. His wife donned her gayest robes and made a feast. Weng alone stood apart, and in funereal sackcloth moved through the house like an accusing ghost. Each day his father met him with a frown, the woman whom alone he must regard as his mother with a mocking smile, but he passed them without any word of dutiful and submissive greeting. The period of all seemly mourning ended — it touched that allotted to a legal parent; still Weng cast himself down and made no pretence to hide his grief. His father’s frown became a scowl, his mother’s smile framed a biting word. A wise and venerable friend who loved the youth took him aside one day and with many sympathetic words counselled restraint.

“For,” he said, “your conduct, though affectionate towards the dead, may be urged by the ill-disposed as disrespectful towards the living. If you have a deeper end in view, strive towards it by a less open path.”

“You are subtle and esteemed in wisdom,” replied Weng, “but neither of those virtues can restore a broken jar. The wayside fountain must one day dry up at its source, but until then not even a mountain placed upon its mouth can pen back its secret stores. So is it with unfeigned grief.”

“The analogy may be exact,” replied the aged friend, shaking his head, “but it is no less truly said: ‘The wise tortoise keeps his pain inside.’ Rest assured, on the disinterested advice of one who has no great experience of mountains and hidden springs, but a life-long knowledge of Wu Chi and of his amiable wife, that if you mourn too much you will have reason to mourn more.”

His words were pointed to a sharp edge. At that moment Wu Chi was being confronted by his wife, who stood before him in his inner chamber. “Who am I?” she exclaimed vehemently, “that my authority should be denied before my very eyes? Am I indeed Che of the house of Meng, whose ancestors wore the Yellow Scabbard, or am I some nameless one? Or does my lord sleep, or has he fallen blind upon the side by which Weng approaches?”

“His heart is bad and his instincts perverted,” replied Wu Chi dully. “He ignores the rites, custom, and the Emperor’s example, and sets at defiance all the principles of domestic government. Do not fear that I shall not shortly call him to account with a very heavy call.”

“Do so, my lord,” said his wife darkly, “or many valiant champions of the House of Meng may press forward to make a cast of that same account. To those of our ancient line it would not seem a trivial thing that their daughter should share her rights with a purchased slave.”

“Peace, cockatrice! the woman was well enough,” exclaimed Wu Chi, with slow resentment. “But the matter of this obstinacy touches the dignity of my own authority, and before to-day has passed Weng shall bring up his footsteps suddenly before a solid wall.”

Accordingly, when Weng returned at his usual hour he found his father awaiting him with curbed impatience. That Wu Chi should summon him into his presence in the great hall was of itself an omen that the matter was one of moment, but the profusion of lights before the Ancestral Tablets and the various symbols arranged upon the table showed that the occasion was to be regarded as one involving irrevocable issues.

“Weng Cho,” said his father dispassionately, from his seat at the head of the table, “draw near, and first pledge the Ancient Ones whose spirits hover above their Tablets in a vessel of wine.”

“I am drinking affliction and move under the compact of a solemn vow,” replied Weng fixedly, “therefore I cannot do this; nor, as signs are given me to declare, will the forerunners of our line, who from their high places look down deep into the mind and measure the heart with an impartial rod, deem this an action of disrespect to their illustrious shades.”

“It is well to be a sharer of their councils,” said Wu Chi, with pointed insincerity. “But,” he continued, in the same tone, “for whom can Weng Cho of the House of Wu mourn? His father is before him in his wonted health; in the inner chamber his mother plies an unfaltering needle; while from the Dragon Throne the supreme Emperor still rules the world. Haply, however, a thorn has pierced his little finger, or does he perchance bewail the loss of a favourite bird?”

“That thorn has sunk deeply into his existence, and the memory of that loss still dims his eyes with bitterness,” replied Weng. “Bid the rain cease to fall when the clouds are heavy.”

“The comparison is ill-chosen,” cried Whu Chi harshly. “Rather should the allusion be to the evil tendency of a self-willed branch which, in spite of the continual watering of precept and affection, maintains its perverted course, and must henceforth either submit to be bound down into an appointed line, or be utterly cut off so that the tree may not suffer. Long and patiently have I marked your footsteps, Weng Cho, and they are devious. This is not a single offence, but it is no light one. Appointed by the Board of Ceremony, approved of by the Emperor, and observed in every loyal and high-minded subject are the details of the rites and formalities which alone serve to distinguish a people refined and humane from those who are rude and barbarous. By setting these observances at defiance you insult their framers, act traitorously towards your sovereign, and assail the foundations of your House; for your attitude is a direct reflection upon others; and if you render such a tribute to one who is incompetent to receive it, how will you maintain a seemly balance when a greater occasion arises?”

“When the earth that has nourished it grows cold the leaves of the branch fall — doubtless the edicts of the Board referred to having failed to reach their ears,” replied Weng bitterly. “Revered father, is it not permitted that I should now depart? Behold I am stricken and out of place.”

“You are evil and your heart is fat with presumptuous pride!” exclaimed Wu Chi, releasing the cords of his hatred and anger so that they leapt out from his throat like the sudden spring of a tiger from a cave. “Evil in birth, grown under an evil star and now come to a full maturity. Go you shall, Weng Cho, and that on a straight journey forthwith or else bend your knees with an acquiescent face.” With these words he beat furiously on a gong, and summoning the entire household he commanded that before Weng should be placed a jar of wine and two glass vessels, and on the other side a staff and a pair of sandals. From an open shutter the face of the woman Che looked down in mocking triumph.

The alternatives thus presented were simple and irrevocable. On the one hand Weng must put from him all further grief, ignore his vows, and join in mirth and feast; on the other he must depart, never to return, and be deprived of every tie of kinship, relinquishing ancestry, possessions and name. It was a course severer than anything that Wu Chi had intended when he sent for his son, but resentment had distorted his eyesight. It was a greater test than Weng had anticipated, but his mind was clear, and his heart charged with fragrant memories of his loss. Deliberately but with silent dignity he poured the untasted wine upon the ground, drew his sword and touched the vessels lightly so that they broke, took from off his thumb the jade ring inscribed with the sign of the House of Wu, and putting on the sandals grasped the staff and prepared to leave the hall.

“Weng Cho, for the last time spoken of as of the House of Wu, now alienated from that noble line, and henceforth and for ever an outcast, you have made a choice and chosen as befits your rebellious life. Between us stretches a barrier wider and deeper than the Yellow Sea, and throughout all future time no sign shall pass from that distant shore to this. From every record of our race your name shall be cut out; no mention of it shall profane the Tablets, and both in this world and the next it shall be to us as though you have never been. As I break this bowl so are all ties broken, as I quench this candle so are all memories extinguished, and as, when you go, the space is filled with empty air, so shall it be.”

“Ho, nameless stranger,” laughed the woman from above, “here is food and drink to bear you on your way”; and from the grille she threw a withered fig and spat.

“The fruit is the cankered effort of a barren tree,” cast back Weng over his shoulder. “Look to your own offspring, basilisk. It is given me to speak.” Even as he spoke there was a great cry from the upper part of the house, the sound of many feet and much turmoil, but he went on his way without another word.

Thus it was that Weng Cho came to be cut off from the past. From his father’s house he stepped out into the streets of Kien-fi a being without a name, destitute, and suffering the pangs of many keen emotions. Friends whom he encountered he saluted distantly, not desirous of sharing their affection until they should have learned his state; but there was one who stood in his mind as removed above the possibility of change, and to the summer-house of Tiao’s home he therefore turned his steps.

Tiao was the daughter of a minor official, an unsuccessful man of no particular descent. He had many daughters, and had encouraged Weng’s affection, with frequent professions that he regarded only the youth’s virtuous life and discernment, and would otherwise have desired one not so highly placed. Tiao also had spoken of rice and contentment in a ruined pagoda. Yet as she listened to Weng’s relation a new expression gradually revealed itself about her face, and when he had finished many paces lay between them.

“A breaker of sacred customs, a disobeyer of parents and an outcast! How do you disclose yourself!” she exclaimed wildly. “What vile thing has possessed you?”

“One hitherto which now rejects me,” replied Weng slowly. “I had thought that here alone I might find a familiar greeting, but that also fails.”

“What other seemly course presents itself?” demanded the maiden unsympathetically. “How degrading a position might easily become that of the one who linked her lot with yours if all fit and proper sequences are to be reversed! What menial one might supplant her not only in your affections but also in your Rites! He had defied the Principles!” she exclaimed, as her father entered from behind a screen.

“He has lost his inheritance,” muttered the little old man, eyeing him contemptuously. “Weng Cho,” he continued aloud, “you have played a double part and crossed our step with only half your heart. Now the past is past and the future an unwritten sheet.”

“It shall be written in vermilion ink,” replied Weng, regaining an impassive dignity; “and upon that darker half of my heart can now be traced two added names.”

He had no aim now, but instinct drove him towards the mountains, the retreat of the lost and despairing. A three days’ journey lay between. He went forward vacantly, without food and without rest. A falling leaf, as it is said, would have turned the balance of his destiny, and at the wayside village of Li-yong so it chanced. The noisome smell of burning thatch stung his face as he approached, and presently the object came into view. It was the bare cabin of a needy widow who had become involved in a lawsuit through the rapacity of a tax-gatherer. As she had the means neither to satisfy the tax nor to discharge the dues, the powerful Mandarin before whom she had been called ordered all her possessions to be seized, and that she should then be burned within her hut as a warning to others. This was the act of justice being carried out, and even as Weng heard the tale the Mandarin in question drew near, carried in his state chair to satisfy his eyes that his authority was scrupulously maintained. All those villagers who had not drawn off unseen at once fell upon their faces, so that Weng alone remained standing, doubtful what course to take.

“Ill-nurtured dog!” exclaimed the Mandarin, stepping up to him, “prostrate yourself! Do you not know that I am of the Sapphire Button, and have fivescore bowmen at my yamen, ready to do my word?” And he struck the youth across the face with a jewelled rod.

“I have only one sword, but it is in my hand,” cried Weng, reckless beneath the blow, and drawing it he at one stroke cut down the Mandarin before any could raise a hand. Then breaking in the door of the hovel he would have saved the woman, but it was too late, so he took the head and body and threw them into the fire, saying: “There, Mandarin, follow to secure justice. They shall not bear witness against you Up There in your absence.”

The chair-carriers had fled in terror, but the villagers murmured against Weng as he passed through them. “It was a small thing that one house and one person should be burned; now, through this, the whole village will assuredly be consumed. He was a high official and visited justice impartially on us all. It was our affair, and you, who are a stranger, have done ill.”

“I did you wrong, Mandarin,” said Weng, resuming his journey; “you took me for one of them. I pass you the parting of the woman Che, burrowers in the cow-heap called Li-yong.”

“Oi-ye!” exclaimed a voice behind, “but yonder earth-beetles haply have not been struck off the Tablets and found that a maiden with well-matched eyes can watch two ways at once, all of a morning: and thereby death through red spectacles is not that same death through blue spectacles. Things in their appointed places, noble companion.”

“Greetings, wayfarer,” said Weng, stopping. “The path narrows somewhat inconveniently hereabout. Take honourable precedence.”

“The narrower the better to defend then,” replied the stranger good-humouredly. “Whereto, also, two swords cut a larger slice than one. Without doubt fivescore valiant bowmen will soon be a-ranging when they hear that the enemy goes upon two feet, and then ill befall who knows not the passes.” As he spoke an arrow, shot from a distance, flew above their heads.

“Why should you bear a part with me, and who are you who know these recent things?” demanded Weng doubtfully.

“I am one of many, we being a branch of that great spreading lotus the Triad, though called by the tillers here around the League of Tomb-Haunters, because we must be sought in secret places. The things I have spoken I know because we have many ears, and in our care a whisper passes from east to west and from north to south without a word being spilled.”

“And the price of your sword is that I should join the confederacy?” asked Weng thoughtfully.

“I had set out to greet you before the estimable Mandarin who is now saluting his ancestors was so inopportune as to do so,” replied the emissary. “Yet it is not to be denied that we offer an adequate protection among each other, while at the same time punishing guilt and administering a rigorous justice secretly.”

“Lead me to your meeting-place, then,” said Weng determinedly. “I have done with the outer things.”

The guide pointed to a rock, shaped like a locust’s head, which marked the highest point of the steep mountain before them. Soon the fertile lowlands ended and they passed beyond the limit of the inhabitable region. Still ascending they reached the Tiger’s High Retreat, which defines the spot where even the animal kind turn back and where watercourses cease to flow. Beyond this the most meagre indication of vegetable sustenance came to an end, and thenceforward their passage was rendered more slow and laborious by frequent snow-storms, barriers of ice, and sudden tempests which strove to hurl them to destruction. Nevertheless, by about the hour of midnight they reached the rock shaped like a locust’s head, which stood in the wildest and most inaccessible part of the mountain, and masked the entrance to a strongly-guarded cave. Here Weng suffered himself to be blindfolded, and being led forward he was taken into the innermost council. Closely questioned, he professed a spontaneous desire to be admitted into their band, to join in their dangers and share their honours; whereupon the oath was administered to him, the passwords and secret signs revealed, and he was bound from that time forth, under the bonds of a most painful death and torments in the afterworld, to submerge all passions save those for the benefit of their community, and to cherish no interests, wrongs or possessions that did not affect them all alike.

For the space of seven years Weng remained about the shadow of the mountain, carrying out, together with the other members of the band, the instructions which from time to time they received from the higher circles of the Society, as well as such acts of retributive justice as they themselves determined upon, and in this quiet and unostentatious manner maintaining peace and greatly purifying the entire province. In this passionless subservience to the principles of the Order none exceeded him; yet at no time have men been forbidden to burn joss-sticks to the spirit of the destinies, and who shall say?

At the end of seven years the first breath from out of the past reached Weng (or Thang, as he had announced himself to be when cast out nameless). One day he was summoned before the chief of their company and a mission laid upon him.

“You have proved yourself to be capable and sincere in the past, and this matter is one of delicacy,” said the leader. “Furthermore, it is reported that you know something of the paths about Kien-fi?”

“There is not a forgotten turn within those paths by which I might stumble in the dark,” replied Weng, striving to subdue his mind.

“See that out of so poignant a memory no more formidable barrier than a forgotten path arises,” said the leader, observing him closely. “Know you, then a house bearing as a sign the figure of a golden ibis?”

“Truly; I have noted it,” replied Weng, changing his position, so that he now leaned against a rock. “There dwelt an old man of some lower official rank, who had no son but many daughters.”

“He has Passed, and one of those — Tiao by name,” said the other, referring to a parchment— “has schemingly driven out the rest and held the patrimony. Crafty and ambitious, she has of late married a high official who has ever been hostile to ourselves. Out of a private enmity the woman seeks the lives of two who are under our most solemn protection, and now uses her husband’s wealth and influence to that end. It is on him that the blow must fall, for men kill only men, and she, having no son, will then be discredited and impotent.”

“And concerning this official?” asked Weng.

“It has not been thought prudent to speak of him by name,” replied the chief. “Stricken with a painful but not dangerous malady he has retired for a time to the healthier seclusion of his wife’s house, and there he may be found. The woman you will know with certainty by a crescent scar — above the right eye.”

“Beneath the eye,” corrected Weng instantly.

“Assuredly, beneath: I misread the sign,” said the head, appearing to consult the scroll. “Yet, out of a keen regard for your virtues, Thang, let me point a warning that it is antagonistic to our strict rule to remember these ancient scars too well. Further, in accordance with that same esteem, do not stoop too closely nor too long to identify the mark. By our pure and exacting standard no high attainment in the past can justify defection. The pains and penalties of failure you well know.”

“I bow, chieftain,” replied Weng acquiescently.

“It is well,” said the chief. “Your strategy will be easy. To cure this lord’s disorder a celebrated physician is even now travelling from the Capital towards Kien-fi. A day’s journey from that place he will encounter obstacles and fall into the hands of those who will take away his robes and papers. About the same place you will meet one with a bowl on the roadside who will hail you, saying, ‘Charity, out of your superfluity, noble mandarin coming from the north!’ To him you will reply, ‘Do mandarins garb thus and thus and go afoot? It is I who need a change of raiment and a chair; aye, by the token of the Locust’s Head!’ He will then lead you to a place where you will find all ready and a suitable chair with trusty bearers. The rest lies beneath your grinding heel. Prosperity!”

Weng prostrated himself and withdrew. The meeting by the wayside befell as he had received assurance — they who serve the Triad do not stumble — and at the appointed time he stood before Tiao’s door and called for admission. He looked to the right and the left as one who examines a new prospect, and among the azalea flowers the burnished roof of the summer-house glittered in the sun.

“Lucky omens attend your coming, benevolence,” said the chief attendant obsequiously; “for since he sent for you an unpropitious planet has cast its influence upon our master, so that his power languishes.”

“Its malignity must be controlled,” said Weng, in a feigned voice, for he recognized the one before him. “Does any watch?”

“Not now,” replied the attendant; “for he has slept since these two hours. Would your graciousness have speech with the one of the inner chamber?”

“In season perchance. First lead me to your lord’s side and then see that we are undisturbed until I reappear. It may be expedient to invoke a powerful charm without delay.”

In another minute Weng stood alone in the sick man’s room, between them no more barrier than the silk-hung curtains of the couch. He slid down his right hand and drew a keen-edged knife; about his left he looped the even more fatal cord; then advancing with a noiseless step he pulled back the drapery and looked down. It was the moment for swift and silent action; nothing but hesitation and delay could imperil him, yet in that supreme moment he stepped back, released the curtain from his faltering grasp and, suffering the weapons to fall unheeded to the floor, covered his face with his hands, for lying before him he had seen the outstretched form, the hard contemptuous features, of his father.

Yet most solemnly alienated from him in every degree. By Wu Chi’s own acts every tie of kinship had been effaced between them: the bowl had been broken, the taper blown out, empty air had filled his place. Wu Chi acknowledged no memory of a son; he could claim no reverence as a father.... Tiao’s husband.... Then he was doubly childless.... The woman and her seed had withered, as he had prophesied.

On the one hand stood the Society, powerful enough to protect him in every extremity, yet holding failure as treason; most terrible and inexorable towards set disobedience. His body might find a painless escape from their earthly torments, but by his oaths his spirit lay in their keeping to be punished through all eternity.

That he was no longer Wu Chi’s son, that he had no father — this conviction had been strong enough to rule him in every contingency of life save this. By every law of men and deities the ties between them had been dissolved, and they stood as a man and man; yet the salt can never be quite washed out of sea-water.

For a time which ceased to be hours or minutes, but seemed as a fragment broken off eternity, he stood, motionless but most deeply racked. With an effort he stooped to take the cord, and paused again; twice he would have seized the dagger, but doubt again possessed him. From a distant point of the house came the chant of a monk singing a prayer and beating upon a wooden drum. The rays of the sun falling upon the gilded roof in the garden again caught his eyes; nothing else stirred.

“These in their turn have settled great issues lightly,” thought Weng bitterly. “Must I wait upon an omen?”

“... submitting oneself to purifying scars,” droned the voice far off; “propitiating if need be by even greater self-inflictions...”

“It suffices,” said Weng dispassionately, and picking up the knife he turned to leave the room.

At the door he paused again, but not in an arising doubt. “I will leave a token for Tiao to wear as a jest,” was the image that had sprung from his new abasement, and taking a sheet of parchment he quickly wrote thereon: “A wave has beat from that distant shore to this, and now sinks in the unknown depths.”

Again he stepped noiselessly to the couch, drew the curtain and dropped the paper lightly on the form. As he did so his breath stopped; his fingers stiffened. Cautiously, on one knee, he listened intently, lightly touched the face; then recklessly taking a hand he raised the arm and suffered it to fall again. No power restrained it; no alertness of awakening life came into the dull face. Wu Chi had already Passed Beyond.


CHAPTER VII
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NOT CONCERNED WITH any Particular Attribute of Those who are Involved

Unendurable was the intermingling of hopes and fears with which Kai Lung sought the shutter on the next occasion after the avowal of Hwa-mei’s devoted strategy. While repeatedly assuring himself that it would have been better to submit to piecemeal slicing without a protesting word rather than that she should incur so formidable a risk, he was compelled as often to admit that when once her mind had formed its image no effort on his part would have held her back. Doubtless Hwa-mei readily grasped the emotion that would possess the one whose welfare was now her chief concern, for without waiting to gum her hair or to gild her lips she hastened to the spot beneath the wall at the earliest moment that Kai Lung could be there.

“Seven marble tombstones are lifted from off my chest!” exclaimed the story-teller when he could greet her. “How did your subterfuge proceed, and with what satisfaction was the history of Weng Cho received?”

“That,” replied Hwa-mei modestly, “will provide the matter for an autumn tale, when seated around a pine-cone fire. In the meanwhile this protracted ordeal takes an ambiguous bend.”

“To what further end does the malignity of the ill-made Ming-shu now shape itself? Should it entail a second peril to your head—”

“The one whom you so justly name fades for a moment out of our concern. Burdened with a secret mission he journeys to Hing-poo, nor does the Mandarin Shan Tien hold another court until the day of his return.”

“That gives a breathing space of time to our ambitions?”

“So much is assured. Yet even in that a subtle danger lurks. Certain contingencies have become involved in the recital of your admittedly ingenious stories which the future unfolding of events may not always justify. For instance, the very speculative Shan Tien, casting his usual moderate limit to the skies, has accepted the Luminous Insect as a beckoning omen, and immersed himself deeply in the chances of every candidate bearing the name of Lao, Ting, Li, Tzu, Sung, Chu, Wang or Chin. Should all these fail incapably at the trials a very undignified period in the Mandarin’s general manner of expressing himself may intervene.”

“Had the time at the disposal of this person been sufficiently enlarged he would not have omitted the various maxims arising from the tale,” admitted Kai Lung, with a shadow of remorse. “That suited to the need of a credulous and ill-balanced mind would doubtless be the proverb: ‘He who believes in gambling will live to sell his sandals.’ It is regrettable if the well-intending Mandarin took the wrong one. Fortunately another moon will fade before the results are known—”

“In the meantime,” continued the maiden, indicating by a glance that what she had to relate was more essential to the requirements of the moment than anything he was saying: “Shan Tien is by no means indisposed towards your cause. Your unassuming attitude and deep research have enlarged your wisdom in his eyes. To-morrow he will send for you to lean upon your well-stored mind.”

“Is the emergency one for which any special preparation is required?” questioned Kai Lung.

“That is the message of my warning. Of late a company of grateful friends has given the Mandarin an inlaid coffin to mark the sense of their indebtedness, the critical nature of the times rendering the gift peculiarly appropriate. Thus provided, Shan Tien has cast his eyes around to secure a burial robe worthy of the casket. The merchants proffer many, each endowed with all the qualities, but meanwhile doubts arise, and now Shan Tien would turn to you to learn what is the true and ancient essential of the garment, and wherein its virtue should reside.”

“The call will not find me inept,” replied Kai Lung. “The story of Wang Ho—”

“It is enough,” exclaimed the maiden warningly. “The time for wandering together in the garden of the imagination has not yet arrived. Ming-shu’s feet are on a journey, it is true, but his eyes are doubtless left behind. Until a like hour to-morrow gladdens our expectant gaze, farewell!”

On the following day, at about the stroke of the usual court, Li-loe approached Kai Lung with a grievous look.

“Alas, manlet,” he exclaimed, “here is one direct from the presence of our high commander, requiring you against his thumb-signed bond. Go you must, and that alone, whether it be for elevation on a tree or on a couch. Out of an insatiable friendship this one would accompany you, were it possible, equally to hold your hand if you are to die or hold your cup if you are to feast. Yet touching that same cask of hidden wine there is still time—”

“Cease, mooncalf,” replied Kai Lung reprovingly. “This is but an eddy on the surface of a moving stream. It comes, it goes; and the waters press on as before.”

Then Kai Lung, neither bound nor wearing the wooden block, was led into the presence of Shan Tien, and allowed to seat himself upon the floor as though he plied his daily trade.

“Sooner or later it will certainly devolve upon this person to condemn you to a violent end,” remarked the far-seeing Mandarin reassuringly. “In the ensuing interval, however, there is no need for either of us to dwell upon what must be regarded as an unpleasant necessity.”

“Yet no crime has been committed, beneficence,” Kai Lung ventured to protest; “nor in his attitude before your virtuous self has this one been guilty of any act of disrespect.”

“You have shown your mind to be both wide and deep, and suitably lined,” declared Shan Tien, dexterously avoiding the weightier part of the story-teller’s plea. “A question now arises as to the efficacy of embroidered coffin cloths, and wherein their potent merit lies. Out of your well-stored memory declare your knowledge of this sort, conveying the solid information in your usual palatable way.”

“I bow, High Excellence,” replied Kai Lung. “This concerns the story of Wang Ho.”            The Story of Wang Ho and the Burial Robe

There was a time when it did not occur to anyone in this pure and enlightened Empire to question the settled and existing order of affairs. It would have been well for the merchant Wang Ho had he lived in that happy era. But, indeed, it is now no unheard-of thing for an ordinary person to suggest that customs which have been established for centuries might with advantage be changed — a form of impiety which is in no degree removed from declaring oneself to be wiser or more profound than one’s ancestors! Scarcely more seemly is this than irregularity in maintaining the Tablets or observing the Rites; and how narrow is the space dividing these delinquencies from the actual crimes of overturning images, counselling rebellion, joining in insurrection and resorting to indiscriminate piracy and bloodshed.

Certainly the merchant Wang Ho would be a thousand taels wealthier to-day if he had fully considered this in advance. Nor would Cheng Lin — but who attempts to eat an orange without first disposing of the peel, or what manner of a dwelling could be erected unless an adequate foundation be first provided?

Wang Ho, then, let it be stated, was one who had early in life amassed a considerable fortune by advising those whose intention it was to hazard their earnings in the State Lotteries as to the numbers that might be relied upon to be successful, or, if not actually successful, those at least that were not already predestined by malign influences to be absolutely incapable of success. These chances Wang Ho at first forecast by means of dreams, portents and other manifestations of an admittedly supernatural tendency, but as his name grew large and the number of his clients increased vastly, while his capacity for dreaming remained the same, he found it no less effective to close his eyes and to become inspired rapidly of numbers as they were thus revealed to him.

Occasionally Wang Ho was the recipient of an appropriate bag of money from one who had profited by his advice, but it was not his custom to rely upon this contingency as a source of income, nor did he in any eventuality return the amount which had been agreed upon (and invariably deposited with him in advance) as the reward of his inspired efforts. To those who sought him in a contentious spirit, inquiring why he did not find it more profitable to secure the prizes for himself, Wang Ho replied that his enterprise consisted in forecasting the winning numbers for State Lotteries and not in solving enigmas, writing deprecatory odes, composing epitaphs or conducting any of the other numerous occupations that could be mentioned. As this plausible evasion was accompanied by the courteous display of the many weapons which he always wore at different convenient points of his attire, the incident invariably ended in a manner satisfactory to Wang Ho.

Thus positioned Wang Ho prospered, and had in the course of years acquired a waist of honourable proportions, when the unrolling course of events influenced him to abandon his lucrative enterprise. It was not that he failed in any way to become as inspired as before; indeed, with increasing practice he attained a fluency that enabled him to outdistance every rival, so that on the occasion of one lottery he afterwards privately discovered that he had predicted the success of every possible combination of numbers, thus enabling those who followed his advice (as he did not fail to announce in inscriptions of vermilion assurance) to secure — among them — every variety of prize offered.

But, about this time, the chief wife of Wang Ho having been greeted with amiable condescension by the chief wife of a high official of the Province, and therefrom in an almost equal manner by the wives of even higher officials, the one in question began to abandon herself to a more rapidly outlined manner of existence than formerly, and to involve Wang Ho in a like attitude, so that presently this ill-considering merchant, who but a short time before would have unhesitatingly cast himself bodily to earth on the approach of a city magistrate, now acquired the habit of alluding to mandarins in casual conversation by names of affectionate abbreviation. Also, being advised of the expediency by a voice speaking in an undertone, he sought still further to extend beyond himself by suffering his nails to grow long and obliterating his name from the public announcements upon the city walls.

In spite of this ambitious sacrifice Wang Ho could not entirely shed from his habit a propensity to associate with those requiring advice on matters involving financial transactions. He could no longer conduct enterprises which entailed many clients and the lavish display of his name, but in the society of necessitous persons who were related to others of distinction he allowed it to be inferred that he was benevolently disposed and had a greater sufficiency of taels than he could otherwise make use of. He also involved himself, for the benefit of those whom he esteemed, in transactions connected with pieces of priceless jade, jars of wine of an especially fragrant character, and pictures of reputable antiquity. In the written manner of these transactions (for it is useless to conceal the fact that Wang Ho was incapable of tracing the characters of his own name) he employed a youth whom he never suffered to appear from beyond the background. Cheng Lin is thus brought naturally and unobtrusively into the narrative.

Had Cheng Lin come into the world when a favourably disposed band of demons was in the ascendant he would certainly have merited an earlier and more embellished appearance in this written chronicle. So far, however, nothing but omens of an ill-destined obscurity had beset his career. For many years two ambitions alone had contained his mind, both inextricably merged into one current and neither with any appearance of ever flowing into its desired end. The first was to pass the examination of the fourth degree of proficiency in the great literary competitions, and thereby qualify for a small official post where, in the course of a few years, he might reasonably hope to be forgotten in all beyond the detail of being allotted every third moon an unostentatious adequacy of taels. This distinction Cheng Lin felt to be well within his power of attainment could he but set aside three uninterrupted years for study, but to do this would necessitate the possession of something like a thousand taels of silver, and Lin might as well fix his eyes upon the great sky-lantern itself.

Dependent on this, but in no great degree removed from it, was the hope of being able to entwine into that future the actuality of Hsi Mean, a very desirable maiden whom it was Cheng Lin’s practice to meet by chance on the river bank when his heavily-weighted duties for the day were over.

To those who will naturally ask why Cheng Lin, if really sincere in his determination, could not imperceptibly acquire even so large a sum as a thousand taels while in the house of the wealthy Wang Ho, immersed as the latter person was with the pursuit of the full face of high mandarins and further embarrassed by a profuse illiteracy, it should be sufficient to apply the warning: “Beware of helping yourself to corn from the manger of the blind mule.”

In spite of his preoccupation Wang Ho never suffered his mind to wander when sums of money were concerned, and his inability to express himself by written signs only engendered in his alert brain an ever-present decision not to be entrapped by their use. Frequently, Cheng Lin found small sums of money lying in such a position as to induce the belief that they had been forgotten, but upon examining them closely he invariably found upon them marks by which they could be recognized if the necessity arose; he therefore had no hesitation in returning them to Wang Ho with a seemly reference to the extreme improbability of the merchant actually leaving money thus unguarded, and to the lack of respect which it showed to Cheng Lin himself to expect that a person of his integrity should be tempted by so insignificant an amount. Wang Ho always admitted the justice of the reproach, but he did not on any future occasion materially increase the sum in question, so that it is to be doubted if his heart was sincere.

It was on the evening of such an incident that Lin walked with Mean by the side of the lotus-burdened Hoang-keng expressing himself to the effect that instead of lilies her hair was worthy to be bound up with pearls of a like size, and that beneath her feet there should be spread a carpet not of verdure, but of the finest Chang-hi silk, embroidered with five-clawed dragons and other emblems of royal authority, nor was Mean in any way displeased by this indication of extravagant taste on her lover’s part, though she replied:



“The only jewels that this person desires are the enduring glances of pure affection with which you, O my phoenix one, entwined the lilies about her hair, and the only carpet that she would crave would be the embroidered design created by the four feet of the two persons who are now conversing together for ever henceforth walking in uninterrupted harmony.”

“Yet, alas!” exclaimed Lin, “that enchanting possibility seems to be more remotely positioned than ever. Again has the clay-souled Wang Ho, on the pretext that he can no longer make his in and out taels meet, sought to diminish the monthly inadequacy of cash with which he rewards this person’s conscientious services.”

“Undoubtedly that opaque-eyed merchant will shortly meet a revengeful fire-breathing vampire when walking alone on the edge of a narrow precipice,” exclaimed Mean sympathetically. “Yet have you pressingly laid the facts before the spirits of your distinguished ancestors with a request for their direct intervention?”

“The expedient has not been neglected,” replied Lin, “and appropriate sacrifices have accompanied the request. But even while in the form of an ordinary existence the venerable ones in question were becoming distant in their powers of hearing, and doubtless with increasing years the ineptitude has grown. It would almost seem that in the case of a person so obtuse as Wang Ho is, more direct means would have to be employed.”

“It is well said,” assented Mean, “that those who are unmoved by the thread of a vat of flaming sulphur in the Beyond, rend the air if they chance to step on a burning cinder here on earth.”

“The suggestion is a timely one,” replied Lin. “Wang Ho’s weak spot lies between his hat and his sandals. Only of late, feeling the natural infirmities of time pressing about him, he has expended a thousand taels in the purchase of an elaborate burial robe, which he wears on every fit occasion, so that the necessity for its ultimate use may continue to be remote.”

“A thousand taels!” repeated Mean. “With that sum you could—”

“Assuredly. The coincidence may embody something in the nature of an omen favourable to ourselves. At the moment, however, this person has not any clear-cut perception of how the benefit may be attained.”

“The amount referred to has already passed into the hands of the merchant in burial robes?”

“Irrevocably. In the detail of the transference of actual sums of money Wang Ho walks hand in hand with himself from door to door. The pieces of silver are by this time beneath the floor of Shen Heng’s inner chamber.”

“Shen Heng?”

“The merchant in silk and costly fabrics, who lives beneath the sign of the Golden Abacus. It was from him—”

“Truly. It is for him that this person’s sister Min works the finest embroideries. Doubtless this very robe—”

“It is of blue silk edged with sand pearls in a line of three depths. Felicitations on long life and a list of the most venerable persons of all times serve to remind the controlling deities to what length human endurance can proceed if suitably encouraged. These are designed in letters of threaded gold. Inferior spirits are equally invoked in characters of silver.”

“The description is sharp-pointed. It is upon this robe that the one referred to has been ceaselessly engaged for several moons. On account of her narrow span of years, no less than her nimble-jointed dexterity, she is justly esteemed among those whose wares are guaranteed to be permeated with the spirit of rejuvenation.”

“Thereby enabling the enterprising Shen Heng to impose a special detail into his account: ‘For employing the services of one who will embroider into the fabric of the robe the vital principles of youth and long-life-to-come — an added fifty taels.’ Did she of your house benefit to a proportionate extent?”

Mean indicated a contrary state of things by a graceful movement of her well-arranged eyebrows.

“Not only that,” she added, “but the sordid-minded Shen Heng, on a variety of pretexts, has diminished the sum Min was to receive at the completion of the work, until that which should have required a full hand to grasp could be efficiently covered by two attenuated fingers. From this cause Min is vindictively inclined towards him and, steadfastly refusing to bend her feet in the direction of his workshop, she has, between one melancholy and another, involved herself in a dark distemper.”

As Mean unfolded the position lying between her sister Min and the merchant Shen Heng, Lin grew thoughtful, and, although it was not his nature to express the changing degrees of emotion by varying the appearance of his face, he did not conceal from Mean that her words had fastened themselves upon his imagination.

“Let us rest here a while,” he suggested presently. “That which you say, added to what I already know, may, under the guidance of a sincere mind, put a much more rainbow-like outlook on our combined future than hitherto appeared probable.”

So they composed themselves about the bank of the river, while Lin questioned her more closely as to those things of which she had spoken. Finally, he laid certain injunctions upon her for her immediate guidance. Then, it being now the hour of middle light, they returned, Mean accompanying her voice to the melody of stringed wood, as she related songs of those who have passed through great endurances to a state of assured contentment. To Lin it seemed as though the city leapt forward to meet them, so narrow was the space of time involved in reaching it.

A few days later Wang Ho was engaged in the congenial occupation of marking a few pieces of brass cash before secreting them where Cheng Lin must inevitably displace them, when the person in question quietly stood before him. Thereupon Wang Ho returned the money to his inner sleeve, ineptly remarking that when the sun rose it was futile to raise a lantern to the sky to guide the stars.

“Rather is it said, ‘From three things cross the road to avoid: a falling tree, your chief and second wives whispering in agreement, and a goat wearing a leopard’s tail,’” replied Lin, thus rebuking Wang Ho, not only for his crafty intention, but also as to the obtuseness of the proverb he had quoted. “Nevertheless, O Wang Ho, I approach you on a matter of weighty consequence.”

“To-morrow approaches,” replied the merchant evasively. “If it concerns the detail of the reduction of your monthly adequacy, my word has become unbending iron.”

“It is written: ‘Cho Sing collected feathers to make a garment for his canary when it began to moult,’” replied Lin acquiescently. “The care of so insignificant a person as myself may safely be left to the Protecting Forces, esteemed. This matter touches your own condition.”

“In that case you cannot be too specific.” Wang Ho lowered himself into a reclining couch, thereby indicating that the subject was not one for hasty dismissal, at the same time motioning to Lin that he should sit upon the floor. “Doubtless you have some remunerative form of enterprise to suggest to me?”

“Can a palsied finger grasp a proffered coin? The matter strikes more deeply at your very existence, honoured chief.”

“Alas!” exclaimed Wang Ho, unable to retain the usual colour of his appearance, “the attention of a devoted servant is somewhat like Tohen-hi Yang’s spiked throne — it torments those whom it supports. However, the word has been spoken — let the sentence be filled in.”

“The full roundness of your illustrious outline is as a display of coloured lights to gladden my commonplace vision,” replied Lin submissively. “Admittedly of late, however, an element of dampness has interfered with the brilliance of the display.”

“Speak clearly and regardless of polite evasion,” commanded Wang Ho. “My internal organs have for some time suspected that hostile influences were at work. For how long have you noticed this, as it may be expressed, falling off?”

“My mind is as refined crystal before your compelling glance,” admitted Lin. “Ever since it has been your custom to wear the funeral robe fashioned by Shen Heng has your noble shadow suffered erosion.”

This answer, converging as it did upon the doubts that had already assailed the merchant’s satisfaction, convinced him of Cheng Lin’s discrimination, while it increased his own suspicion. He had for some little time found that after wearing the robe he invariably suffered pangs that could only be attributed to the influence of malign and obscure Beings. It is true that the occasions of his wearing the robe were elaborate and many-coursed feasts, when he and his guests had partaken lavishly of birds’ nests, sharks’ fins, sea snails and other viands of a rich and glutinous nature. But if he could not both wear the funeral robe and partake unstintingly of well-spiced food, the harmonious relation of things was imperilled; and, as it was since the introduction of the funeral robe into his habit that matters had assumed a more poignant phase, it was clear that the influence of the funeral robe was at the root of the trouble.

“Yet,” protested Wang Ho, “the Mandarin Ling-ni boasts that he has already lengthened the span of his natural life several years by such an expedient, and my friend the high official T’cheng asserts that, while wearing a much less expensive robe than mine, he feels the essence of an increased vitality passing continuously into his being. Why, then, am I marked out for this infliction, Cheng Lin?”

“Revered,” replied Lin, with engaging candour, “the inconveniences of living in a country so densely populated with demons, vampires, spirits, ghouls, dragons, omens, forces and influences, both good and bad, as our own unapproachably favoured Empire is, cannot be evaded from one end of life to the other. How much greater is the difficulty when the prescribed forms for baffling the ill-disposed among the unseen appear to have been wrongly angled by those framing the Rites!”

Wang Ho made a gesture of despair. It conveyed to Lin’s mind the wise reminder of N’sy-hing: “When one is inquiring for a way to escape from an advancing tiger, flowers of speech assume the form of noisome bird-weed.” He therefore continued:



“Hitherto it has been assumed that for a funeral robe to exercise its most beneficial force it should be the work of a maiden of immature years, the assumption being that, having a prolonged period of existence before her, the influence of longevity would pass through her fingers into the garment and in turn fortify the wearer.”

“Assuredly,” agreed Wang Ho anxiously. “Thus was the analogy outlined to me by one skilled in the devices, and the logic of it seems unassailable.”

“Yet,” objected Lin, with sympathetic concern in his voice, “how unfortunate must be the position of a person involved in a robe that has been embroidered by one who, instead of a long life, has been marked out by the Destinies for premature decay and an untimely death! For in that case the influence—”

“Such instances,” interrupted Wang Ho, helping himself profusely to rice-spirit from a jar near at hand, “must providentially be of rare occurrence?”

“Esteemed head,” replied Lin, helping Wang Ho to yet another superfluity of rice-spirit, “there are moments when it behoves each of us to maintain an unflaccid outline. Suspecting the true cause of your declining radiance, I have, at an involved expenditure of seven taels and three hand counts of brash cash, pursued this matter to its ultimate source. The robe in question owes its attainment to one Min, of the obscure house of Hsi, who recently ceased to have an existence while her years yet numbered short of a score. Not only was it the last work upon which she was engaged, but so closely were the two identified that her abrupt Passing Beyond must certainly exercise a corresponding effect upon any subsequent wearer.”

“Alas!” exclaimed Wang Ho, feeling many of the symptoms of contagion already manifesting themselves about his body. “Was the infliction of a painless nature?”

“As to whether it was leprosy, the spotted plague, or acute demoniacal possession, the degraded Shen Heng maintains an unworthy silence. Indeed, at the mention of Hsi Min’s name he wraps his garment about his head and rolls upon the floor — from which the worst may be inferred. They of Min’s house, however, are less capable of guile, and for an adequate consideration, while not denying that Shen Heng has paid them to maintain a stealthy silence, they freely admit that the facts are as they have been stated.”

“In that case, Shen Heng shall certainly return the thousand taels in exchange for this discreditable burial robe,” exclaimed Wang Ho vindictively.

“Venerated personality,” said Lin, with unabated loyalty, “the essential part of the development is to safeguard your own incomparable being against every danger. Shen Heng may be safely left to the avenging demons that are ever lying in wait for the contemptible.”

“The first part of your remark is inspired,” agreed Wang Ho, his incapable mind already beginning to assume a less funereal forecast. “Proceed, regardless of all obstacles.”

“Consider the outcome of publicly compelling Shen Heng to undo the transaction, even if it could be legally achieved! Word of the calamity would pass on heated breath, each succeeding one becoming more heavily embroidered than the robe itself. The yamens and palaces of your distinguished friends would echo with the once honoured name of Wang Ho, now associated with every form of malignant distemper and impending fate. All would hasten to withdraw themselves from the contagion of your overhanging end.”

“Am I, then,” demanded Wang Ho, “to suffer the loss of a thousand taels and retain an inadequate and detestable burial robe that will continue to exercise its malign influence over my being?”

“By no means,” replied Lin confidently. “But be warned by the precept: ‘Do not burn down your house in order to inconvenience even your chief wife’s mother.’ Sooner or later a relation of Shen Heng’s will turn his steps towards your inner office. You can then, without undue effort, impose on him the thousand taels that you have suffered loss from those of his house. In the meantime a device must be sought for exchanging your dangerous but imposing-looking robe for one of proved efficiency.”

“It begins to assume a definite problem in this person’s mind as to whether such a burial robe exists,” declared Wang Ho stubbornly.

“Yet it cannot be denied, when a reliable system is adopted in the fabrication,” protested Lin. “For a score and five years the one to whom this person owes his being has worn such a robe.”

“To what age did your venerated father attain?” inquired the merchant, with courteous interest.

“Fourscore years and three parts of yet another score.”

“And the robe in question eventually accompanied him when he Passed Beyond?”

“Doubtless it will. He is still wearing it,” replied Lin, as one who speaks of casual occurrences.

“Is he, then, at so advanced an age, in the state of an ordinary existence?”

“Assuredly. Fortified by the virtue emanating from the garment referred to, it is his deliberate intention to continue here for yet another score of years at least.”

“But if such robes are of so dubious a nature how can reliance be placed on any one?”

“Esteemed,” replied Lin, “it is a matter that has long been suspected among the observant. Unfortunately, the Ruby Buttons of the past mistakenly formulated that the essence of continuous existence was imparted to a burial robe through the hands of a young maiden — hence so many deplorable experiences. The proper person to be so employed is undoubtedly one of ripe attainment, for only thereby can the claim to possess the vital principle be assured.”

“Was the robe which has so effectively sustained your meritorious father thus constructed?” inquired Wang Ho, inviting Lin to recline himself upon a couch by a gesture as of one who discovers for the first time that an honoured guest has been overlooked.

“It is of ancient make, and thereby in the undiscriminating eye perhaps somewhat threadbare; but to the desert-traveller all wells are sparkling,” replied Lin. “A venerable woman, inspired of certain magic wisdom, which she wove into the texture, to the exclusion of the showier qualities, designed it at the age of threescore years and three short of another score. She was engaged upon its fabrication yet another seven, and finally Passed Upwards at an attainment of three hundred and thirty-three years, three moons, and three days, thus conforming to all the principles of allowed witchcraft.”

“Cheng Lin,” said Wang Ho amiably, pouring out for the one whom he addressed a full measure of rice-spirit, “the duty that an obedient son owes even to a grasping and self-indulgent father has in the past been pressed to a too-conspicuous front, at the expense of the harmonious relation that should exist between a comfortably-positioned servant and a generous and broad-minded master. Now in the matter of these two coffin cloths—”

“My ears are widely opened towards your auspicious words, benevolence,” replied Lin.

“You, Cheng Lin, are still too young to be concerned with the question of Passing Beyond; your imperishable father is, one is compelled to say, already old enough to go. As regards both persons, therefore, the assumed virtue of one burial robe above another should be merely a matter of speculative interest. Now if some arrangement should be suggested, not unprofitable to yourself, by which one robe might be imperceptibly substituted for another — and, after all, one burial robe is very like another—”

“The prospect of deceiving a trustful and venerated sire is so ignoble that scarcely any material gain would be a fitting compensation — were it not for the fact that an impending loss of vision renders the deception somewhat easy to accomplish. Proceed, therefore, munificence, towards a precise statement of your open-handed prodigality.”



Indescribable was the bitterness of Shen Heng’s throat when Cheng Lin unfolded his burden and revealed the Wang Ho thousand-tael burial robe, with an unassuming request for the return of the purchase money, either in gold or honourable paper, as the article was found unsuitable. Shen Heng shook the rafters of the Golden Abacus with indignation, and called upon his domestic demons, the spirits of eleven generations of embroidering ancestors, and the illuminated tablets containing the High Code and Authority of the Distinguished Brotherhood of Coffin Cloth and Burial Robe Makers in protest against so barbarous an innovation.

Bowing repeatedly and modestly expressing himself to the effect that it was incredible that he was not justly struck dead before the sublime spectacle of Shen Heng’s virtuous indignation, Cheng Lin carefully produced the written lines of the agreement, gently directing the Distinguished Brother’s fire-kindling eyes to an indicated detail. It was a provision that the robe should be returned and the purchase money restored if the garment was not all that was therein stipulated: with his invariable painstaking loyalty Lin had insisted upon this safeguard when he drew up the form, although, probably from a disinclination to extol his own services, he had omitted mentioning the fact to Wang Ho in their recent conversation.

With deprecating firmness Lin directed Shen Heng’s reluctant eyes to another line — the unfortunate exaction of fifty taels in return for the guarantee that the robe should be permeated with the spirit of rejuvenation. As the undoubted embroiderer of the robe — one Min of the family of Hsi — had admittedly Passed Beyond almost with the last stitch, it was evident that she could only have conveyed by her touch an entirely contrary emanation. If, as Shen Heng never ceased to declare, Min was still somewhere alive, let her be produced and a fitting token of reconciliation would be forthcoming; otherwise, although with the acutest reluctance, it would be necessary to carry the claim to the court of the chief District Mandarin, and (Cheng Lin trembled at the sacrilegious thought) it would be impossible to conceal the fact that Shen Heng employed persons of inauspicious omen, and the high repute of coffin cloths from the Golden Abacus would be lost. The hint arrested Shen Heng’s fingers in the act of tearing out a handful of his beautiful pigtail. For the first time he noticed, with intense self-reproach, that Lin was not reclining on a couch.

The amiable discussion that followed, conducted with discriminating dignity by Shen Heng and conscientious humility on the part of Cheng Lin, extended from one gong-stroke before noon until close upon the time for the evening rice. The details arrived at were that Shen Heng should deliver to Lin eight-hundred and seventy-five taels against the return of the robe. He would also press upon that person a silk purse with an onyx clasp, containing twenty-five taels, as a deliberate mark of his individual appreciation and quite apart from anything to do with the transaction on hand. All suggestions of anything other than the strictest high-mindedness were withdrawn from both sides. In order that the day should not be wholly destitute of sunshine at the Golden Abacus, Lin declared his intention of purchasing, at a price not exceeding three taels and a half, the oldest and most unattractive burial robe that the stock contained. So moved was Shen Heng by this delicate consideration that he refused to accept more than two taels and three-quarters. Moreover, he added for Lin’s acceptance a small jar of crystallized limpets.

To those short-sighted ones who profess to discover in the conduct of Cheng Lin (now an official of the seventeenth grade and drawing his quarterly sufficiency of taels in a distant province) something not absolutely honourably arranged, it is only necessary to display the ultimate end as it affected those persons in any way connected.

Wang Ho thus obtained a burial robe in which he was able to repose absolute confidence. Doubtless it would have sustained him to an advanced age had he not committed self-ending, in the ordinary way of business, a few years later.

Shen Heng soon disposed of the returned garment for two thousand taels to a person who had become prematurely wealthy owing to the distressed state of the Empire. In addition he had sold, for more than two taels, a robe which he had no real expectation of ever selling at all.

Min, made welcome at the house of Mean and Lin, removed with them to that distant province. There she found that the remuneration for burial robe embroidery was greater than she had ever obtained before. With the money thus amassed she was able to marry an official of noble rank.

The father of Cheng Lin had passed into the Upper Air many years before the incidents with which this related narrative concerns itself. He is thus in no way affected. But Lin did not neglect, in the time of his prosperity, to transmit to him frequent sacrifices of seasonable delicacies suited to his condition.


CHAPTER VIII
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THE TIMELY DISPUTATION among Those of an Inner Chamber of Yu-ping

For the space of three days Ming-shu remained absent from Yu-ping, and the affections of Kai Lung and Hwa-mei prospered. On the evening of the third day the maiden stood beneath the shutter with a more definite look, and Kai Lung understood that a further period of unworthy trial was now at hand.

“Behold!” she explained, “at dawn the corrupt Ming-shu will pass within our gates again, nor is it prudent to assume that his enmity has lessened.”

“On the contrary,” replied Kai Lung, “like that unnatural reptile that lives on air, his malice will have grown upon the voidness of its cause. As the wise Ling-kwang remarks: ‘He who plants a vineyard with one hand—’”

“Assuredly, beloved,” interposed Hwa-mei dexterously. “But our immediate need is less to describe Ming-shu’s hate in terms of classical analogy than to find a potent means of baffling its venom.”

“You are all-wise as usual,” confessed Kai Lung, with due humility. “I will restrain my much too verbose tongue.”

“The invading Banners from the north have for the moment failed and those who drew swords in their cause are flying to the hills. In Yu-ping, therefore, loyalty wears a fully round face and about the yamen of Shan Tien men speak almost in set terms. While these conditions prevail, justice will continue to be administered precisely as before. We have thus nothing to hope in that direction.”

“Yet in the ideal state of purity aimed at by the illustrious founders of our race—” began Kai Lung, and ceased abruptly, remembering.

“As it is, we are in the state of Tsin in the fourteenth of the heaven-sent Ching,” retorted Hwa-mei capably. “The insatiable Ming-shu will continue to seek your life, calling to his aid every degraded subterfuge. When the nature of these can be learned somewhat in advance, as the means within my power have hitherto enabled us to do, a trusty shield is raised in your defence.”

Kai Lung would have spoken of the length and the breadth of his indebtedness, but she who stood below did not encourage this.

“Ming-shu’s absence makes this plan fruitless here to-day, and as a consequence he may suddenly disclose a subtle snare to which your feet must bend. In this emergency my strategy has been towards safeguarding your irreplaceable life to-morrow at all hazard. Should this avail, Ming-shu’s later schemes will present no baffling veil.”

“Your virtuous little finger is as strong as Ming-shu’s offensive thumb,” remarked Kai Lung. “This person has no fear.”

“Doubtless,” acquiesced Hwa-mei. “But she who has spun the thread knows the weakness of the net. Heed well to the end that no ineptness may arise. Shan Tien of late extols your art, claiming that in every circumstance you have a story fitted to the need.”

“He measures with a golden rule,” agreed Kai Lung. “Left to himself, Shan Tien is a just, if superficial, judge.”

The knowledge of this boast, Hwa-mei continued to relate, had spread to the inner chambers of the yamen, where the lesser ones vied with each other in proclaiming the merit of the captive minstrel. Amid this eulogy Hwa-mei moved craftily and played an insidious part, until she who was their appointed head was committed to the claim. Then the maiden raised a contentious voice.

“Our lord’s trout were ever salmon,” she declared, “and lo! here is another great and weighty fish! Assuredly no living man is thus and thus; or are the T’ang epicists returned to earth? Truly our noble one is easily pleased — in many ways!” With these well-fitted words she fixed her eyes upon the countenance of Shan Tien’s chief wife and waited.

“The sun shines through his words and the moon adorns his utterances,” replied the chief wife, with unswerving loyalty, though she added, no less suitably: “That one should please him easily and another therein fail, despite her ceaseless efforts, is as the Destinies provide.”

“You are all-seeing,” admitted Hwa-mei generously; “nor is a locked door any obstacle to your discovering eye. Let this arisement be submitted to a facile test. Dependent from my ill-formed ears are rings of priceless jade that have ever tinged your thoughts, while about your shapely neck is a crystal charm, to which an unclouded background would doubtless give some lustre. I will set aside the rings and thou shalt set aside the charm. Then, at a chosen time, this vaunted one shall attend before us here, and I having disclosed the substance of a theme, he shall make good the claim. If he so does, capably and without delay, thou shalt possess the jewels. But if, in the judgment of these around, he shall fail therein, then are both jewels mine. Is it so agreed?”

“It is agreed!” cried those who were the least concerned, seeing some entertainment to themselves. “Shall the trial take place at once?”

“Not so,” replied Hwa-mei. “A sufficient space must be allowed for this one wherein to select the matter of the test. To-morrow let it be, before the hour of evening rice. And thou?”

“Inasmuch as it will enlarge the prescience of our lord in minds that are light and vaporous, I also do consent,” replied the chief wife. “Yet must he too be of our company, to be witness of the upholding of his word and, if need be, to cast a decisive voice.”

“Thus,” continued Hwa-mei, as she narrated these events, “Shan Tien is committed to the trial and thereby he must preserve you until that hour. Tell me now the answer to the test, that I may frame the question to agree.”

Kai Lung thought a while, then said:



“There is the story of Chang Tao. It concerns one who, bidden to do an impossible task, succeeded though he failed, and shows how two identically similar beings may be essentially diverse. To this should be subjoined the apophthegm that that which we are eager to obtain may be that which we have striven to avoid.”

“It suffices,” agreed Hwa-mei. “Bear well your part.”

“Still,” suggested Kai Lung, hoping to detain her retiring footsteps for yet another span, “were it not better that I should fall short at the test, thus to enlarge your word before your fellows?”

“And in so doing demean yourself, darken the face of Shan Tien’s present regard, and alienate all those who stand around! O most obtuse Kai Lung!”

“I will then bare my throat,” confessed Kai Lung. “The barbed thought had assailed my mind that perchance the rings of precious jade lay coiled around your heart. Thus and thus I spoke.”

“Thus also will I speak,” replied Hwa-mei, and her uplifted eyes held Kai Lung by the inner fibre of his being. “Did I value them as I do, and were they a single hair of my superfluous head, the whole head were freely offered to a like result.”

With these noticeable words, which plainly testified the strength of her emotion, the maiden turned and hastened on her way, leaving Kai Lung gazing from the shutter in a very complicated state of disquietude.    The Story of Chang Tao, Melodious Vision and the Dragon

After Chang Tao had reached the age of manhood his grandfather took him apart one day and spoke of a certain matter, speaking as a philosopher whose mind has at length overflowed.

“Behold!” he said, when they were at a discreet distance aside, “your years are now thus and thus, but there are still empty chairs where there should be occupied cradles in your inner chamber, and the only upraised voice heard in this spacious residence is that of your esteemed father repeating the Analects. The prolific portion of the tree of our illustrious House consists of its roots; its existence onwards narrows down to a single branch which as yet has put forth no blossoms.”

“The loftiest tower rises from the ground,” remarked Chang Tao evasively, not wishing to implicate himself on either side as yet.

“Doubtless; and as an obedient son it is commendable that you should close your ears, but as a discriminating father there is no reason why I should not open my mouth,” continued the venerable Chang in a voice from which every sympathetic modulation was withdrawn. “It is admittedly a meritorious resolve to devote one’s existence to explaining the meaning of a single obscure passage of one of the Odes, but if the detachment necessary to the achievement results in a hitherto carefully-preserved line coming to an incapable end, it would have been more satisfactory to the dependent shades of our revered ancestors that the one in question should have collected street garbage rather than literary instances, or turned somersaults in place of the pages of the Classics, had he but given his first care to providing you with a wife and thereby safeguarding our unbroken continuity.”

“My father is all-wise,” ventured Chang Tao dutifully, but observing the nature of the other’s expression he hastened to add considerately, “but my father’s father is even wiser.”

“Inevitably,” assented the one referred to; “not merely because he is the more mature by a generation, but also in that he is thereby nearer to the inspired ancients in whom the Cardinal Principles reside.”

“Yet, assuredly, there must be occasional exceptions to this rule of progressive deterioration?” suggested Chang Tao, feeling that the process was not without a definite application to himself.

“Not in our pure and orthodox line,” replied the other person firmly. “To suggest otherwise is to admit the possibility of a son being the superior of his own father, and to what a discordant state of things would that contention lead! However immaturely you may think at present, you will see the position at its true angle when you have sons of your own.”

“The contingency is not an overhanging one,” said Chang Tao. “On the last occasion when I reminded my venerated father of my age and unmarried state, he remarked that, whether he looked backwards or forwards, extinction seemed to be the kindest destiny to which our House could be subjected.”

“Originality, carried to the length of eccentricity, is a censurable accomplishment in one of official rank,” remarked the elder Chang coldly. “Plainly it is time that I should lengthen the authority of my own arm very perceptibly. If a father is so neglectful of his duty, it is fitting that a grandfather should supply his place. This person will himself procure a bride for you without delay.”

“The function might perhaps seem an unusual one,” suggested Chang Tao, who secretly feared the outcome of an enterprise conducted under these auspices.

“So, admittedly, are the circumstances. What suitable maiden suggests herself to your doubtless better-informed mind? Is there one of the house of Tung?”

“There are eleven,” replied Chang Tao, with a gesture of despair, “all reputed to be untiring with their needle, skilled in the frugal manipulation of cold rice, devout, discreet in the lines of their attire, and so sombre of feature as to be collectively known to the available manhood of the city as the Terror that Lurks for the Unwary. Suffer not your discriminating footsteps to pause before that house, O father of my father! Now had you spoken of Golden Eyebrows, daughter of Kuo Wang—”

“It would be as well to open a paper umbrella in a thunderstorm as to seek profit from an alliance with Kuo Wang. Crafty and ambitious, he is already deep in questionable ventures, and high as he carries his head at present, there will assuredly come a day when Kuo Wang will appear in public with his feet held even higher than his crown.”

“The rod!” exclaimed Chang Tao in astonishment. “Can it really be that one who is so invariably polite to me is not in every way immaculate?”

“Either bamboo will greet his feet or hemp adorn his neck,” persisted the other, with a significant movement of his hands in the proximity of his throat. “Walk backwards in the direction of that house, son of my son. Is there not one Ning of the worthy line of Lo, dwelling beneath the emblem of a Sprouting Aloe?”

“Truly,” agreed the youth, “but at an early age she came under the malign influence of a spectral vampire, and in order to deceive the creature she was adopted to the navigable portion of the river here, and being announced as having Passed Above was henceforth regarded as a red mullet.”

“Yet in what detail does that deter you?” inquired Chang, for the nature of his grandson’s expression betrayed an acute absence of enthusiasm towards the maiden thus concerned.

“Perchance the vampire was not deceived after all. In any case this person dislikes red mullet,” replied the youth indifferently.

The venerable shook his head reprovingly.

“It is imprudent to be fanciful in matters of business,” he remarked. “Lo Chiu, her father, is certainly the possessor of many bars of silver, and, as it is truly written: ‘With wealth one may command demons; without it one cannot summon even a slave.’”

“It is also said: ‘When the tree is full the doubtful fruit remains upon the branch,’” retorted Chang Tao. “Are not maidens in this city as the sand upon a broad seashore? If one opens and closes one’s hands suddenly out in the Ways on a dark night, the chances are that three or four will be grasped. A stone cast at a venture—”

“Peace!” interrupted the elder. “Witless spoke thus even in the days of this person’s remote youth — only the virtuous did not then open and close their hands suddenly in the Ways on dark nights. Is aught reported of the inner affairs of Shen Yi, a rich philosopher who dwells somewhat remotely on the Stone Path, out beyond the Seven Terraced Bridge?”

Chang Tao looked up with a sharply awakening interest.

“It is well not to forget that one,” he replied. “He is spoken of as courteous but reserved, in that he drinks tea with few though his position is assured. Is not his house that which fronts on a summer-seat domed with red copper?”

“It is the same,” agreed the other. “Speak on.”

“What I recall is meagre and destitute of point. Nevertheless, it so chanced that some time ago this person was proceeding along the further Stone Path when an aged female mendicant, seated by the wayside, besought his charity. Struck by her destitute appearance he bestowed upon her a few unserviceable broken cash, such as one retains for the indigent, together with an appropriate blessing, when the hag changed abruptly into the appearance of a young and alluring maiden, who smilingly extended to this one her staff, which had meanwhile become a graceful branch of flowering lotus. The manifestation was not sustained, however, for as he who is relating the incident would have received the proffered flower he found that his hand was closing on the neck of an expectant serpent, which held in its mouth an agate charm. The damsel had likewise altered, imperceptibly merging into the form of an overhanging fig-tree, among whose roots the serpent twined itself. When this person would have eaten one of the ripe fruit of the tree he found that the skin was filled with a bitter dust, whereupon he withdrew, convinced that no ultimate profit was likely to result from the encounter. His departure was accompanied by the sound of laughter, mocking yet more melodious than a carillon of silver gongs hung in a porcelain tower, which seemed to proceed from the summer-seat domed with red copper.”

“Some omen doubtless lay within the meeting,” said the elder Chang. “Had you but revealed the happening fully on your return, capable geomancers might have been consulted. In this matter you have fallen short.”

“It is admittedly easier to rule a kingdom than to control one’s thoughts,” confessed Chang Tao frankly. “A great storm of wind met this person on his way back, and when he had passed through it, all recollection of the incident had, for the time, been magically blown from his mind.”

“It is now too late to question the augurs. But in the face of so involved a portent it would be well to avert all thought from Melodious Vision, wealthy Shen Yi’s incredibly attractive daughter.”

“It is unwise to be captious in affairs of negotiation,” remarked the young man thoughtfully. “Is the smile of the one referred to such that at the vision of it the internal organs of an ordinary person begin to clash together, beyond the power of all control?”

“Not in the case of the one who is speaking,” replied the grandfather of Chang Tao, “but a very illustrious poet, whom Shen Yi charitably employed about his pig-yard, certainly described it as a ripple on the surface of a dark lake of wine, when the moon reveals the hidden pearls beneath; and after secretly observing the unstudied grace of her movements, the most celebrated picture-maker of the province burned the implements of his craft, and began life anew as a trainer of performing elephants. But when maidens are as numerous as the grains of sand—”

“Esteemed,” interposed Chang Tao, with smooth determination, “wisdom lurks in the saying: ‘He who considers everything decides nothing.’ Already this person has spent an unprofitable score of years through having no choice in the matter; at this rate he will spend yet another score through having too much. Your timely word shall be his beacon. Neither the disadvantage of Shen Yi’s oppressive wealth nor the inconvenience of Melodious Vision’s excessive beauty shall deter him from striving to fulfil your delicately expressed wish.”

“Yet,” objected the elder Chang, by no means gladdened at having the decision thus abruptly lifted from his mouth, “so far, only a partially formed project—”

“To a thoroughly dutiful grandson half a word from your benevolent lips carries further than a full-throated command does from a less revered authority.”

“Perchance. This person’s feet, however, are not liable to a similar acceleration, and a period of adequate consideration must intervene before they are definitely moving in the direction of Shen Yi’s mansion. ‘Where the road bends abruptly take short steps,’ Chang Tao.”

“The necessity will be lifted from your venerable shoulders, revered,” replied Chang Tao firmly. “Fortified by your approving choice, this person will himself confront Shen Yi’s doubtful countenance, and that same bend in the road will be taken at a very sharp angle and upon a single foot.”

“In person! It is opposed to the Usages!” exclaimed the venerable; and at the contemplation of so undignified a course his voice prudently withdrew itself, though his mouth continued to open and close for a further period.

“‘As the mountains rise, so the river winds,’” replied Chang Tao, and with unquenchable deference he added respectfully as he took his leave, “Fear not, eminence; you will yet remain to see five generations of stalwart he-children, all pressing forward to worship your imperishable memory.”

In such a manner Chang Tao set forth to defy the Usages and — if perchance it might be — to speak to Shen Yi face to face of Melodious Vision. Yet in this it may be that the youth was not so much hopeful of success by his own efforts as that he was certain of failure by the elder Chang’s. And in the latter case the person in question might then irrevocably contract him to a maiden of the house of Tung, or to another equally forbidding. Not inaptly is it written: “To escape from fire men will plunge into boiling water.”

Nevertheless, along the Stone Path many doubts and disturbances arose within Chang Tao’s mind. It was not in this manner that men of weight and dignity sought wives. Even if Shen Yi graciously overlooked the absence of polite formality, would not the romantic imagination of Melodious Vision be distressed when she learned that she had been approached with so indelicate an absence of ceremony? “Here, again,” said Chang Tao’s self-reproach accusingly, “you have, as usual, gone on in advance of both your feet and of your head. ‘It is one thing to ignore the Rites: it is quite another to expect the gods to ignore the Penalties.’ Assuredly you will suffer for it.”

It was at this point that Chang Tao was approached by one who had noted his coming from afar, and had awaited him, for passers-by were sparse and remote.

“Prosperity attend your opportune footsteps,” said the stranger respectfully. “A misbegotten goat-track enticed this person from his appointed line by the elusive semblance of an avoided li. Is there, within your enlightened knowledge, the house of one Shen Yi, who makes a feast to-day, positioned about this inauspicious region? It is further described as fronting on a summer-seat domed with red copper.”

“There is such a house as you describe, at no great distance to the west,” replied Chang Tao. “But that he marks the day with music had not reached these superficial ears.”

“It is but among those of his inner chamber, this being the name-day of one whom he would honour in a refined and at the same time inexpensive manner. To that end am I bidden.”

“Of what does your incomparable exhibition consist?” inquired Chang Tao.

“Of a variety of quite commonplace efforts. It is entitled ‘Half-a-gong-stroke among the No-realities; or Gravity-removing devoid of Inelegance.’ Thus, borrowing the neck-scarf of the most dignified-looking among the lesser ones assembled I will at once discover among its folds the unsuspected presence of a family of tortoises; from all parts of the person of the roundest-bodied mandarin available I will control the appearance of an inexhaustible stream of copper cash, and beneath the scrutinizing eyes of all a bunch of paper chrysanthemums will change into the similitude of a crystal bowl in whose clear depth a company of gold and silver carp glide from side to side.”

“These things are well enough for the immature, and the sight of an unnaturally stout official having an interminable succession of white rabbits produced from the various recesses of his waistcloth admittedly melts the austerity of the superficial of both sexes. But can you, beneath the undeceptive light of day, turn a sere and unattractive hag into the substantial image of a young and beguiling maiden, and by a further complexity into a fruitful fig-tree; or induce a serpent so far to forsake its natural instincts as to poise on the extremity of its tail and hold a charm within its mouth?”

“None of these things lies within my admitted powers,” confessed the stranger. “To what end does your gracious inquiry tend?”

“It is in the nature of a warning, for within the shadow of the house you seek manifestations such as I describe pass almost without remark. Indeed it is not unlikely that while in the act of displaying your engaging but simple skill you may find yourself transformed into a chameleon or saddled with the necessity of finishing your gravity-removing entertainment under the outward form of a Manchurian ape.”

“Alas!” exclaimed the other. “The eleventh of the moon was ever this person’s unlucky day, and he would have done well to be warned by a dream in which he saw an unsuspecting kid walk into the mouth of a voracious tiger.”

“Undoubtedly the tiger was an allusion to the dangers awaiting you, but it is not yet too late for you to prove that you are no kid,” counselled Chang Tao. “Take this piece of silver so that the enterprise of the day may not have been unfruitful and depart with all speed on a homeward path. He who speaks is going westward, and at the lattice of Shen Yi he will not fail to leave a sufficient excuse for your no-appearance.”

“Your voice has the compelling ring of authority, beneficence,” replied the stranger gratefully. “The obscure name of the one who prostrates himself is Wo, that of his degraded father being Weh. For this service he binds his ghost to attend your ghost through three cycles of time in the After.”

“It is remitted,” said Chang Tao generously, as he resumed his way. “May the path be flattened before your weary feet.”

Thus, unsought as it were, there was placed within Chang Tao’s grasp a staff that might haply bear his weight into the very presence of Melodious Vision herself. The exact strategy of the undertaking did not clearly yet reveal itself, but “When fully ripe the fruit falls of its own accord,” and Chang Tao was content to leave such detail to the guiding spirits of his destinies. As he approached the outer door he sang cheerful ballads of heroic doings, partly because he was glad, but also to reassure himself.

“One whom he expects awaits,” he announced to the keeper of the gate. “The name of Wo, the son of Weh, should suffice.”

“It does not,” replied the keeper, swinging his roomy sleeve specifically. “So far it has an empty, short-stopping sound. It lacks sparkle; it has no metallic ring.... He sleeps.”

“Doubtless the sound of these may awaken him,” said Chang Tao, shaking out a score of cash.

“Pass in munificence. Already his expectant eyes rebuke the unopen door.”

Although he had been in a measure prepared by Wo, Chang Tao was surprised to find that three persons alone occupied the chamber to which he was conducted. Two of these were Shen Yi and a trusted slave; at the sight of the third Chang Tao’s face grew very red and the deficiencies of his various attributes began to fill his mind with dark forebodings, for this was Melodious Vision and no man could look upon her without her splendour engulfing his imagination. No record of her pearly beauty is preserved beyond a scattered phrase or two; for the poets and minstrels of the age all burned what they had written, in despair at the inadequacy of words. Yet it remains that whatever a man looked for, that he found, and the measure of his requirement was not stinted.

“Greeting,” said Shen Yi, with easy-going courtesy. He was a more meagre man than Chang Tao had expected, his face not subtle, and his manner restrained rather than oppressive. “You have come on a long and winding path; have you taken your rice?”

“Nothing remains lacking,” replied Chang Tao, his eyes again elsewhere. “Command your slave, Excellence.”

“In what particular direction do your agreeable powers of leisure-beguiling extend?”

So far Chang Tao had left the full consideration of this inevitable detail to the inspiration of the moment, but when the moment came the prompting spirits did not disclose themselves. His hesitation became more elaborate under the expression of gathering enlightenment that began to appear in Melodious Vision’s eyes.

“An indifferent store of badly sung ballads,” he was constrained to reply at length, “and — perchance — a threadbare assortment of involved questions and replies.”

“Was it your harmonious voice that we were privileged to hear raised beneath our ill-fitting window a brief space ago?” inquired Shen Yi.

“Admittedly at the sight of this noble palace I was impelled to put my presumptuous gladness into song.”

“Then let it fain be the other thing,” interposed the maiden, with decision. “Your gladness came to a sad end, minstrel.”

“Involved questions are by no means void of divertisement,” remarked Shen Yi, with conciliatory mildness in his voice. “There was one, turning on the contradictory nature of a door which under favourable conditions was indistinguishable from an earthenware vessel, that seldom failed to baffle the unalert in the days before the binding of this person’s hair.”

“That was the one which it had been my feeble intention to propound,” confessed Chang Tao.

“Doubtless there are many others equally enticing,” suggested Shen Yi helpfully.

“Alas,” admitted Chang Tao with conscious humiliation; “of all those wherein I retain an adequate grasp of the solution, the complication eludes me at the moment, and thus in a like but converse manner with the others.”

“Esteemed parent,” remarked Melodious Vision, without emotion, “this is neither a minstrel nor one in any way entertaining. It is merely Another.”

“Another!” exclaimed Chang Tao in refined bitterness. “Is it possible that after taking so extreme and unorthodox a course as to ignore the Usages and advance myself in person I am to find that I have not even the mediocre originality of being the first, as a recommendation?”

“If the matter is thus and thus, so far from being the first, you are only the last of a considerable line of worthy and enterprising youths who have succeeded in gaining access to the inner part of this not really attractive residence on one pretext or another,” replied the tolerant Shen Yi. “In any case you are honourably welcome. From the position of your various features I now judge you to be Tao, only son of the virtuous house of Chang. May you prove more successful in your enterprise than those who have preceded you.”

“The adventure appears to be tending in unforeseen directions,” said Chang Tao uneasily. “Your felicitation, benign, though doubtless gold at heart, is set in a doubtful frame.”

“It is for your stalwart endeavour to assure a happy picture,” replied Shen Yi, with undisturbed cordiality. “You bear a sword.”

“What added involvement is this?” demanded Chang Tao. “This one’s thoughts and intention were not turned towards savagery and arms, but in the direction of a pacific union of two distinguished lines.”

“In such cases my attitude has invariably been one of sympathetic unconcern,” declared Shen Yi. “The weight of either side produces an atmosphere of absolute poise that cannot fail to give full play to the decision of the destinies.”

“But if this attitude is maintained on your part how can the proposal progress to a definite issue?” inquired Chang Tao.

“So far, it never has so progressed,” admitted Shen Yi. “None of the worthy and hard-striving young men — any of whom I should have been overjoyed to greet as a son-in-law had my inopportune sense of impartiality permitted it — has yet returned from the trial to claim the reward.”

“Even the Classics become obscure in the dark. Clear your throat of all doubtfulness, O Shen Yi, and speak to a definite end.”

“That duty devolves upon this person, O would-be propounder of involved questions,” interposed Melodious Vision. Her voice was more musical than a stand of hanging jewels touched by a rod of jade, and each word fell like a separate pearl. “He who ignores the Usages must expect to find the Usages ignored. Since the day when K’ung-tsz framed the Ceremonies much water has passed beneath the Seven Terraced Bridge, and that which has overflowed can never be picked up again. It is no longer enough that you should come and thereby I must go; that you should speak and I be silent; that you should beckon and I meekly obey. Inspired by the uprisen sisterhood of the outer barbarian lands, we of the inner chambers of the Illimitable Kingdom demand the right to express ourselves freely on every occasion and on every subject, whether the matter involved is one that we understand or not.”

“Your clear-cut words will carry far,” said Chang Tao deferentially, and, indeed, Melodious Vision’s voice had imperceptibly assumed a penetrating quality that justified the remark. “Yet is it fitting that beings so superior in every way should be swayed by the example of those who are necessarily uncivilized and rude?”

“Even a mole may instruct a philosopher in the art of digging,” replied the maiden, with graceful tolerance. “Thus among those uncouth tribes it is the custom, when a valiant youth would enlarge his face in the eyes of a maiden, that he should encounter forth and slay dragons, to the imperishable glory of her name. By this beneficent habit not only are the feeble and inept automatically disposed of, but the difficulty of choosing one from among a company of suitors, all apparently possessing the same superficial attributes, is materially lightened.”

“The system may be advantageous in those dark regions,” admitted Chang Tao reluctantly, “but it must prove unsatisfactory in our more favoured land.”

“In what detail?” demanded the maiden, pausing in her attitude of assured superiority.

“By the essential drawback that whereas in those neglected outer parts there really are no dragons, here there really are. Thus—”

“Doubtless there are barbarian maidens for those who prefer to encounter barbarian dragons, then,” exclaimed Melodious Vision, with a very elaborately sustained air of no-concern.

“Doubtless,” assented Chang Tao mildly. “Yet having set forth in the direction of a specific Vision it is this person’s intention to pursue it to an ultimate end.”

“The quiet duck puts his foot on the unobservant worm,” murmured Shen Yi, with delicate encouragement, adding “This one casts a more definite shadow than those before.”

“Yet,” continued the maiden, “to all, my unbending word is this: he who would return for approval must experience difficulties, overcome dangers and conquer dragons. Those who do not adventure on the quest will pass outward from this person’s mind.”

“And those who do will certainly Pass Upward from their own bodies,” ran the essence of the youth’s inner thoughts. Yet the network of her unevadable power and presence was upon him; he acquiescently replied:



“It is accepted. On such an errand difficulties and dangers will not require any especial search. Yet how many dragons slain will suffice to win approval?”

“Crocodile-eyed one!” exclaimed Melodious Vision, surprised into wrathfulness. “How many—” Here she withdrew in abrupt vehemence.

“Your progress has been rapid and profound,” remarked Shen Yi, as, with flattering attention, he accompanied Chang Tao some part of the way towards the door. “Never before has that one been known to leave a remark unsaid; I do not altogether despair of seeing her married yet. As regards the encounter with the dragon — well, in the case of the one whispering in your ear there was the revered mother of the one whom he sought. After all, a dragon is soon done with — one way or the other.”

In such a manner Chang Tao set forth to encounter dragons, assured that difficulties and dangers would accompany him on either side. In this latter detail he was inspired, but as the great light faded and the sky-lantern rose in interminable succession, while the unconquerable li ever stretched before his expectant feet, the essential part of the undertaking began to assume a dubious facet. In the valleys and fertile places he learned that creatures of this part now chiefly inhabited the higher fastnesses, such regions being more congenial to their wild and intractable natures. When, however, after many laborious marches he reached the upper peaks of pathless mountains the scanty crag-dwellers did not vary in their assertion that the dragons had for some time past forsaken those heights for the more settled profusion of the plains. Formerly, in both places they had been plentiful, and all those whom Chang Tao questioned spoke openly of many encounters between their immediate forefathers and such Beings.

It was in the downcast frame of mind to which the delays in accomplishing his mission gave rise that Chang Tao found himself walking side by side with one who bore the appearance of an affluent merchant. The northernward way was remote and solitary, but seeing that the stranger carried no outward arms Chang Tao greeted him suitably and presently spoke of the difficulty of meeting dragons, or of discovering their retreats from dwellers in that region.

“In such delicate matters those who know don’t talk, and those who talk don’t know,” replied the other sympathetically. “Yet for what purpose should one who would pass as a pacific student seek to encounter dragons?”

“For a sufficient private reason it is necessary that I should kill a certain number,” replied Chang Tao freely. “Thus their absence involves me in much ill-spared delay.”

At this avowal the stranger’s looks became more sombre, and he breathed inwards several times between his formidable teeth before he made reply.

“This is doubtless your angle, but there is another; nor is it well to ignore the saying, ‘Should you miss the tiger be assured that he will not miss you,’” he remarked at length. “Have you sufficiently considered the eventuality of a dragon killing you?”

“It is no less aptly said: ‘To be born is in the course of nature, but to die is according to the decree of destiny.’”

“That is a two-edged weapon, and the dragon may be the first to apply it.”

“In that case this person will fall back upon the point of the adage: ‘It is better to die two years too soon than to live one year too long,’” replied Chang Tao. “Should he fail in the adventure and thus lose all hope of Melodious Vision, of the house of Shen, there will be no further object in prolonging a wearisome career.”

“You speak of Melodious Vision, she being of the house of Shen,” said the stranger, regarding his companion with an added scrutiny. “Is the unmentioned part of her father’s honourable name Yi, and is his agreeable house so positioned that it fronts upon a summer-seat domed with red copper?”

“The description is exact,” admitted Chang Tao. “Have you, then, in the course of your many-sided travels, passed that way?”

“It is not unknown to me,” replied the other briefly. “Learn now how incautious had been your speech, and how narrowly you have avoided the exact fate of which I warned you. The one speaking to you is in reality a powerful dragon, his name being Pe-lung, from the circumstance that the northern limits are within his sway. Had it not been for a chance reference you would certainly have been struck dead at the parting of our ways.”

“If this is so it admittedly puts a new face upon the matter,” agreed Chang Tao. “Yet how can reliance be spontaneously placed upon so incredible a claim? You are a man of moderate cast, neither diffident nor austere, and with no unnatural attributes. All the dragons with which history is concerned possess a long body and a scaly skin, and have, moreover, the power of breathing fire at will.”

“That is easily put to the test.” No sooner had Pe-lung uttered these words than he faded, and in his place appeared a formidable monster possessing all the terror-inspiring characteristics of his kind. Yet in spite of his tree-like eyebrows, fiercely-moving whiskers and fire-breathing jaws, his voice was mild and pacific as he continued: “What further proof can be required? Assuredly, the self-opinionated spirit in which you conduct your quest will bring you no nearer to a desired end.”

“Yet this will!” exclaimed Chang Tao, and suddenly drawing his reliable sword he drove it through the middle part of the dragon’s body. So expertly was the thrust weighted that the point of the weapon protruded on the other side and scarred the earth. Instead of falling lifeless to the ground, however, the Being continued to regard its assailant with benignant composure, whereupon the youth withdrew the blade and drove it through again, five or six times more. As this produced no effect beyond rendering the edge of the weapon unfit for further use, and almost paralysing the sinews of his own right arm, Chang Tao threw away the sword and sat down on the road in order to recall his breath. When he raised his head again the dragon had disappeared and Pe-lung stood there as before.

“Fortunately it is possible to take a broad-minded view of your uncourteous action, owing to your sense of the fitnesses being for the time in abeyance through allegiance to so engaging a maiden as Melodious Vision,” said Pe-lung in a voice not devoid of reproach. “Had you but confided in me more fully I should certainly have cautioned you in time. As it is, you have ended by notching your otherwise capable weapon beyond repair and seriously damaging the scanty cloak I wear” — indicating the numerous rents that marred his dress of costly fur. “No wonder dejection sits upon your downcast brow.”

“Your priceless robe is a matter of profuse regret and my self-esteem can only be restored by your accepting in its place this threadbare one of mine. My rust-eaten sword is unworthy of your second thought. But certainly neither of these two details is the real reason of my dark despair.”

“Disclose yourself more openly,” urged Pe-lung.

“I now plainly recognize the futility of my well-intentioned quest. Obviously it is impossible to kill a dragon, and I am thus the sport either of Melodious Vision’s deliberate ridicule or of my own ill-arranged presumption.”

“Set your mind at rest upon that score: each blow was competently struck and convincingly fatal. You may quite fittingly claim to have slain half a dozen dragons at the least — none of the legendary champions of the past has done more.”

“Yet how can so arrogant a claim be held, seeing that you stand before me in the unimpaired state of an ordinary existence?”

“The explanation is simple and assuring. It is, in reality, very easy to kill a dragon, but it is impossible to keep him dead. The reason for this is that the Five Essential Constituents of fire, water, earth, wood and metal are blended in our bodies in the Sublime or Indivisible proportion. Thus although it is not difficult by extreme violence to disturb the harmonious balance of the Constituents, and so bring about the effect of no-existence, they at once re-tranquillize again, and all effect of the ill usage is spontaneously repaired.”

“That is certainly a logical solution, but it stands in doubtful stead when applied to the familiar requirements of life; nor is it probable that one so acute-witted as Melodious Vision would greet the claim with an acquiescent face,” replied Chang Tao. “Not unnaturally is it said: ‘He who kills tigers does not wear rat-skin sleeves.’ It would be one thing to make a boast of having slain six dragons; it would be quite another to be bidden to bring in their tails.”

“That is a difficulty which must be considered,” admitted Pe-lung, “but a path round it will inevitably be found. In the meantime night is beginning to encircle us, and many dark Powers will be freed and resort to these inaccessible slopes. Accompany me, therefore, to my bankrupt hovel, where you will be safe until you care to resume your journey.”

To this agreeable proposal Chang Tao at once assented. The way was long and laborious, “For,” remarked Pe-lung, “in an ordinary course I should fly there in a single breath of time; but to seize an honoured guest by the body-cloth and thus transfer him over the side of a mountain is toilsome to the one and humiliating to the other.”

To beguile the time he spoke freely of the hardships of his lot.

“We dragons are frequently objects of envy at the hands of the undiscriminating, but the few superficial privileges we enjoy are heavily balanced by the exacting scope of our duties. Thus to-night it is my degraded task to divert the course of the river flowing below us, so as to overwhelm the misguided town of Yang, wherein swells a sordid outcast who has reviled the Sacred Claw. In order to do this properly it will be my distressing part to lie across the bed of the stream, my head resting upon one bank and my tail upon the other, and so remain throughout the rigour of the night.”

As they approached the cloudy pinnacle whereon was situated the dragon’s cave, one came forth at a distance to meet them. As she drew near, alternating emotions from time to time swayed Chang Tao’s mind. From beneath a well-ruled eyebrow Pe-lung continued to observe him closely.

“Fuh-sang, the unattractive daughter of my dwindling line,” remarked the former person, with refined indifference. “I have rendered you invisible, and she, as her custom is, would advance to greet me.”

“But this enchanting apparition is Melodious Vision!” exclaimed Chang Tao. “What new bewilderment is here?”

“Since you have thus expressed yourself, I will now throw off the mask and reveal fully why I have hitherto spared your life, and for what purpose I have brought you to these barren heights,” replied Pe-lung. “In the past Shen Yi provoked the Deities, and to mark their displeasure it was decided to take away his she-child and to substitute for it one of demoniac birth. Accordingly Fuh-sang, being of like age, was moulded to its counterpart, and an attendant gnome was despatched with her secretly to make the change. Becoming overwhelmed with the fumes of rice-spirit, until then unknown to his simple taste, this clay-brained earth-pig left the two she-children alone for a space while he slept. Discovering each other to be the creature of another part, they battled together and tore from one another the signs of recognition. When the untrustworthy gnome recovered from his stupor he saw what he had done, but being terror-driven he took up one of the she-children at a venture and returned with a pliant tale. It was not until a few moons ago that while in a close extremity he confessed his crime. Meanwhile Shen Yi had made his peace with those Above and the order being revoked the she-children had been exchanged again. Thus the matter rests.”

“Which, then, of the twain is she inherent of your house and which Melodious Vision?” demanded Chang Tao in some concern. “The matter can assuredly not rest thus.”

“That,” replied Pe-lung affably, “it will be your engaging task to unravel, and to this end will be your opportunity of closely watching Fuh-sang’s unsuspecting movements in my absence through the night.”

“Yet how should I, to whom the way of either maiden is as yet no more than the title-page of a many-volumed book, succeed where the father native to one has failed?”

“Because in your case the incentive will be deeper. Destined, as you doubtless are, to espouse Melodious Vision, the Forces connected with marriage and its Rites will certainly endeavour to inspire you. This person admittedly has no desire to nurture one who should prove to be of merely human seed, but your objection to propagating a race of dragonets turns on a keener edge. Added to all, a not unnatural disinclination to be dropped from so great a height as this into so deep and rocky a valley as that will conceivably lend wings to your usually nimble-footed mind.”

While speaking to Chang Tao in this encouraging strain, Pe-lung was also conversing suitably with Fuh-sang, who had by this time joined them, warning her of his absence until the dawn, and the like. When he had completed his instruction he stroked her face affectionately, greeting Chang Tao with a short but appropriate farewell, and changing his form projected himself downwards into the darkness of the valley below. Recognizing that the situation into which he had been drawn possessed no other outlet, Chang Tao followed Fuh-sang on her backward path, and with her passed unsuspected into the dragon’s cave.

Early as was Pe-lung’s return on the ensuing morning, Chang Tao stood on a rocky eminence to greet him, and the outline of his face, though not altogether free of doubt, was by no means hopeless. Pe-lung still retained the impressive form of a gigantic dragon as he cleft the Middle Air, shining and iridescent, each beat of his majestic wings being as a roll of thunder and the skittering of sand and water from his crepitant scales leaving blights and rain-storms in his wake. When he saw Chang Tao he drove an earthward angle and alighting near at hand considerately changed into the semblance of an affluent merchant as he approached.

“Greeting,” he remarked cheerfully. “Did you find your early rice?”

“It has sufficed,” replied Chang Tao. “How is your own incomparable stomach?”

Pe-lung pointed to the empty bed of the deflected river and moved his head from side to side as one who draws an analogy to his own condition. “But of your more pressing enterprise,” he continued, with sympathetic concern: “have you persevered to a fruitful end, or will it be necessary — ?” And with tactful feeling he indicated the gesture of propelling an antagonist over the side of a precipice rather than allude to the disagreeable contingency in spoken words.

“When the oil is exhausted the lamp goes out,” admitted Chang Tao, “but my time is not yet come. During the visionary watches of the night my poising mind was sustained by Forces as you so presciently foretold, and my groping hand was led to an inspired solution of the truth.”

“This points to a specific end. Proceed,” urged Pe-lung, for Chang Tao had hesitated among his words as though their import might not be soothing to the other’s mind.

“Thus it is given me to declare: she who is called Melodious Vision is rightly of the house of Shen, and Fuh-sang is no less innate of your exalted tribe. The erring gnome, in spite of his misdeed, was but a finger of the larger hand of destiny, and as it is, it is.”

“This assurance gladdens my face, no less for your sake than for my own,” declared Pe-lung heartily. “For my part, I have found a way to enlarge you in the eyes of those whom you solicit. It is a custom with me that every thousand years I should discard my outer skin — not that it requires it, but there are certain standards to which we better-class dragons must conform. These sloughs are hidden beneath a secret stone, beyond the reach of the merely vain or curious. When you have disclosed the signs by which I shall have securance of Fuh-sang’s identity I will pronounce the word and the stone being thus released you shall bear away six suits of scales in token of your prowess.”

Then replied Chang Tao: “The signs, assuredly. Yet, omnipotence, without your express command the specific detail would be elusive to my respectful tongue.”

“You have the authority of my extended hand,” conceded Pe-lung readily, raising it as he spoke. “Speak freely.”

“I claim the protection of its benignant shadow,” said Chang Tao, with content. “You, O Pe-lung, are one who has mingled freely with creatures of every kind in all the Nine Spaces. Yet have you not, out of your vast experience thus gained, perceived the essential wherein men and dragons differ? Briefly and devoid of graceful metaphor, every dragon, esteemed, would seem to possess a tail; beings of my part have none.”

For a concise moment the nature of Pe-lung’s reflection was clouded in ambiguity, though the fact that he became entirely enveloped in a dense purple vapour indicated feelings of more than usual vigour. When this cleared away it left his outer form unchanged indeed, but the affable condescension of his manner was merged into one of dignified aloofness.

“Certainly all members of our enlightened tribe have tails,” he replied, with distant precision, “nor does this one see how any other state is possible. Changing as we constantly do, both male and female, into Beings, Influences, Shadows and unclothed creatures of the lower parts, it is essential for our mutual self-esteem that in every manifestation we should be thus equipped. At this moment, though in the guise of a substantial trader, I possess a tail — small but adequate. Is it possible that you and those of your insolvent race are destitute?”

“In this particular, magnificence, I and those of my threadbare species are most lamentably deficient. To the proving of this end shall I display myself?”

“It is not necessary,” said Pe-lung coldly. “It is inconceivable that, were it otherwise, you would admit the humiliating fact.”

“Yet out of your millenaries of experience you must already—”

“It is well said that after passing a commonplace object a hundred times a day, at nightfall its size and colour are unknown to one,” replied Pe-lung. “In this matter, from motives which cannot have been otherwise than delicate, I took too much for granted it would seem.... Then you — all — Shen Yi, Melodious Vision, the military governor of this province, even the sublime Emperor — all — ?”

“All tailless,” admitted Chang Tao, with conscious humility. “Nevertheless there is a tradition that in distant aeons—”

“Doubtless on some issue you roused the High Ones past forgiveness and were thus deprived as the most signal mark of their displeasure.”

“Doubtless,” assented Chang Tao, with unquenchable politeness.

“Coming to the correct attitude that you have maintained throughout, it would appear that during the silent gong-strokes of the night, by some obscure and indirect guidance it was revealed to you that Fuh — that any Being of my superior race was, on the contrary—” The menace of Pe-lung’s challenging eye, though less direct and assured than formerly, had the manner of being uncertainly restrained by a single much-frayed thread, but Chang Tao continued to meet it with respectful self-possession.

“The inference is unflinching,” he replied acquiescently. “I prostrate myself expectantly.”

“You have competently performed your part,” admitted Pe-lung, although an occasional jet of purple vapour clouded his upper person and the passage of his breath among his teeth would have been distasteful to one of sensitive refinement. “Nothing remains but the fulfilling of my iron word.”

Thereupon he pronounced a mystic sign and revealing the opening to a cave he presently brought forth six sets of armoured skin. Binding these upon Chang Tao’s back, he dismissed him, yet the manner of his parting was as of one who is doubtful even to the end.

Thus equipped — 

But who having made a distant journey into Outer Land speaks lengthily of the level path of his return, or of the evening glow upon the gilded roof of his awaiting home? Thus, this limit being reached in the essential story of Chang Tao, Melodious Vision and the Dragon, he who relates their commonplace happenings bows submissively.

Nevertheless it is true that once again in a later time Chang Tao encountered in the throng one whom he recognized. Encouraged by the presence of so many of his kind, he approached the other and saluted him.

“Greeting, O Pe-lung,” he said, with outward confidence. “What bends your footsteps to this busy place of men?”

“I come to buy an imitation pig-tail to pass for one,” replied Pe-lung, with quiet composure. “Greeting, valorous champion! How fares Melodious Vision?”

“Agreeably so,” admitted Chang Tao, and then, fearing that so far his reply had been inadequate, he added: “Yet, despite the facts, there are moments when this person almost doubts if he did not make a wrong decision in the matter after all.”

“That is a very common complaint,” said Pe-lung, becoming most offensively amused.


CHAPTER IX
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THE PROPITIOUS DISSENSION between Two whose General Attributes have already been sufficiently Described

When Kai Lung had related the story of Chang Tao and had made an end of speaking, those who were seated there agreed with an undivided voice that he had competently fulfilled his task. Nor did Shan Tien omit an approving word, adding:



“On one point the historical balance of a certain detail seemed open to contention. Accompany me, therefore, to my own severe retreat, where this necessarily flat and unentertaining topic can be looked at from all round.”

When they were alone together the Mandarin unsealed a jar of wine, apportioned melon seeds, and indicated to Kai Lung that he should sit upon the floor at a suitable distance from himself.

“So long as we do not lose sight of the necessity whereby my official position will presently involve me in condemning you to a painful death, and your loyal subjection will necessitate your whole-hearted co-operation in the act, there is no reason why the flower of literary excellence should wither for lack of mutual husbandry,” remarked the broad-minded official tolerantly.

“Your enlightened patronage is a continual nourishment to the soil of my imagination,” replied the story teller.

“As regards the doings of Chang Tao and of the various other personages who unite with him to form the fabric of the narrative, would not a strict adherence to the fable in its classical simplicity require the filling in of certain details which under your elusive tongue seemed, as you proceeded, to melt imperceptibly into a discreet background?”

“Your voice is just,” confessed Kai Lung, “and your harmonious ear corrects the deficiencies of my afflicted style. Admittedly in the story of Chang Tao there are here and there analogies which may be fittingly left to the imagination as the occasion should demand. Is it not rightly said: ‘Discretion is the handmaiden of Truth’? and in that spacious and well-appointed palace there is every kind of vessel, but the meaner are not to be seen in the more ceremonial halls. Thus he who tells a story prudently suits his furnishing to the condition of his hearers.”

“Wisdom directs your course,” replied Shan Tien, “and propriety sits beneath your supple tongue. As the necessity for this very seemly expurgation is now over, I would myself listen to your recital of the fullest and most detailed version — purely, let it be freely stated, in order to judge whether its literary qualities transcend those of the other.”

“I comply, benevolence,” replied Kai Lung. “This rendering shall be to the one that has gone before as a spreading banyan-tree overshadowing an immature shrub.”

“Forbear!” exclaimed a discordant voice, and the sour-eyed Ming-shu revealed his inopportune presence from behind a hanging veil. “Is it meet, O eminence, that in this person’s absence you should thus consort on terms of fraternity with tomb-riflers and grain-thieves?”

“The reproach is easily removed,” replied Shan Tien hospitably. “Join the circle of our refined felicity and hear at full length by what means the ingenious Chang Tao—”

“There are moments when one despairs before the spectacle of authority thus displayed,” murmured Ming-shu, his throat thickening with acrimony. “Understand, pre-eminence,” he continued more aloud, “that not this one’s absence but your own presence is the distressing feature, as being an obstacle in the path of that undeviating justice in which our legal system is embedded. From the first moment of our encountering it had been my well-intentioned purpose that loyal confidence should be strengthened and rebellion cowed by submitting this opportune but otherwise inoffensive stranger to a sordid and degrading end. Yet how shall this beneficent example be attained if on every occasion—”

“Your design is a worthy and enlightened one,” interposed the Mandarin, with dignity. “What you have somewhat incapably overlooked, Ming-shu, is the fact that I never greet this intelligent and painstaking young man without reminding him of the imminence of his fate and of his suitability for it.”

“Truth adorns your lips and accuracy anoints your palate,” volunteered Kai Lung.

“Be this as the destinies permit, there is much that is circuitous in the bending of events,” contended Ming-shu stubbornly. “Is it by chance or through some hidden tricklage that occasion always finds Kai Lung so adequately prepared?”

“It is, as the story of Chang Tao has this day justified, and as this discriminating person has frequently maintained, that the one in question has a story framed to meet the requirement of every circumstance,” declared Shan Tien.

“Or that each requirement is subtly shaped to meet his preparation,” retorted Ming-shu darkly. “Be that as it shall perchance ultimately appear, it is undeniable that your admitted weaknesses—”

“Weaknesses!” exclaimed the astonished Mandarin, looking around the room as though to discover in what crevice the unheard-of attributes were hidden. “This person’s weaknesses? Can the sounding properties of this ill-constructed roof thus pervert one word into the semblance of another? If not, the bounds set to the admissible from the taker-down of the spoken word, Ming-shu, do not in their most elastic moods extend to calumny and distortion.... The one before you has no weaknesses.... Doubtless before another moon has changed you will impute to him actual faults!”

“Humility directs my gaze,” replied Ming-shu, with downcast eyes, and he plainly recognized that his presumption had been too maintained. “Yet,” he added, with polished irony, “there is a well-timed adage that rises to the lips: ‘Do not despair; even Yuen Yan once cast a missile at the Tablets!’”

“Truly,” agreed Shan Tien, with smooth concurrence, “the line is not unknown to me. Who, however, was the one in question and under what provocation did he so behave?”

“That is beyond the province of the saying,” replied Ming-shu. “Nor is it known to my remembrance.”

“Then out of your own mouth a fitting test is set, which if Kai Lung can agreeably perform will at once demonstrate a secret and a guilty confederacy between you both. Proceed, O story-teller, to incriminate Ming-shu together with yourself!”

“I proceed, High Excellence, but chiefly to the glorification of your all-discerning mind,” replied Kai Lung.         The Story of Yuen Yan, of the Barber Chou-hu,                     and His Wife Tsae-che

“Do not despair; even Yuen Yan once cast a missile at the Tablets,” is a proverb of encouragement well worn throughout the Empire; but although it is daily on the lips of some it is doubtful if a single person could give an intelligent account of the Yuen Yan in question beyond repeating the outside facts that he was of a humane and consistent disposition and during the greater part of his life possessed every desirable attribute of wealth, family and virtuous esteem. If more closely questioned with reference to the specific incident alluded to, these persons would not hesitate to assert that the proverb was not to be understood in so superficial a sense, protesting, with much indignation, that Yuen Yan was of too courteous and lofty a nature to be guilty of so unseemly an action, and contemptuously inquiring what possible reason one who enjoyed every advantage in this world and every prospect of an unruffled felicity in The Beyond could have for behaving in so outrageous a manner. This explanation by no means satisfied the one who now narrates, and after much research he has brought to light the forgotten story of Yuen Yan’s early life, which may be thus related.

At the period with which this part of the narrative is concerned, Yuen Yan dwelt with his mother in one of the least attractive of the arches beneath the city wall. As a youth it had been his intention to take an exceptionally high place in the public examinations, and, rising at once to a position of responsible authority, to mark himself out for continual promotion by the exercise of unfailing discretion and indomitable zeal. Having saved his country in a moment of acute national danger, he contemplated accepting a title of unique distinction and retiring to his native province, where he would build an adequate palace which he had already planned out down to the most trivial detail. There he purposed spending the remainder of his life, receiving frequent tokens of regard from the hand of the gratified Emperor, marrying an accomplished and refined wife who would doubtless be one of the princesses of the Imperial House, and conscientiously regarding The Virtues throughout. The transition from this sumptuously contrived residence to a damp arch in the city wall, and from the high destiny indicated to the occupation of leading from place to place a company of sightless mendicants, had been neither instantaneous nor painless, but Yuen Yan had never for a moment wavered from the enlightened maxims which he had adopted as his guiding principles, nor did he suffer unending trials to lessen his reverence for The Virtues. “Having set out with the full intention of becoming a wealthy mandarin, it would have been a small achievement to have reached that position with unshattered ideals,” he frequently remarked; “but having thus set out it is a matter for more than ordinary congratulation to have fallen to the position of leading a string of blind beggars about the city and still to retain unimpaired the ingenuous beliefs and aspirations of youth.”

“Doubtless,” replied his aged mother, whenever she chanced to overhear this honourable reflection, “doubtless the foolish calf who innocently puts his foot into the jelly finds a like consolation. This person, however, would gladly exchange the most illimitable moral satisfaction engendered by acute poverty for a few of the material comforts of a sordid competence, nor would she hesitate to throw into the balance all the aspirations and improving sayings to be found within the Classics.”

“Esteemed mother,” protested Yan, “more than three thousand years ago the royal philosopher Nin-hyo made the observation: ‘Better an earth-lined cave from which the stars are visible than a golden pagoda roofed over with iniquity,’ and the saying has stood the test of time.”

“The remark would have carried a weightier conviction if the broad-minded sovereign had himself first stood the test of lying for a few years with enlarged joints and afflicted bones in the abode he so prudently recommended for others,” replied his mother, and without giving Yuen Yan any opportunity of bringing forward further proof of their highly-favoured destiny she betook herself to her own straw at the farthest end of the arch.

Up to this period of his life Yuen Yan’s innate reverence and courtesy of manner had enabled him to maintain an impassive outlook in the face of every discouragement, but now he was exposed to a fresh series of trials in addition to the unsympathetic attitude which his mother never failed to unroll before him. It has already been expressed that Yuen Yan’s occupation and the manner by which he gained his livelihood consisted in leading a number of blind mendicants about the streets of the city and into the shops and dwelling-places of those who might reasonably be willing to pay in order to be relieved of their presence. In this profession Yan’s venerating and custom-regarding nature compelled him to act as leaders of blind beggars had acted throughout all historical times and far back into the dim recesses of legendary epochs and this, in an era when the leisurely habits of the past were falling into disuse, and when rivals and competitors were springing up on all sides, tended almost daily to decrease the proceeds of his labour and to sow an insidious doubt even in his unquestioning mind.

In particular, among those whom Yan regarded most objectionably was one named Ho. Although only recently arrived in the city from a country beyond the Bitter Water, Ho was already known in every quarter both to the merchants and stallkeepers, who trembled at his approaching shadow, and to the competing mendicants who now counted their cash with two fingers where they had before needed both hands. This distressingly active person made no secret of his methods and intention; for, upon his arrival, he plainly announced that his object was to make the foundations of benevolence vibrate like the strings of a many-toned lute, and he compared his general progress through the haunts of the charitably disposed to the passage of a highly-charged firework through an assembly of meditative turtles. He was usually known, he added, as “the rapidly-moving person,” or “the one devoid of outline,” and it soon became apparent that he was also quite destitute of all dignified restraint. Selecting the place of commerce of some wealthy merchant, Ho entered without hesitation and thrusting aside the waiting customers he continued to strike the boards impatiently until he gained the attention of the chief merchant himself. “Honourable salutations,” he would say, “but do not entreat this illiterate person to enter the inner room, for he cannot tarry to discuss the movements of the planets or the sublime Emperor’s health. Behold, for half-a-tael of silver you may purchase immunity from his discreditable persistence for seven days; here is the acknowledgement duly made out and attested. Let the payment be made in pieces of metal and not in paper obligations.” Unless immediate compliance followed Ho at once began noisily to cast down the articles of commerce, to roll bodily upon the more fragile objects, to become demoniacally possessed on the floor, and to resort to a variety of expedients until all the customers were driven forth in panic.

In the case of an excessively stubborn merchant he had not hesitated to draw a formidable knife and to gash himself in a superficial but very imposing manner; then he had rushed out uttering cries of terror, and sinking down by the door had remained there for the greater part of the day, warning those who would have entered to be upon their guard against being enticed in and murdered, at the same time groaning aloud and displaying his own wounds. Even this seeming disregard of time was well considered, for when the tidings spread about the city other merchants did not wait for Ho to enter and greet them, but standing at their doors money in hand they pressed it upon him the moment he appeared and besought him to remove his distinguished presence from their plague-infected street. To the ordinary mendicants of the city this stress of competition was disastrous, but to Yuen Yan it was overwhelming. Thoroughly imbued with the deferential systems of antiquity, he led his band from place to place with a fitting regard for the requirements of ceremonial etiquette and a due observance of leisurely unconcern. Those to whom he addressed himself he approached with obsequious tact, and in the face of refusal to contribute to his store his most violent expedient did not go beyond marshalling his company of suppliants in an orderly group upon the shop floor, where they sang in unison a composed chant extolling the fruits of munificence and setting forth the evil plight which would certainly attend the flinty-stomached in the Upper Air. In this way Yuen Yan had been content to devote several hours to a single shop in the hope of receiving finally a few pieces of brass money; but now his persecutions were so mild that the merchants and vendors rather welcomed him by comparison with the intolerable Ho, and would on no account pay to be relieved of the infliction of his presence. “Have we not disbursed in one day to the piratical Ho thrice the sum which we had set by to serve its purpose for a hand-count of moons; and do we possess the Great Secret?” they cried. “Nevertheless, dispose your engaging band of mendicants about the place freely until it suits your refined convenience to proceed elsewhere, O meritorious Yuen Yan, for your unassuming qualities have won our consistent regard; but an insatiable sponge has already been laid upon the well-spring of our benevolence and the tenacity of our closed hand is inflexible.”

Even the passive mendicants began to murmur against his leadership, urging him that he should adopt some of the simpler methods of the gifted Ho and thereby save them all from an otherwise inevitable starvation. The Emperor Kai-tsing, said the one who led their voices (referring in his malignant bitterness to a sovereign of the previous dynasty), was dead, although the fact had doubtless escaped Yuen Yan’s deliberate perception. The methods of four thousand years ago were becoming obsolete in the face of a strenuous competition, and unless Yuen Yan was disposed to assume a more highly-coiled appearance they must certainly address themselves to another leader.

It was on this occasion that the incident took place which has passed down in the form of an inspiriting proverb. Yuen Yan had conscientiously delivered at the door of his abode the last of his company and was turning his footsteps towards his own arch when he encountered the contumelious Ho, who was likewise returning at the close of a day’s mendicancy — but with this distinction: that, whereas Ho was followed by two stalwart attendants carrying between them a sack full of money, Yan’s share of his band’s enterprise consisted solely of one base coin of a kind which the charitable set aside for bestowing upon the blind and quite useless for all ordinary purposes of exchange. A few paces farther on Yan reached the Temple of the Unseen Forces and paused for a moment, as his custom was, to cast his eyes up to the tablets engraved with The Virtues, before which some devout person nightly hung a lantern. Goaded by a sudden impulse, Yan looked each way about the deserted street, and perceiving that he was alone he deliberately extended his out-thrust tongue towards the inspired precepts. Then taking from an inner sleeve the base coin he flung it at the inscribed characters and observed with satisfaction that it struck the verse beginning, “The Rewards of a Quiescent and Mentally-introspective Life are Unbounded—”

When Yan entered his arch some hours later his mother could not fail to perceive that a subtle change had come over his manner of behaving. Much of the leisurely dignity had melted out of his footsteps, and he wore his hat and outer garments at an angle which plainly testified that he was a person who might be supposed to have a marked objection to returning home before the early hours of the morning. Furthermore, as he entered he was chanting certain melodious words by which he endeavoured to convey the misleading impression that his chief amusement consisted in defying the official watchers of the town, and he continually reiterated a claim to be regarded as “one of the beardless goats.” Thus expressing himself, Yan sank down in his appointed corner and would doubtlessly soon have been floating peacefully in the Middle Distance had not the door been again thrown open and a stranger named Chou-hu entered.

“Prosperity!” said Chou-hu courteously, addressing himself to Yan’s mother. “Have you eaten your rice? Behold, I come to lay before you a very attractive proposal regarding your son.”

“The flower attracts the bee, but when he departs it is to his lips that the honey clings,” replied the woman cautiously; for after Yan’s boastful words on entering she had a fear lest haply this person might be one on behalf of some guardian of the night whom her son had flung across the street (as he had specifically declared his habitual treatment of them to be) come to take him by stratagem.

“Does the pacific lamb become a wolf by night?” said Chou-hu, displaying himself reassuringly. “Wrap your ears well round my words, for they may prove very remunerative. It cannot be a matter outside your knowledge that the profession of conducting an assembly of blind mendicants from place to place no longer yields the wage of even a frugal existence in this city. In the future, for all the sympathy that he will arouse, Yan might as well go begging with a silver bowl. In consequence of his speechless condition he will be unable to support either you or himself by any other form of labour, and your line will thereupon become extinct and your standing in the Upper Air be rendered intolerable.”

“It is a remote contingency, but, as the proverb says, ‘The wise hen is never too old to dread the Spring,’” replied Yan’s mother, with commendable prudence. “By what means, then, may this calamity be averted?”

“The person before you,” continued Chou-hu, “is a barber and embellisher of pig-tails from the street leading to the Three-tiered Pagoda of Eggs. He has long observed the restraint and moderation of Yan’s demeanour and now being in need of one to assist him his earliest thought turns to him. The affliction which would be an insuperable barrier in all ordinary cases may here be used to advantage, for being unable to converse with those seated before him, or to hear their salutations, Yan will be absolved from the necessity of engaging in diffuse and refined conversation, and in consequence he will submit at least twice the number of persons to his dexterous energies. In that way he will secure a higher reward than this person could otherwise afford and many additional comforts will doubtless fall into the sleeve of his engaging mother.”

At this point the woman began to understand that the sense in which Chou-hu had referred to Yan’s speechless condition was not that which she had at the time deemed it to be. It may here be made clear that it was Yuen Yan’s custom to wear suspended about his neck an inscribed board bearing the words, “Speechless, and devoid of the faculty of hearing,” but this originated out of his courteous and deferential nature (for to his self-obliterative mind it did not seem respectful that he should appear to be better endowed than those whom he led), nor could it be asserted that he wilfully deceived even the passing stranger, for he would freely enter into conversation with anyone whom he encountered. Nevertheless an impression had thus been formed in Chou-hu’s mind and the woman forbore to correct it, thinking that it would be scarcely polite to assert herself better informed on any subject than he was, especially as he had spoken of Yan thereby receiving a higher wage. Yan himself would certainly have revealed something had he not been otherwise employed. Hearing the conversation turn towards his afflictions, he at once began to search very industriously among the straw upon which he lay for the inscribed board in question; for to his somewhat confused imagination it seemed at the time that only by displaying it openly could he prove to Chou-hu that he was in no way deficient. As the board was found on the following morning nailed to the great outer door of the Hall of Public Justice (where it remained for many days owing to the official impression that so bold and undeniable a pronouncement must have received the direct authority of the sublime Emperor), Yan was not unnaturally engaged for a considerable time, and in the meanwhile his mother contrived to impress upon him by an unmistakable sign that he should reveal nothing, but leave the matter in her hands.

Then said Yan’s mother: “Truly the proposal is not altogether wanting in alluring colours, but in what manner will Yan interpret the commands of those who place themselves before him, when he has attained sufficient proficiency to be entrusted with the knife and the shearing irons?”

“The objection is a superficial one,” replied Chou-hu. “When a person seats himself upon the operating stool he either throws back his head, fixing his eyes upon the upper room with a set and resolute air, or inclines it slightly forward as in a reverent tranquillity. In the former case he requires his uneven surfaces to be made smooth; in the latter he is desirous that his pig-tail should be drawn out and trimmed. Do not doubt Yan’s capability to conduct himself in a discreet and becoming manner, but communicate to him, by the usual means which you adopt, the offer thus laid out, and unless he should be incredibly obtuse or unfilial to a criminal degree he will present himself at the Sign of the Gilt Thunderbolt at an early hour to-morrow.”

There is a prudent caution expressed in the proverb, “The hand that feeds the ox grasps the knife when it is fattened: crawl backwards from the presence of a munificent official.” Chou-hu, in spite of his plausible pretext, would have experienced no difficulty in obtaining the services of one better equipped to assist him than was Yuen Yan, so that in order to discover his real object it becomes necessary to look underneath his words. He was indeed, as he had stated, a barber and an embellisher of pig-tails, and for many years he had grown rich and round-bodied on the reputation of being one of the most skilful within his quarter of the city. In an evil moment, however, he had abandoned the moderation of his past life and surrounded himself with an atmosphere of opium smoke and existed continually in the mind-dimming effects of rice-spirit. From this cause his custom began to languish; his hand no longer swept in the graceful and unhesitating curves which had once been the admiration of all beholders, but displayed on the contrary a very disconcerting irregularity of movement, and on the day of his visit he had shorn away the venerable moustaches of the baker Heng-cho under a mistaken impression as to the reality of things and a wavering vision of their exact position. Now the baker had been inordinately proud of his long white moustaches and valued them above all his possessions, so that, invoking the spirits of his ancestors to behold his degradation and to support him in his resolve, and calling in all the passers-by to bear witness to his oath, he had solemnly bound himself either to cut down Chou-hu fatally, or, should that prove too difficult an accomplishment, to commit suicide within his shop. This twofold danger thoroughly stupefied Chou-hu and made him incapable of taking any action beyond consuming further and more unstinted portions of rice-spirit and rending article after article of his apparel until his wife Tsae-che modestly dismissed such persons as loitered, and barred the outer door.

“Open your eyes upon the facts by which you are surrounded, O contemptible Chou-hu,” she said, returning to his side and standing over him. “Already your degraded instincts have brought us within measurable distance of poverty, and if you neglect your business to avoid Heng-cho, actual want will soon beset us. If you remain openly within his sight you will certainly be removed forcibly to the Upper Air, leaving this inoffensive person destitute and abandoned, and if by the exercise of unfailing vigilance you escape both these dangers, you will be reserved to an even worse plight, for Heng-cho in desperation will inevitably carry out the latter part of his threat, dedicating his spirit to the duty of continually haunting you and frustrating your ambitions here on earth and calling to his assistance myriads of ancestors and relations to torment you in the Upper Air.”

“How attractively and in what brilliantly-coloured outlines do you present the various facts of existence!” exclaimed Chou-hu, with inelegant resentment. “Do not neglect to add that, to-morrow being the occasion of the Moon Festival, the inexorable person who owns this residence will present himself to collect his dues, that, in consequence of the rebellion in the south, the sagacious viceroy has doubled the price of opium, that some irredeemable outcast has carried away this person’s blue silk umbrella, and then doubtless the alluring picture of internal felicity around the Ancestral Altar of the Gilt Thunderbolt will be complete.”

“Light words are easily spoken behind barred doors,” said his wife scornfully. “Let my lord, then, recline indolently upon the floor of his inner chamber while this person sumptuously lulls him into oblivion with the music of her voice, regardless of the morrow and of the fate in which his apathy involves us both.”

“By no means!” exclaimed Chou-hu, rising hastily and tearing away much of his elaborately arranged pigtail in his uncontrollable rage; “there is yet a more pleasurable alternative than that and one which will ensure to this person a period of otherwise unattainable domestic calm and at the same time involve a detestable enemy in confusion. Anticipating the dull-witted Heng-cho this one will now proceed across the street and, committing suicide within his door, will henceforth enjoy the honourable satisfaction of haunting his footsteps and rending his bakehouses and ovens untenable.” With this assurance Chou-hu seized one of his most formidable business weapons and caused it to revolve around his head with great rapidity, but at the same time with extreme carefulness.

“There is a ready saying: ‘The new-born lamb does not fear a tiger, but before he becomes a sheep he will flee from a wolf,’” said Tsae-che without in any way deeming it necessary to arrest Chou-hu’s hand. “Full confidently will you set out, O Chou-hu, but to reach the shop of Heng-cho it is necessary to pass the stall of the dealer in abandoned articles, and next to it are enticingly spread out the wares of Kong, the merchant in distilled spirits. Put aside your reliable scraping iron while you still have it, and this not ill-disposed person will lay before you a plan by which you may even yet avoid all inconveniences and at the same time regain your failing commerce.”

“It is also said: ‘The advice of a wise woman will ruin a walled city,’” replied Chou-hu, somewhat annoyed at his wife so opportunely comparing him to a sheep, but still more concerned to hear by what possible expedient she could successfully avert all the contending dangers of his position. “Nevertheless, proceed.”

“In one of the least reputable quarters of the city there dwells a person called Yuen Yan,” said the woman. “He is the leader of a band of sightless mendicants and in this position he has frequently passed your open door, though — probably being warned by the benevolent — he has never yet entered. Now this Yuen Yan, save for one or two unimportant details, is the reflected personification of your own exalted image, nor would those most intimate with your form and outline be able to pronounce definitely unless you stood side by side before them. Furthermore, he is by nature unable to hear any remark addressed to him, and is incapable of expressing himself in spoken words. Doubtless by these indications my lord’s locust-like intelligence will already have leapt to an inspired understanding of the full project?”

“Assuredly,” replied Chou-hu, caressing himself approvingly. “The essential details of the scheme are built about the ease with which this person could present himself at the abode of Yuen Yan in his absence and, gathering together that one’s store of wealth unquestioned, retire with it to a distant and unknown spot and thereby elude the implacable Heng-cho’s vengeance.”

“Leaving your menial one in the ‘walled city’ referred to, to share its fate, and, in particular, to undertake the distressing obligation of gathering up the atrocious Heng-cho after he has carried his final threat into effect? Truly must the crystal stream of your usually undimmed intelligence have become vaporized. Listen well. Disguising your external features slightly so that the resemblance may pass without remark, present yourself openly at the residence of the Yuen Yan in question—”

“First learning where it is situated?” interposed Chou-hu, with a desire to grasp the details competently.

“Unless a person of your retrospective taste would prefer to leave so trivial a point until afterwards,” replied his wife in a tone of concentrated no-sincerity. “In either case, however, having arrived there, bargain with the one who has authority over Yuen Yan’s movements, praising his demeanour and offering to accept him into the honours and profits of your craft. The words of acquiescence should spring to meet your own, for the various branches of mendicancy are languishing, and Yuen Yan can have no secret store of wealth. Do not hesitate to offer a higher wage than you would as an affair of ordinary commerce, for your safety depends upon it. Having secured Yan, teach him quickly the unpolished outlines of your business and then clothing him in robes similar to your own let him take his stand within the shop and withdraw yourself to the inner chamber. None will suspect the artifice, and Yuen Yan is manifestly incapable of betraying it. Heng-cho, seeing him display himself openly, will not deem it necessary to commit suicide yet, and, should he cut down Yan fatally, the officials of the street will seize him and your own safety will be assured. Finally, if nothing particular happens, at least your prosperity will be increased, for Yuen Yan will prove industrious, frugal, not addicted to excesses and in every way reliable, and towards the shop of so exceptional a barber customers will turn in an unending stream.”

“Alas!” exclaimed Chou-hu, “when you boasted of an inspired scheme this person for a moment foolishly allowed his mind to contemplate the possibility of your having accidentally stumbled upon such an expedient haply, but your suggestion is only comparable with a company of ducks attempting to cross an ice-bound stream — an excessive outlay of action but no beneficial progress. Should Yuen Yan freely present himself here on the morrow, pleading destitution and craving to be employed, this person will consider the petition with an open head, but it is beneath his dignity to wait upon so low-class an object.” Affecting to recollect an arranged meeting of some importance, Chou-hu then clad himself in other robes, altered the appearance of his face, and set out to act in the manner already described, confident that the exact happening would never reach his lesser one’s ears.

On the following day Yuen Yan presented himself at the door of the Gilt Thunderbolt, and quickly perfecting himself in the simpler methods of smoothing surfaces and adorning pig-tails he took his stand within the shop and operated upon all who came to submit themselves to his embellishment. To those who addressed him with salutations he replied by a gesture, tactfully bestowing an agreeable welcome yet at the same time conveying the impression that he was desirous of remaining undisturbed in the philosophical reflection upon which he was engaged. In spite of this it was impossible to lead his mind astray from any weighty detail, and those who, presuming upon his absorbed attitude, endeavoured to evade a just payment on any pretext whatever invariably found themselves firmly but courteously pressed to the wall by the neck, while a highly polished smoothing blade was flashed to and fro before their eyes with an action of unmistakable significance. The number of customers increased almost daily, for Yan quickly proved himself to be expert above all comparison, while others came from every quarter of the city to test with their own eyes and ears the report that had reached them, to the effect that in the street leading to the Three-tiered Pagoda of Eggs there dwelt a barber who made no pretence of elegant and refined conversation and who did not even press upon those lying helpless in his power miraculous ointments and infallible charm-waters. Thus Chou-hu prospered greatly, but Yan still obeyed his mother’s warning and raised a mask before his face so that Chou-hu and his wife never doubted the reality of his infirmities. From this cause they did not refrain from conversing together freely before him on subjects of the most poignant detail, whereby Yan learned much of their past lives and conduct while maintaining an attitude of impassive unconcern.

Upon a certain evening in the month when the grass-blades are transformed into silk-worms Yan was alone in the shop, improving the edge and reflecting brilliance of some of his implements, when he heard the woman exclaim from the inner room: “Truly the air from the desert is as hot and devoid of relief as the breath of the Great Dragon. Let us repose for the time in the outer chamber.” Whereupon they entered the shop and seating themselves upon a couch resumed their occupations, the barber fanning himself while he smoked, his wife gumming her hair and coiling it into the semblance of a bird with outstretched wings.

“The necessity for the elaborate caution of the past no longer exists,” remarked Chou-hu presently. “The baker Heng-cho is desirous of becoming one of those who select the paving-stones and regulate the number of hanging lanterns for the district lying around the Three-tiered Pagoda. In this ambition he is opposed by Kong, the distilled-spirit vendor, who claims to be a more competent judge of paving-stones and hanging lanterns and one who will exercise a lynx-eyed vigilance upon the public outlay and especially devote himself to curbing the avarice of those bread-makers who habitually mix powdered white earth with their flour. Heng-cho is therefore very concerned that many should bear honourable testimony of his engaging qualities when the day of trial arrives, and thus positioned he has inscribed and sent to this person a written message offering a dignified reconciliation and adding that he is convinced of the necessity of an enactment compelling all persons to wear a smooth face and a neatly braided pig-tail.”

“It is a creditable solution of the matter,” said Tsae-che, speaking between the ivory pins which she held in her mouth. “Henceforth, then, you will take up your accustomed stand as in the past?”

“Undoubtedly,” replied Chou-hu. “Yuen Yan is painstaking, and has perhaps done as well as could be expected of one of his shallow intellect, but the absence of suave and high-minded conversation cannot fail to be alienating the custom of the more polished. Plainly it is a short-sighted policy for a person to try and evade his destiny. Yan seems to have been born for the express purpose of leading blind beggars about the streets of the city and to that profession he must return.”

“O distressingly superficial Chou-hu!” exclaimed his wife, “do men turn willingly from wine to partake of vinegar, or having been clothed in silk do they accept sackcloth without a struggle? Indeed, your eyes, which are large to regard your own deeds and comforts, grow small when they are turned towards the attainments of another. In no case will Yan return to his mendicants, for his band is by this time scattered and dispersed. His sleeve being now well lined and his hand proficient in every detail of his craft, he will erect a stall, perchance even directly opposite or next to ourselves, and by subtlety, low charges and diligence he will draw away the greater part of your custom.”

“Alas!” cried Chou-hu, turning an exceedingly inferior yellow, “there is a deeper wisdom in the proverb, ‘Do not seek to escape from a flood by clinging to a tiger’s tail,’ than appears at a casual glance. Now that this person is contemplating gathering again into his own hands the execution of his business, he cannot reasonably afford to employ another, yet it is an intolerable thought that Yan should make use of his experience to set up a sign opposed to the Gilt Thunderbolt. Obviously the only really safe course out of an unpleasant dilemma will be to slay Yan with as little delay as possible. After receiving continuous marks of our approval for so long it is certainly very thoughtless of him to put us to so unpardonable an inconvenience.”

“It is not an alluring alternative,” confessed Tsae-che, crossing the room to where Yan was seated in order to survey her hair to greater advantage in a hanging mirror of three sides composed of burnished copper; “but there seems nothing else to be done in the difficult circumstances.”

“The street is opportunely empty and there is little likelihood of anyone approaching at this hour,” suggested Chou-hu. “What better scheme could be devised than that I should indicate to Yan by signs that I would honour him, and at the same time instruct him further in the correct pose of some of the recognized attitudes, by making smooth the surface of his face? Then during the operation I might perchance slip upon an overripe whampee lying unperceived upon the floor; my hand—”

“Ah-ah!” cried Tsae-che aloud, pressing her symmetrical fingers against her gracefully-proportioned ears; “do not, thou dragon-headed one, lead the conversation to such an extremity of detail, still less carry the resolution into effect before the very eyes of this delicately-susceptible person. Now to-morrow, after the midday meal, she will be journeying as far as the street of the venders of woven fabrics in order to procure a piece of silk similar to the pearl-grey robe which she is wearing. The opportunity will be a favourable one, for to-morrow is the weekly occasion on which you raise the shutters and deny customers at an earlier hour; and it is really more modest that one of my impressionable refinement should be away from the house altogether and not merely in the inner chamber when that which is now here passes out.”

“The suggestion is well timed,” replied Chou-hu. “No interruption will then be possible.”

“Furthermore,” continued his wife, sprinkling upon her hair a perfumed powder of gold which made it sparkle as it engaged the light at every point with a most entrancing lustre, “would it not be desirable to use a weapon less identified with your own hand? In the corner nearest to Yan there stands a massive and heavily knotted club which could afterwards be burned. It would be an easy matter to call the simple Yan’s attention to some object upon the floor and then as he bent down suffer him to Pass Beyond.”

“Assuredly,” agreed Chou-hu, at once perceiving the wisdom of the change; “also, in that case, there would be less—”

“Ah!” again cried the woman, shaking her upraised finger reprovingly at Chou-hu (for so daintily endowed was her mind that she shrank from any of the grosser realities of the act unless they were clothed in the very gilded flowers of speech). “Desist, O crimson-minded barbarian! Let us now walk side by side along the river bank and drink in the soul-stirring melody of the musicians who at this hour will be making the spot doubly attractive with the concord of stringed woods and instruments of brass struck with harmonious unison.”

The scheme for freeing Chou-hu from the embarrassment of Yan’s position was not really badly arranged, nor would it have failed in most cases, but the barber was not sufficiently broad-witted to see that many of the inspired sayings which he used as arguments could be taken in another light and conveyed a decisive warning to himself. A pleasantly devised proverb has been aptly compared to a precious jewel, and as the one has a hundred light-reflecting surfaces, so has the other a diversity of applications, until it is not infrequently beyond the comprehension of an ordinary person to know upon which side wisdom and prudence lie. On the following afternoon Yan was seated in his accustomed corner when Chou-hu entered the shop with uneven feet. The barriers against the street had been raised and the outer door was barred so that none might intrude, while Chou-hu had already carefully examined the walls to ensure that no crevices remained unsealed. As he entered he was seeking, somewhat incoherently, to justify himself by assuring the deities that he had almost changed his mind until he remembered the many impious acts on Yan’s part in the past, to avenge which he felt himself to be their duly appointed instrument. Furthermore, to convince them of the excellence of his motive (and also to protect himself against the influence of evil spirits) he advanced repeating the words of an invocation which in his youth he had been accustomed to say daily in the temple, and thereupon Yan knew that the moment was at hand.

“Behold, master!” he exclaimed suddenly, in clearly expressed words, “something lies at your feet.”

Chou-hu looked down to the floor and lying before him was a piece of silver. To his dull and confused faculties it sounded an inaccurate detail of his pre-arranged plan that Yan should have addressed him, and the remark itself seemed dimly to remind him of something that he had intended to say, but he was too involved with himself to be able to attach any logical significance to the facts and he at once stooped greedily to possess the coin. Then Yan, who had an unfaltering grasp upon the necessities of each passing second, sprang agilely forward, swung the staff, and brought it so proficiently down upon Chou-hu’s lowered head that the barber dropped lifeless to the ground and the weapon itself was shattered by the blow. Without a pause Yan clothed himself with his master’s robes and ornaments, wrapped his own garment about Chou-hu instead, and opening a stone door let into the ground rolled the body through so that it dropped down into the cave beneath. He next altered the binding of his hair a little, cut his lips deeply for a set purpose, and then reposing upon the couch of the inner chamber he took up one of Chou-hu’s pipes and awaited Tsae-che’s return.

“It is unendurable that they of the silk market should be so ill-equipped,” remarked Tsae-che discontentedly as she entered. “This pitiable one has worn away the heels of her sandals in a vain endeavour to procure a suitable embroidery, and has turned over the contents of every stall to no material end. How have the events of the day progressed with you, my lord?”

“To the fulfilling of a written destiny. Yet in a measure darkly, for a light has gone out,” replied Yuen Yan.

“There was no unanticipated divergence?” inquired the woman with interest and a marked approval of this delicate way of expressing the operation of an unpleasant necessity.

“From detail to detail it was as this person desired and contrived,” said Yan.

“And, of a surety, this one also?” claimed Tsae-che, with an internal emotion that something was insidiously changed in which she had no adequate part.

“The language may be fully expressed in six styles of writing, but who shall read the mind of a woman?” replied Yan evasively. “Nevertheless, in explicit words, the overhanging shadow has departed and the future is assured.”

“It is well,” said Tsae-che. “Yet how altered is your voice, and for what reason do you hold a cloth before your mouth?”

“The staff broke and a splinter flying upwards pierced my lips,” said Yan, lowering the cloth. “You speak truly, for the pain attending each word is by no means slight, and scarcely can this person recognize his own voice.”

“Oh, incomparable Chou-hu, how valiantly do you bear your sufferings!” exclaimed Tsae-che remorsefully. “And while this heedless one has been passing the time pleasantly in handling rich brocades you have been lying here in anguish. Behold now, without delay she will prepare food to divert your mind, and to mark the occasion she had already purchased a little jar of gold-fish gills, two eggs branded with the assurance that they have been earth-buried for eleven years, and a small serpent preserved in oil.”

When they had eaten for some time in silence Yuen Yan again spoke. “Attend closely to my words,” he said, “and if you perceive any disconcerting oversight in the scheme which I am about to lay before you do not hesitate to declare it. The threat which Heng-cho the baker swore he swore openly, and many reputable witnesses could be gathered together who would confirm his words, while the written message of reconciliation which he sent will be known to none. Let us therefore take that which lies in the cave beneath and clothing it in my robes bear it unperceived as soon as the night has descended and leave it in the courtyard of Heng-cho’s house. Now Heng-cho has a fig plantation outside the city, so that when he rises early, as his custom is, and finds the body, he will carry it away to bury it secretly there, remembering his impetuous words and well knowing the net of entangling circumstances which must otherwise close around him. At that moment you will appear before him, searching for your husband, and suspecting his burden raise an outcry that may draw the neighbours to your side if necessary. On this point, however, be discreetly observant, for if the tumult calls down the official watch it will go evilly with Heng-cho, but we shall profit little. The greater likelihood is that as soon as you lift up your voice the baker will implore you to accompany him back to his house so that he may make a full and honourable compensation. This you will do, and hastening the negotiation as much as is consistent with a seemly regard for your overwhelming grief, you will accept not less than five hundred taels and an undertaking that a suitable funeral will be provided.”

“O thrice-versatile Chou-hu!” exclaimed Tsae-che, whose eyes had reflected an ever-increasing sparkle of admiration as Yan unfolded the details of his scheme, “how insignificant are the minds of others compared with yours! Assuredly you have been drinking at some magic well in this one’s absence, for never before was your intellect so keen and lustreful. Let us at once carry your noble stratagem into effect, for this person’s toes vibrate to bear her on a project of such remunerative ingenuity.”

Accordingly they descended into the cave beneath and taking up Chou-hu they again dressed him in his own robes. In his inner sleeve Yan placed some parchments of slight importance; he returned the jade bracelet to his wrist and by other signs he made his identity unmistakable; then lifting him between them, when the night was well advanced, they carried him through unfrequented ways and left him unperceived within Heng-cho’s gate.

“There is yet another precaution which will ensure to you the sympathetic voices of all if it should become necessary to appeal openly,” said Yuen Yan when they had returned. “I will make out a deed of final intention conferring all I possess upon Yuen Yan as a mark of esteem for his conscientious services, and this you can produce if necessary in order to crush the niggard baker in the wine-press of your necessitous destitution.” Thereupon Yan drew up such a document as he had described, signing it with Chou-hu’s name and sealing it with his ring, while Tsae-che also added her sign and attestation. He then sent her to lurk upon the roof, strictly commanding her to keep an undeviating watch upon Heng-cho’s movements.

It was about the hour before dawn when Heng-cho appeared, bearing across his back a well-filled sack and carrying in his right hand a spade. His steps were turned towards the fig orchard of which Yan had spoken, so that he must pass Chou-hu’s house, but before he reached it Tsae-che had glided out and with loosened hair and trailing robes she sped along the street. Presently there came to Yuen Yan’s waiting ear a long-drawn cry and the sounds of many shutters being flung open and the tread of hurrying feet. The moments hung about him like the wings of a dragon-dream, but a prudent restraint chained him to the inner chamber.

It was fully light when Tsae-che returned, accompanied by one whom she dismissed before she entered. “Felicity,” she explained, placing before Yan a heavy bag of silver. “Your word has been accomplished.”

“It is sufficient,” replied Yan in a tone from which every tender modulation was absent, as he laid the silver by the side of the parchment which he had drawn up. “For what reason is the outer door now barred and they who drink tea with us prevented from entering to wish Yuen Yan prosperity?”

“Strange are my lord’s words, and the touch of his breath is cold to his menial one,” said the woman in doubting reproach.

“It will scarcely warm even the roots of Heng-cho’s fig-trees,” replied Yuen Yan with unveiled contempt. “Stretch across your hand.”

In trembling wonder Tsae-che laid her hand upon the ebony table which stood between them and slowly advanced it until Yan seized it and held it firmly in his own. For a moment he held it, compelling the woman to gaze with a soul-crushing dread into his face, then his features relaxed somewhat from the effort by which he had controlled them, and at the sight Tsae-che tore away her hand and with a scream which caused those outside to forget the memory of every other cry they had ever heard, she cast herself from the house and was seen in the city no more.

These are the pages of the forgotten incident in the life of Yuen Yan which this narrator has sought out and discovered. Elsewhere, in the lesser Classics, it may be read that the person in question afterwards lived to a venerable age and finally Passed Above surrounded by every luxury, after leading an existence consistently benevolent and marked by an even exceptional adherence to the principles and requirements of The Virtues.


CHAPTER X
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THE INCREDIBLE OBTUSENESS of Those who had Opposed the Virtuous Kai Lung

It was later than the appointed hour that same day when Kai Lung and Hwa-mei met about the shutter, for the Mandarin’s importunity had disturbed the harmonious balance of their fixed arrangement. As the story-teller left the inner chamber a message of understanding, veiled from those who stood around, had passed between their eyes, and so complete was the sympathy that now directed them that without a spoken word their plans were understood. Li-loe’s acquiescence had been secured by the bestowal of a flask of wine (provided already by Hwa-mei against such an emergency), and though the door-keeper had indicated reproach by a variety of sounds, he forbore from speaking openly of any vaster store.

“Let the bitterness of this one’s message be that which is first spoken, so that the later and more enduring words of our remembrance may be devoid of sting. A star has shone across my mediocre path which now an envious cloud has conspired to obscure. This meeting will doubtless be our last.”

Then replied Kai Lung from the darkness of the space above, his voice unhurried as its wont:



“If this is indeed the end, then to the spirits of the destinies I prostrate myself in thanks for those golden hours that have gone before, and had there been no others to recall then would I equally account myself repaid in life and death by this.”

“My words ascend with yours in a pale spiral to the bosom of the universal mother,” Hwa-mei made response. “I likewise am content, having tasted this felicity.”

“There is yet one other thing, esteemed, if such a presumption is to be endured,” Kai Lung ventured to request. “Each day a stone has been displaced from off the wall and these now lie about your gentle feet. If you should inconvenience yourself to the extent of standing upon the mound thus raised, and would stretch up your hand, I, leaning forth, could touch it with my finger-tips.”

“This also will I dare to do and feel it no reproach,” replied Hwa-mei; thus for the first time their fingers met.

“Let me now continue the ignoble message that my unworthy lips must bear,” resumed the maiden, with a gesture of refined despair. “Ming-shu and Shan Tien, recognizing a mutual need in each, have agreed to forego their wordy strife and have entered upon a common cause. To mark this reconciliation the Mandarin to-morrow night will make a feast of wine and song in honour of Ming-shu and into this assembly you will be led, bound and wearing the wooden cang, to contribute to their offensive mirth. To this end you will not be arraigned to-morrow, but on the following morning at a special court swift sentence will be passed and carried out, neither will Shan Tien suffer any interruption nor raise an arresting hand.”

The darkness by this time encompassed them so that neither could see the other’s face, but across the scent-laden air Hwa-mei was conscious of a subtle change, as of a poise or the tightening of a responsive cord.

“This is the end?” she whispered up, unable to sustain. “Ah, is it not the end?”

“In the high wall of destiny that bounds our lives there is ever a hidden gap to which the Pure Ones may guide our unconscious steps perchance, if they see fit to intervene.... So that to-morrow, being the eleventh of the Moon of Gathering-in, is to be celebrated by the noble Mandarin with song and wine? Truly the nimble-witted Ming-shu must have slumbered by the way!”

“Assuredly he has but now returned from a long journey.”

“Haply he may start upon a longer. Have the musicians been commanded yet?”

“Even now one goes to inform the leader of their voices and to bid him hold his band in readiness.”

“Let it be your continual aim that nothing bars their progress. Where does that just official dwell of whom you lately spoke?”

“The Censor K’o-yih, he who rebuked Shan Tien’s ambitions and made him mend his questionable life? His yamen is about the Three-eyed Gate of Tai, a half-day’s journey to the south.”

“The lines converge and the issues of Shan Tien, Ming-shu and we who linger here will presently be brought to a very decisive point where each must play a clear-cut part. To that end is your purpose firm?”

“Lay your commands,” replied Hwa-mei steadfastly, “and measure not the burden of their weight.”

“It is well,” agreed Kai Lung. “Let Shan Tien give the feast and the time of acquiescence will have passed.... The foothold of to-morrow looms insecure, yet a very pressing message must meanwhile reach your hands.”

“At the feast?”

“Thus: about the door of the inner hall are two great jars of shining brass, one on either side, and at their approach a step. Being led, at that step I shall stumble.... the message you will thereafter find in the jar from which I seek support.”

“It shall be to me as your spoken word. Alas! the moment of recall is already here.”

“Doubt not; we stand on the edge of an era that is immeasurable. For that emergency I now go to consult the spirits who have so far guided us.”

On the following day at an evening hour Kai Lung received an imperious summons to accompany one who led him to the inner courts. Yet neither the cords about his arms nor the pillory around his neck could contain the gladness of his heart. From within came the sounds of instruments of wood and string with the measured beating of a drum; nothing had fallen short, for on that forbidden day, incredibly blind to the depths of his impiety, the ill-starred Mandarin Shan Tien was having music!

“Gall of a misprocured she-mule!” exclaimed the unsympathetic voice of the one who had charge of him, and the rope was jerked to quicken his loitering feet. In an effort to comply Kai Lung missed the step that crossed his path and stumbling blindly forward would have fallen had he not struck heavily against a massive jar of lacquered brass, one of two that flanked the door.

“Thy province is to tell a tale rather than to dance a grotesque, as I understand the matter,” said the attendant, mollified by the amusement. “In any case, restrain thy admitted ardour for a while; the call is not yet for us.”

From a group that stood apart some distance from the door one moved forth and leisurely crossed the hall. Kai Lung’s wounded head ceased to pain him.

“What slave is this,” she demanded of the other in a slow and level tone, “and wherefore do the two of you intrude on this occasion?”

“The exalted lord commands that this one of the prisoners should attend here thus, to divert them with his fancies, he having a certain wit of the more foolish kind. Kai Lung, the dog’s name is.”

“Approach yet nearer to the inner door,” enjoined the maiden, indicating the direction; “so that when the message comes there shall be no inept delay.” As they moved off to obey she stood in languid unconcern, leaning across the opening of a tall brass vase, one hand swinging idly in its depths, until they reached their station. Kai Lung did not need his eyes to know.

Presently the music ceased, and summoned to appear in turn, Kai Lung stood forth among the guests. On the right hand of the Mandarin reclined the base Ming-shu, his mind already vapoury with the fumes of wine, the secret malice of his envious mind now boldly leaping from his eyes.

“The overrated person now about to try your refined patience to its limit is one who calls himself Kai Lung,” declared Ming-shu offensively. “From an early age he has combined minstrelsy with other and more lucrative forms of crime. It is the boast of this contumacious mendicant that he can recite a story to fit any set of circumstances, this, indeed, being the only merit claimed for his feeble entertainment. The test selected for your tolerant amusement on this very second-rate occasion is that he relates the story of a presuming youth who fixes his covetous hopes upon one so far above his degraded state that she and all who behold his uncouth efforts are consumed by helpless laughter. Ultimately he is to be delivered to a severe but well-earned death by a conscientious official whose leisurely purpose is to possess the maiden for himself. Although occasionally bordering on the funereal, the details of the narrative are to be of a light and gravity-removing nature on the whole. Proceed.”

The story-teller made obeisance towards the Mandarin, whose face meanwhile revealed a complete absence of every variety of emotion.

“Have I your genial permission to comply, nobility?” he asked.

“The word is spoken,” replied Shan Tien unwillingly. “Let the vaunt be justified.”

“I obey, High Excellence. This involves the story of Hien and the Chief Examiner.”            The Story of Hien and the Chief Examiner

In the reign of the Emperor K’ong there lived at Ho Chow an official named Thang-li, whose degree was that of Chief Examiner of Literary Competitions for the district. He had an only daughter, Fa Fei, whose mind was so liberally stored with graceful accomplishments as to give rise to the saying that to be in her presence was more refreshing than to sit in a garden of perfumes listening to the wisdom of seven elderly philosophers, while her glossy floating hair, skin of crystal lustre, crescent nails and feet smaller and more symmetrical than an opening lotus made her the most beautiful creature in all Ho Chow. Possessing no son, and maintaining an open contempt towards all his nearer relations, it had become a habit for Thang-li to converse with his daughter almost on terms of equality, so that she was not surprised on one occasion, when, calling her into his presence, he graciously commanded her to express herself freely on whatever subject seemed most important in her mind.

“The Great Middle Kingdom in which we live is not only inhabited by the most enlightened, humane and courteous-minded race, but is itself fittingly the central and most desirable point of the Universe, surrounded by other less favoured countries peopled by races of pig-tailless men and large-footed women, all destitute of refined intelligence,” replied Fa Fei modestly. “The sublime Emperor is of all persons the wisest, purest and—”

“Undoubtedly,” interrupted Thang-li. “These truths are of gem-like brilliance, and the ears of a patriotic subject can never be closed to the beauty and music of their ceaseless repetition. Yet between father and daughter in the security of an inner chamber there not unnaturally arise topics of more engrossing interest. For example, now that you are of a marriageable age, have your eyes turned in the direction of any particular suitor?”

“Oh, thrice-venerated sire!” exclaimed Fa Fei, looking vainly round for some attainable object behind which to conceal her honourable confusion, “should the thoughts of a maiden dwell definitely on a matter of such delicate consequence?”

“They should not,” replied her father; “but as they invariably do, the speculation is one outside our immediate concern. Nor, as it is your wonted custom to ascend upon the outside roof at a certain hour of the morning, is it reasonable to assume that you are ignorant of the movements of the two young men who daily contrive to linger before this in no way attractive residence without any justifiable pretext.”

“My father is all-seeing,” replied Fa Fei in a commendable spirit of dutiful acquiescence, and also because it seemed useless to deny the circumstance.

“It is unnecessary,” said Thang-li. “Surrounded, as he is, by a retinue of eleven female attendants, it is enough to be all-hearing. But which of the two has impressed you in the more favourable light?”

“How can the inclinations of an obedient daughter affect the matter?” said Fa Fei evasively. “Unless, O most indulgent, it is your amiable intention to permit me to follow the inspiration of my own unfettered choice?”

“Assuredly,” replied the benevolent Thang-li. “Provided, of course, that the choice referred to should by no evil mischance run in a contrary direction to my own maturer judgment.”

“Yet if such an eventuality did haply arise?” persisted Fa Fei.

“None but the irredeemably foolish spend their time in discussing the probable sensation of being struck by a thunderbolt,” said Thang-li more coldly. “From this day forth, also, be doubly guarded in the undeviating balance of your attitude. Restrain the swallow-like flights of your admittedly brilliant eyes, and control the movements of your expressive fan within the narrowest bounds of necessity. This person’s position between the two is one of exceptional delicacy and he has by no means yet decided which to favour.”

“In such a case,” inquired Fa Fei, caressing his pig-tail persuasively, “how does a wise man act, and by what manner of omens is he influenced in his decision?”

“In such a case,” replied Thang-li, “a very wise man does not act; but maintaining an impassive countenance, he awaits the unrolling of events until he sees what must inevitably take place. It is thus that his reputation for wisdom is built up.”

“Furthermore,” said Fa Fei hopefully, “the ultimate pronouncement rests with the guarding deities?”

“Unquestionably,” agreed Thang-li. “Yet, by a venerable custom, the

esteem of the maiden’s parents is the detail to which the suitors

usually apply themselves with the greatest diligence.” 

***

Of the two persons thus referred to by Thang-li, one, Tsin Lung, lived beneath the sign of the Righteous Ink Brush. By hereditary right Tsin Lung followed the profession of copying out the more difficult Classics in minute characters upon parchments so small that an entire library could be concealed among the folds of a garment, in this painstaking way enabling many persons who might otherwise have failed at the public examination, and been driven to spend an idle and perhaps even dissolute life, to pass with honourable distinction to themselves and widespread credit to his resourceful system. One gratified candidate, indeed, had compared his triumphal passage through the many grades of the competition to the luxurious ease of being carried in a sedan-chair, and from that time Tsin Lung was jestingly referred to as a “sedan-chair.”

It might reasonably be thought that a person enjoying this enviable position would maintain a loyal pride in the venerable traditions of his house and suffer the requirements of his craft to become the four walls of his ambition. Alas! Tsin Lung must certainly have been born under the influence of a very evil planet, for the literary quality of his profession did not entice his imagination at all, and his sole and frequently-expressed desire was to become a pirate. Nothing but the necessity of obtaining a large sum of money with which to purchase a formidable junk and to procure the services of a band of capable and bloodthirsty outlaws bound him to Ho Chow, unless, perchance, it might be the presence there of Fa Fei after he had once cast his piratical eye upon her overwhelming beauty.

The other of the two persons was Hien, a youth of studious desires and unassuming manner. His father had been the chief tax-collector of the Chunling mountains, beyond the town, and although the exact nature of the tax and the reason for its extortion had become forgotten in the process of interminable ages, he himself never admitted any doubt of his duty to collect it from all who passed over the mountains, even though the disturbed state of the country made it impossible for him to transmit the proceeds to the capital. To those who uncharitably extended the envenomed tongue of suspicion towards the very existence of any Imperial tax, the father of Hien replied with unshaken loyalty that in such a case the sublime Emperor had been very treacherously served by his advisers, as the difficulty of the paths and the intricate nature of the passes rendered the spot peculiarly suitable for the purpose, and as he was accompanied by a well-armed and somewhat impetuous band of followers, his arguments were inevitably successful. When he Passed Beyond, Hien accepted the leadership, but solely out of a conscientious respect for his father’s memory, for his heart was never really in the occupation. His time was almost wholly taken up in reading the higher Classics, and even before he had seen Fa Fei his determination had been taken that when once he had succeeded in passing the examination for the second degree and thereby become entitled to an inferior mandarinship he would abandon his former life forever. From this resolution the entreaties of his devoted followers could not shake him, and presently they ceased to argue, being reassured by the fact that although Hien presented himself unfailingly for every examination his name appeared at the foot of each successive list with unvarying frequency. It was at this period that he first came under the ennobling spell of Fa Fei’s influence and from that time forth he redoubled his virtuous efforts.

After conversing with her father, as already related, Fa Fei spent the day in an unusually thoughtful spirit. As soon as it was dark she stepped out from the house and veiling her purpose under the pretext of gathering some herbs to complete a charm she presently entered a grove of overhanging cedars where Hien had long been awaiting her footsteps.

“Rainbow of my prosaic existence!” he exclaimed, shaking hands with himself courteously, “have you yet carried out your bold suggestion?” and so acute was his anxiety for her reply that he continued to hold his hand unconsciously until Fa Fei turned away her face in very becoming confusion.

“Alas, O my dragon-hearted one,” she replied at length, “I have indeed dared to read the scroll, but how shall this person’s inelegant lips utter so detestable a truth?”

“It is already revealed,” said Hien, striving to conceal from her his bitterness. “When the list of competitors at the late examination is publicly proclaimed to-morrow at the four gates of the city, the last name to be announced will again, and for the eleventh time, be that of the degraded Hien.”

“Beloved,” exclaimed Fa Fei, resolved that as she could not honourably deny that her Hien’s name was again indeed the last one to appear she would endeavour to lead his mind subtly away to the contemplation of more pleasurable thoughts, “it is as you have said, but although your name is the last, it is by far the most dignified and romantic-sounding of all, nor is there another throughout the list which can be compared to it for the ornamental grace of its flowing curves.”

“Nevertheless,” replied Hien, in a violent access of self-contempt, “it is a name of abandoned omen and is destined only to reach the ears of posterity to embellish the proverb of scorn, ‘The lame duck should avoid the ploughed field.’ Can there — can there by no chance have been some hope-inspiring error?”

“Thus were the names inscribed on the parchment which after the public announcement will be affixed to the Hall of Ten Thousand Lustres,” replied Fa Fei. “With her own unworthy eyes this incapable person beheld it.”

“The name ‘Hien’ is in no way striking or profound,” continued the one in question, endeavouring to speak as though the subject referred to some person standing at a considerable distance away. “Furthermore, so commonplace and devoid of character are its written outlines that it has very much the same appearance whichever way up it is looked at.... The possibility that in your graceful confusion you held the list in such a position that what appeared to be the end was in reality the beginning is remote in the extreme, yet—”

In spite of an absorbing affection Fa Fei could not disguise from herself that her feelings would have been more pleasantly arranged if her lover had been inspired to accept his position unquestioningly. “There is a detail, hitherto unrevealed, which disposes of all such amiable suggestions,” she replied. “After the name referred to, someone in authority had inscribed the undeniable comment ‘As usual.’”

“The omen is a most encouraging one,” exclaimed Hien, throwing aside all his dejection. “Hitherto this person’s untiring efforts had met with no official recognition whatever. It is now obvious that far from being lost in the crowd he is becoming an object of honourable interest to the examiners.”

“One frequently hears it said, ‘After being struck on the head with an axe it is a positive pleasure to be beaten about the body with a wooden club,’” said Fa Fei, “and the meaning of the formerly elusive proverb is now explained. Would it not be prudent to avail yourself at length of the admittedly outrageous Tsin Lung’s services, so that this period of unworthy trial may be brought to a distinguished close?”

“It is said, ‘Do not eat the fruit of the stricken branch,’” replied Hien, “and this person will never owe his success to one who is so detestable in his life and morals that with every facility for a scholarly and contemplative existence he freely announces his barbarous intention of becoming a pirate. Truly the Dragon of Justice does but sleep for a little time, and when he awakens all that will be left of the mercenary Tsin Lung and those who associate with him will scarcely be enough to fill an orange skin.”

“Doubtless it will be so,” agreed Fa Fei, regretting, however, that Hien had not been content to prophesy a more limited act of vengeance, until, at least, her father had come to a definite decision regarding her own future. “Alas, though, the Book of Dynasties expressly says, ‘The one-legged never stumble,’ and Tsin Lung is so morally ill-balanced that the proverb may even apply to him.”

“Do not fear,” said Hien. “It is elsewhere written, ‘Love and leprosy few escape,’ and the spirit of Tsin Lung’s destiny is perhaps even at this moment lurking unsuspected behind some secret place.”

“If,” exclaimed a familiar voice, “the secret place alluded to should chance to be a hollow cedar-tree of inadequate girth, the unfortunate spirit in question will have my concentrated sympathy.”

“Just and magnanimous father!” exclaimed Fa Fei, thinking it more prudent not to recognize that he had learned of their meeting-place and concealing himself there had awaited their coming, “when your absence was discovered a heaven-sent inspiration led me to this spot. Have I indeed been permitted here to find you?”

“Assuredly you have,” replied Thang-li, who was equally desirous of concealing the real circumstances, although the difficulty of the position into which he had hastily and incautiously thrust his body on their approach compelled him to reveal himself. “The same inspiration led me to lose myself in this secluded spot, as being the one which you would inevitably search.”

“Yet by what incredible perversity does it arise, venerable Thang-li, that a leisurely and philosophical stroll should result in a person of your dignified proportions occupying so unattractive a position?” said Hien, who appeared to be too ingenuous to suspect Thang-li’s craft, in spite of a warning glance from Fa Fei’s expressive eyes.

“The remark is a natural one, O estimable youth,” replied Thang-li, doubtless smiling benevolently, although nothing of his person could be actually seen by Hien or Fa Fei, “but the recital is not devoid of humiliation. While peacefully studying the position of the heavens this person happened to glance into the upper branches of a tree and among them he beheld a bird’s nest of unusual size and richness — one that would promise to yield a dish of the rarest flavour. Lured on by the anticipation of so sumptuous a course, he rashly trusted his body to an unworthy branch, and the next moment, notwithstanding his unceasing protests to the protecting Powers, he was impetuously deposited within this hollow trunk.”

“Not unreasonably is it said, ‘A bird in the soup is better than an eagle’s nest in the desert,’” exclaimed Hien. “The pursuit of a fair and lofty object is set about with hidden pitfalls to others beyond you, O noble Chief Examiner! By what nimble-witted act of adroitness is it now your enlightened purpose to extricate yourself?”

At this admittedly polite but in no way inspiring question a silence of a very acute intensity seemed to fall on that part of the forest. The mild and inscrutable expression of Hien’s face did not vary, but into Fa Fei’s eyes there came an unexpected but not altogether disapproving radiance, while, without actually altering, the appearance of the tree encircling Thang-li’s form undoubtedly conveyed the impression that the benevolent smile which might hitherto have been reasonably assumed to exist within had been abruptly withdrawn.

“Your meaning is perhaps well-intentioned, gracious Hien,” said Thang-li at length, “but as an offer of disinterested assistance your words lack the gong-like clash of spontaneous enthusiasm. Nevertheless, if you will inconvenience yourself to the extent of climbing this not really difficult tree for a short distance you will be able to grasp some outlying portion of this one’s body without any excessive fatigue.”

“Mandarin,” replied Hien, “to touch even the extremity of your incomparable pig-tail would be an honour repaying all earthly fatigue—”

“Do not hesitate to seize it, then,” said Thang-li, as Hien paused. “Yet, if this person may without ostentation continue the analogy, to grasp him firmly by the shoulders must confer a higher distinction and would be even more agreeable to his own feelings.”

“The proposal is a flattering one,” continued Hien, “but my hands are bound down by the decree of the High Powers, for among the most inviolable of the edicts is it not written: ‘Do the lame offer to carry the footsore; the blind to protect the one-eyed? Distrust the threadbare person who from an upper back room invites you to join him in an infallible process of enrichment; turn aside from the one devoid of pig-tail who says, “Behold, a few drops daily at the hour of the morning sacrifice and your virtuous head shall be again like a well-sown rice-field at the time of harvest”; and towards the passing stranger who offers you that mark of confidence which your friends withhold close and yet again open a different eye. So shall you grow obese in wisdom’?”

“Alas!” exclaimed Thang-li, “the inconveniences of living in an Empire where a person has to regulate the affairs of his everyday life by the sacred but antiquated proverbial wisdom of his remote ancestors are by no means trivial. Cannot this possibly mythical obstacle be flattened-out by the amiable acceptance of a jar of sea snails or some other seasonable delicacy, honourable Hien?”

“Nothing but a really well-grounded encouragement as regards Fa Fei can persuade this person to regard himself as anything but a solitary outcast,” replied Hien, “and one paralysed in every useful impulse. Rather than abandon the opportunity of coming to such an arrangement he would almost be prepared to give up all idea of ever passing the examination for the second degree.”

“By no means,” exclaimed Thang-li hastily. “The sacrifice would be too excessive. Do not relinquish your sleuth-hound-like persistence, and success will inevitably reward your ultimate end.”

“Can it really be,” said Hien incredulously, “that my contemptible efforts are a matter of sympathetic interest to one so high up in every way as the renowned Chief Examiner?”

“They are indeed,” replied Thang-li, with that ingratiating candour that marked his whole existence. “Doubtless so prosaic a detail as the system of remuneration has never occupied your refined thoughts, but when it is understood that those in the position of this person are rewarded according to the success of the candidates you will begin to grasp the attitude.”

“In that case,” remarked Hien, with conscious humiliation, “nothing but a really sublime tolerance can have restrained you from upbraiding this obscure competitor as a thoroughly corrupt egg.”

“On the contrary,” replied Thang-li reassuringly, “I have long regarded you as the auriferous fowl itself. It is necessary to explain, perhaps, that the payment by result alluded to is not based on the number of successful candidates, but — much more reasonably as all those have to be provided with lucrative appointments by the authorities — on the economy effected to the State by those whom I can conscientiously reject. Owing to the malignant Tsin Lung’s sinister dexterity these form an ever-decreasing band, so that you may now be fittingly deemed the chief prop of a virtuous but poverty-afflicted line. When you reflect that for the past eleven years you have thus really had the honour of providing the engaging Fa Fei with all the necessities of her very ornamental existence you will see that you already possess practically all the advantages of matrimony. Nevertheless, if you will now bring our agreeable conversation to an end by releasing this inauspicious person he will consider the matter with the most indulgent sympathies.”

“Withhold!” exclaimed a harsh voice before Hien could reply, and from behind a tree where he had heard Thang-li’s impolite reference to himself Tsin Lung stood forth. “How does it chance, O two-complexioned Chief Examiner, that after weighing this one’s definite proposals — even to the extent of demanding a certain proportion in advance — you are now engaged in holding out the same alluring hope to another? Assuredly, if your existence is so critically imperilled this person and none other will release you and claim the reward.”

“Turn your face backwards, imperious Tsin Lung,” cried Hien. “These incapable hands alone shall have the overwhelming distinction of drawing forth the illustrious Thang-li.”

“Do not get entangled among my advancing footsteps, immature one,” contemptuously replied Tsin Lung, shaking the massive armour in which he was encased from head to foot. “It is inept for pigmies to stand before one who has every intention of becoming a rapacious pirate shortly.”

“The sedan-chair is certainly in need of new shafts,” retorted Hien, and drawing his sword with an expression of ferocity he caused it to whistle around his head so loudly that a flock of migratory doves began to arrive, under the impression that others of their tribe were calling them to assemble.

“Alas!” exclaimed Thang-li, in an accent of despair, “doubtless the wise Nung-yu was surrounded by disciples all eager that no other should succour him when he remarked: ‘A humble friend in the same village is better than sixteen influential brothers in the Royal Palace.’ In all this illimitable Empire is there not room for one whose aspirations are bounded by the submerged walls of a predatory junk and another whose occupation is limited to the upper passes of the Chunling mountains? Consider the poignant nature of this person’s vain regrets if by a couple of evilly directed blows you succeeded at this inopportune moment in exterminating one another!”

“Do not fear, exalted Thang-li,” cried Hien, who, being necessarily somewhat occupied in preparing himself against Tsin Lung’s attack, failed to interpret these words as anything but a direct encouragement to his own cause. “Before the polluting hands of one who disdains the Classics shall be laid upon your sacred extremities this tenacious person will fix upon his antagonist with a serpent-like embrace and, if necessary, suffer the spirits of both to Pass Upward in one breath.” And to impress Tsin Lung with his resolution he threw away his scabbard and picked it up again several times.

“Grow large in hope, worthy Chief Examiner,” cried Tsin Lung, who from a like cause was involved in a similar misapprehension. “Rather shall your imperishable bones adorn the interior of a hollow cedar-tree throughout all futurity than you shall suffer the indignity of being extricated by an earth-nurtured sleeve-snatcher.” And to intimidate Hien by the display he continued to clash his open hand against his leg armour until the pain became intolerable.

“Honourable warriors!” implored Thang-li in so agonized a voice — and also because they were weary of the exercise — that Hien and Tsin Lung paused, “curb your bloodthirsty ambitions for a breathing-space and listen to what will probably be a Last Expression. Believe the passionate sincerity of this one’s throat when he proclaims that there would be nothing repugnant to his very keenest susceptibilities if an escaping parricide, who was also guilty of rebellion, temple-robbing, book-burning, murder and indiscriminate violence, and the pollution of tombs, took him familiarly by the hand at this moment. What, therefore, would be his gratified feelings if two such nobly-born subjects joined forces and drew him up dexterously by the body-cloth? Accept his definite assurance that without delay a specific pronouncement would be made respecting the bestowal of the one around whose jade-like personality this encounter has arisen.”

“The proposal casts a reasonable shadow, gracious Hien,” remarked Tsin Lung, turning towards the other with courteous deference. “Shall we bring a scene of irrational carnage to an end and agree to regard the incomparable Thang-li’s benevolent tongue as an outstretched olive branch?”

“It is admittedly said, ‘Every road leads in two directions,’ and the alternative you suggest, O virtue-loving Tsin Lung, is both reputable and just,” replied Hien pleasantly. In this amiable spirit they extricated Thang-li and bore him to the ground. At an appointed hour he received them with becoming ceremony and after a many-coursed repast rose to fulfil the specific terms of his pledge.

“The Line of Thang,” he remarked with inoffensive pride, “has for seven generations been identified with a high standard of literary achievement. Undeniably it is a very creditable thing to control the movements of an ofttime erratic vessel and to emerge triumphantly from a combat with every junk you encounter, and it is no less worthy of esteem to gather round about one, on the sterile slopes of the Chunlings, a devoted band of followers. Despite these virtues, however, neither occupation is marked by any appreciable literary flavour, and my word is, therefore, that both persons shall present themselves for the next examination, and when in due course the result is declared the more successful shall be hailed as the chosen suitor. Lo, I have spoken into a sealed bottle, and my voice cannot vary.”

Then replied Tsin Lung: “Truly, it is as it is said, astute Thang-li, though the encircling wall of a hollow cedar-tree, for example, might impart to the voice in question a less uncompromising ring of finality than it possesses when raised in a silk-lined chamber and surrounded by a band of armed retainers. Nevertheless the pronouncement is one which appeals to this person’s sense of justice, and the only improvement he can suggest is that the superfluous Hien should hasten that ceremony at which he will be an honoured guest by now signifying his intention of retiring from so certain a defeat. For by what expedient,” he continued, with arrogant persistence, “can you avert that end, O ill-destined Hien? Have you not burned joss-sticks to the deities, both good and bad, for eleven years unceasingly? Can you, as this person admittedly can, inscribe the Classics with such inimitable delicacy that an entire volume of the Book of Decorum, copied in his most painstaking style, may be safely carried about within a hollow tooth, a lengthy ode, traced on a shred of silk, wrapped undetectably around a single eyelash?”

“It is true that the one before you cannot bend his brush to such

deceptive ends,” replied Hien modestly. “A detail, however, has

escaped your reckoning. Hitherto Hien has been opposed by a thousand,

and against so many it is true that the spirits of his ancestors have

been able to afford him very little help. On this occasion he need

regard one adversary alone. Giving those Forces which he invokes

clearly to understand that they need not concern themselves with any

other, he will plainly intimate that after so many sacrifices on his

part something of a really tangible affliction is required to

overwhelm Tsin Lung. Whether this shall take the form of mental

stagnation, bodily paralysis, demoniacal possession, derangement of

the internal faculties, or being changed into one of the lower

animals, it might be presumptuous on this person’s part to stipulate,

but by invoking every accessible power and confining himself to this

sole petition a very definite tragedy may be expected. Beware, O

contumacious Lung, ‘However high the tree the shortest axe can reach

its trunk.’”

***

As the time for the examination drew near the streets of Ho Chow began to wear a fuller and more animated appearance both by day and night. Tsin Lung’s outer hall was never clear of anxious suppliants all entreating him to supply them with minute and reliable copies of the passages which they found most difficult in the selected works, but although his low and avaricious nature was incapable of rejecting this means of gain he devoted his closest energies and his most inspired moments to his own personal copies, a set of books so ethereal that they floated in the air without support and so cunningly devised in the blending of their colour as to be, in fact, quite invisible to any but his microscopic eyes. Hien, on the other hand, devoted himself solely to interesting the Powers against his rival’s success by every variety of incentive, omen, sacrifice, imprecation, firework, inscribed curse, promise, threat or combination of inducements. Through the crowded streets and by-ways of Ho Chow moved the imperturbable Thang-li, smiling benevolently on those whom he encountered and encouraging each competitor, and especially Hien and Tsin Lung, with a cheerful proverb suited to the moment.

An outside cause had further contributed to make this period one of the most animated in the annals of Ho Chow, for not only was the city, together with the rest of the imperishable Empire, celebrating a great and popular victory, but, as a direct consequence of that event, the sublime Emperor himself was holding his court at no great distance away. An armed and turbulent rabble of illiterate barbarians had suddenly appeared in the north and, not giving a really sufficient indication of their purpose, had traitorously assaulted the capital. Had he followed the prompting of his own excessive magnanimity, the charitable Monarch would have refused to take any notice whatever of so puny and contemptible a foe, but so unmistakable became the wishes of the Ever-victorious Army that, yielding to their importunity, he placed himself at their head and resolutely led them backward. Had the opposing army been more intelligent, this crafty move would certainly have enticed them on into the plains, where they would have fallen an easy victim to the Imperial troops and all perished miserably. Owing to their low standard of reasoning, however, the mule-like invaders utterly failed to grasp the advantage which, as far as the appearance tended, they might reasonably be supposed to reap by an immediate pursuit. They remained incapably within the capital slavishly increasing its defences, while the Ever-victorious lurked resourcefully in the neighbourhood of Ho Chow, satisfied that with so dull-witted an adversary they could, if the necessity arose, go still further.

Upon a certain day of the period thus indicated there arrived at the gate of the royal pavilion one having the appearance of an aged seer, who craved to be led into the Imperial Presence.

“Lo, Mightiest,” said a slave, bearing in this message, “there stands at the outer gate one resembling an ancient philosopher, desiring to gladden his failing eyesight before he Passes Up with a brief vision of your illuminated countenance.”

“The petition is natural but inopportune,” replied the agreeable Monarch. “Let the worthy soothsayer be informed that after an exceptionally fatiguing day we are now snatching a few short hours of necessary repose, from which it would be unseemly to recall us.”

“He received your gracious words with distended ears and then observed that it was for your All-wisdom to decide whether an inspired message which he had read among the stars was not of more consequence than even a refreshing sleep,” reported the slave, returning.

“In that case,” replied the Sublimest, “tell the persevering wizard that we have changed our minds and are religiously engaged in worshipping our ancestors, so that it would be really sacrilegious to interrupt us.”

“He kowtowed profoundly at the mere mention of your charitable occupation and proceeded to depart, remarking that it would indeed be corrupt to disturb so meritorious an exercise with a scheme simply for your earthly enrichment,” again reported the message-bearer.

“Restrain him!” hastily exclaimed the broadminded Sovereign. “Give the venerable necromancer clearly to understand that we have worshipped them enough for one day. Doubtless the accommodating soothsayer has discovered some rare jewel which he is loyally bringing to embellish our crown.”

“There are rarer jewels than those which can be pasted in a crown, Supreme Head,” said the stranger, entering unperceived behind the attending slave. He bore the external signs of an infirm magician, while his face was hidden in a cloth to mark the imposition of a solemn vow. “With what apter simile,” he continued, “can this person describe an imperishable set of verses which he heard this morning falling from the lips of a wandering musician like a seven-roped cable of pearls pouring into a silver bucket? The striking and original title was ‘Concerning Spring,’ and although the snow lay deep at the time several bystanders agreed that an azalea bush within hearing came into blossom at the eighty-seventh verse.”

“We have heard of the poem to which you refer with so just a sense of balance,” said the impartial Monarch encouragingly. (Though not to create a two-sided impression it may be freely stated that he himself was the author of the inspired composition.) “Which part, in your mature judgment, reflected the highest genius and maintained the most perfectly-matched analogy?”

“It is aptly said: ‘When it is dark the sun no longer shines, but who shall forget the colours of the rainbow?’” replied the astrologer evasively. “How is it possible to suspend topaz in one cup of the balance and weigh it against amethyst in the other; or who in a single language can compare the tranquillizing grace of a maiden with the invigorating pleasure of witnessing a well-contested rat-fight?”

“Your insight is clear and unbiased,” said the gracious Sovereign. “But however entrancing it is to wander unchecked through a garden of bright images, are we not enticing your mind from another subject of almost equal importance?”

“There is yet another detail, it is true,” admitted the sage, “but regarding its comparative importance a thoroughly loyal subject may be permitted to amend the remark of a certain wise Emperor of a former dynasty: ‘Any person in the City can discover a score of gold mines if necessary, but One only could possibly have written “Concerning Spring.”’”

“The arts may indeed be regarded as lost,” acquiesced the magnanimous Head, “with the exception of a solitary meteor here and there. Yet in the trivial matter of mere earthly enrichment—”

“Truly,” agreed the other. “There is, then, a whisper in the province that the floor of the Imperial treasury is almost visible.”

“The rumour, as usual, exaggerates the facts grossly,” replied the Greatest. “The floor of the Imperial treasury is quite visible.”

“Yet on the first day of the next moon the not inconsiderable revenue contributed by those who present themselves for the examination will flow in.”

“And by an effete and unworthy custom almost immediately flow out again to reward the efforts of the successful,” replied the Wearer of the Yellow in an accent of refined bitterness. “On other occasions it is possible to assist the overworked treasurer with a large and glutinous hand, but from time immemorial the claims of the competitors have been inviolable.”

“Yet if by a heaven-sent chance none, or very few, reached the necessary standard of excellence — ?”

“Such a chance, whether proceeding from the Upper Air or the Other Parts would be equally welcome to a very hard-lined Ruler,” replied the one who thus described himself.

“Then listen, O K’ong-hi, of the imperishable dynasty of Chung,” said the stranger. “Thus was it laid upon me in the form of a spontaneous dream. For seven centuries the Book of the Observances has been the unvarying Classic of the examinations because during that period it has never been surpassed. Yet as the Empire has admittedly existed from all time, and as it would be impious not to agree that the immortal System is equally antique, it is reasonable to suppose that the Book of the Observances displaced an earlier and inferior work, and is destined in the cycle of time to be itself laid aside for a still greater.”

“The inference is self-evident,” acknowledged the Emperor uneasily, “but the logical development is one which this diffident Monarch hesitates to commit to spoken words.”

“It is not a matter for words but for a stroke of the Vermilion Pencil,” replied the other in a tone of inspired authority. “Across the faint and puny effusions of the past this person sees written in very large and obliterating strokes the words ‘Concerning Spring.’ Where else can be found so novel a conception combined with so unique a way of carrying it out? What other poem contains so many thoughts that one instinctively remembers as having heard before, so many involved allusions that baffle the imagination of the keenest, and so much sound in so many words? With the possible exception of Meng-hu’s masterpiece, ‘The Empty Coffin,’ what other work so skilfully conveys the impression of being taken down farther than one can ever again come up and then suddenly upraised beyond the possible descent? Where else can be found so complete a defiance of all that has hitherto been deemed essential, and, to insert a final wedge, what other poem is half so long?”

“Your criticism is severe but just,” replied the Sovereign, “except that part having reference to Meng-hu. Nevertheless, the atmosphere of the proposal, though reasonable, looms a degree stormily into a troubled future. Can it be permissible even for—”

“Omnipotence!” exclaimed the seer.

“The title is well recalled,” confessed the Emperor. “Yet although unquestionably omnipotent there must surely be some limits to our powers in dealing with so old established a system as that of the examinations.”

“Who can doubt a universal admission that the composer of ‘Concerning Spring’ is capable of doing anything?” was the profound reply. “Let the mandate be sent out — but, to an obvious end, let it be withheld until the eve of the competitions.”

“The moment of hesitancy has faded; go forth in the certainty, esteemed,” said the Emperor reassuringly. “You have carried your message with a discreet hand. Yet before you go, if there is any particular mark of Imperial favour that we can show — something of a special but necessarily honorary nature — do not set an iron screen between your ambition and the light of our favourable countenance.”

“There is indeed such a signal reward,” assented the aged person, with an air of prepossessing diffidence. “A priceless copy of the immortal work—”

“By all means,” exclaimed the liberal-minded Sovereign, with an expression of great relief. “Take three or four in case any of your fascinating relations have large literary appetites. Or, still more conveniently arranged, here is an unopened package from the stall of those who send forth the printed leaves— ‘thirteen in the semblance of twelve,’ as the quaint and harmonious phrase of their craft has it. Walk slowly, revered, and a thousand rainbows guide your retiring footsteps.”

Concerning the episode of this discreetly-veiled personage the historians who have handed down the story of the imperishable affection of Hien and Fa Fei have maintained an illogical silence. Yet it is related that about the same time, as Hien was walking by the side of a bamboo forest of stunted growth, he was astonished by the maiden suddenly appearing before him from the direction of the royal camp. She was incomparably radiant and had the appearance of being exceptionally well satisfied with herself. Commanding him that he should stand motionless with closed eyes, in order to ascertain what the presiding deities would allot him, she bound a somewhat weighty object to the end of his pig-tail, at the same time asking him in how short a period he could commit about nineteen thousand lines of atrociously ill-arranged verse to the tablets of his mind.

“Then do not suffer the rice to grow above your ankles,” she continued, when Hien had modestly replied that six days with good omens should be sufficient, “but retiring to your innermost chamber bar the door and digest this scroll as though it contained the last expression of an eccentric and vastly rich relation,” and with a laugh more musical than the vibrating of a lute of the purest Yun-nan jade in the Grotto of Ten Thousand Echoes she vanished.

It has been sympathetically remarked that no matter how painstakingly a person may strive to lead Destiny along a carefully-prepared path and towards a fit and thoroughly virtuous end there is never lacking some inopportune creature to thrust his superfluous influence into an opposing balance. This naturally suggests the intolerable Tsin Lung, whose ghoulish tastes led him to seek the depths of that same glade on the following day. Walking with downcast eyes, after his degraded custom, he presently became aware of an object lying some distance from his way. To those who have already fathomed the real character of this repulsive person it will occasion no surprise to know that, urged on by the insatiable curiosity that was deeply grafted on to his avaricious nature, he turned aside to probe into a matter with which he had no possible concern, and at length succeeded in drawing a package from the thick bush in which it had been hastily concealed. Finding that it contained twelve lengthy poems entitled “Concerning Spring”, he greedily thrust one in his sleeve, and upon his return, with no other object than the prompting of an ill-regulated mind, he spent all the time that remained before the contest in learning it from end to end.

There have been many remarkable scenes enacted in the great Examination Halls and in the narrow cells around, but it can at once be definitely stated that nothing either before or since has approached the unanimous burst of frenzy that shook the dynasty of Chung when in the third year of his reign the well-meaning but too-easily-led-aside Emperor K’ong inopportunely sought to replace the sublime Classic then in use with a work that has since been recognized to be not only shallow but inept. At Ho Chow nine hundred and ninety-eight voices blended into one soul-benumbing cry of rage, having all the force and precision of a carefully drilled chorus, when the papers were opened, and had not the candidates been securely barred within their solitary pens a popular rising must certainly have taken place. There they remained for three days and nights, until the clamour had subsided into a low but continuous hum, and they were too weak to carry out a combined effort.

Throughout this turmoil Hien and Tsin Lung each plied an unfaltering brush. It may here be advantageously stated that the former person was not really slow or obtuse and his previous failures were occasioned solely by the inequality he strove under in relying upon his memory alone when every other competitor without exception had provided himself with a concealed scrip. Tsin Lung also had a very retentive mind. The inevitable consequence was, therefore, that when the papers were collected Hien and Tsin Lung had accomplished an identical number of correct lines and no other person had made even an attempt.

In explaining Thang-li’s subsequent behaviour it has been claimed by many that the strain of being compelled, in the exercise of his duty, to remain for three days and three nights in the middle of the Hall surrounded by that ferocious horde, all clamouring to reach him, and the contemplation of the immense sum which he would gain by so unparalleled a batch of rejections, contorted his faculties of discrimination and sapped the resources of his usually active mind. Whatever cause is accepted, it is agreed that as soon as he returned to his house he summoned Hien and Tsin Lung together and leaving them for a moment presently returned, leading Fa Fei by the hand. It is further agreed by all that these three persons noticed upon his face a somewhat preoccupied expression, and on the one side much has been made of the admitted fact that as he spoke he wandered round the room catching flies, an occupation eminently suited to his age and leisurely tastes but, it may be confessed, not altogether well chosen at so ceremonious a moment.

“It has been said,” he began at length, withdrawing his eyes reluctantly from an unusually large insect upon the ceiling and addressing himself to the maiden, “that there are few situations in life that cannot be honourably settled, and without loss of time, either by suicide, a bag of gold, or by thrusting a despised antagonist over the edge of a precipice upon a dark night. This inoffensive person, however, has striven to arrive at the conclusion of a slight domestic arrangement both by passively waiting for the event to unroll itself and, at a later period, by the offer of a definite omen. Both of the male persons concerned have applied themselves so tenaciously to the ordeal that the result, to this simple one’s antique mind, savours overmuch of the questionable arts. The genial and light-witted Emperor appears to have put his foot into the embarrassment ineffectually; and Destiny herself has every indication of being disinclined to settle so doubtful a point. As a last resort it now remains for you yourself to decide which of these strenuous and evenly-balanced suitors I may acclaim with ten thousand felicitations.”

“In that case, venerated and commanding sire,” replied Fa Fei simply, yet concealing her real regard behind the retiring mask of a modest indifference, “it shall be Hien, because his complexion goes the more prettily with my favourite heliotrope silk.”

When the results of the examination were announced it was at once assumed by those with whom he had trafficked that Tsin Lung had been guilty of the most degraded treachery. Understanding the dangers of his position, that person decided upon an immediate flight. Disguised as a wild-beast tamer, and leading several apparently ferocious creatures by a cord, he succeeded in making his way undetected through the crowds of competitors watching his house, and hastily collecting his wealth together he set out towards the coast. But the evil spirits which had hitherto protected him now withdrew their aid. In the wildest passes of the Chunlings Hien’s band was celebrating his unexpected success by a costly display of fireworks, varied with music and dancing.... So heavily did they tax him that when he reached his destination he was only able to purchase a small and dilapidated junk and to enlist the services of three thoroughly incompetent mercenaries. The vessels which he endeavoured to pursue stealthily in the hope of restoring his fortunes frequently sailed towards him under the impression that he was sinking and trying to attract their benevolent assistance. When his real intention was at length understood both he and his crew were invariably beaten about the head with clubs, so that although he persevered until the three hired assassins rebelled, he never succeeded in committing a single act of piracy. Afterwards he gained a precarious livelihood by entering into conversation with strangers, and still later he stood upon a board and dived for small coins which the charitable threw into the water. In this pursuit he was one day overtaken by a voracious sea-monster and perished miserably.

The large-meaning but never fully-accomplishing Emperor K’ong reigned for yet another year, when he was deposed by the powerful League of the Three Brothers. To the end of his life he steadfastly persisted that the rebellion was insidiously fanned, if not actually carried out, by a secret confederacy of all the verse-makers of the Empire, who were distrustful of his superior powers. He spent the years of his exile in composing a poetical epitaph to be carved upon his tomb, but his successor, the practical-minded Liu-yen, declined to sanction the expense of procuring so fabulous a supply of marble.



When Kai Lung had repeated the story of the well-intentioned youth Hien and of the Chief Examiner Thang-li and had ceased to speak, a pause of questionable import filled the room, broken only by the undignified sleep-noises of the gross Ming-shu. Glances of implied perplexity were freely passed among the guests, but it remained for Shan Tien to voice their doubt.

“Yet wherein is the essence of the test maintained,” he asked, “seeing that the one whom you call Hien obtained all that which he desired and he who chiefly opposed his aims was himself involved in ridicule and delivered to a sudden end?”

“Beneficence,” replied Kai Lung, with courteous ease, despite the pinions that restrained him, “herein it is one thing to demand and another to comply, for among the Platitudes is the admission made: ‘No needle has two sharp points.’ The conditions which the subtlety of Ming-shu imposed ceased to bind, for their corollary was inexact. In no romance composed by poet or sage are the unassuming hopes of virtuous love brought to a barren end or the one who holds them delivered to an ignominious doom. That which was called for does not therefore exist, but the story of Hien may be taken as indicating the actual course of events should the case arise in an ordinary state of life.”

This reply was not deemed inept by most of those who heard, and they even pressed upon the one who spoke slight gifts of snuff and wine. The Mandarin Shan Tien, however, held himself apart.

“It is doubtful if your lips will be able thus to frame so confident a boast when to-morrow fades,” was his dark forecast.

“Doubtless their tenor will be changed, revered, in accordance with your far-seeing word,” replied Kai Lung submissively as he was led away.


CHAPTER XI
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OF WHICH IT is Written: “In Shallow Water Dragons become the Laughing-stock of Shrimps”

At an early gong-stroke of the following day Kai Lung was finally brought up for judgment in accordance with the venomous scheme of the reptilian Ming-shu. In order to obscure their guilty plans all justice-loving persons were excluded from the court, so that when the story-teller was led in by a single guard he saw before him only the two whose enmity he faced, and one who stood at a distance prepared to serve their purpose.

“Committer of every infamy and inceptor of nameless crimes,” began Ming-shu, moistening his brush, “in the past, by the variety of discreditable subterfuges, you have parried the stroke of a just retribution. On this occasion, however, your admitted powers of evasion will avail you nothing. By a special form of administration, designed to meet such cases, your guilt will be taken as proved. The technicalities of passing sentence and seeing it carried out will follow automatically.”

“In spite of the urgency of the case,” remarked the Mandarin, with an assumption of the evenly-balanced expression that at one time threatened to obtain for him the title of “The Just”, “there is one detail which must not be ignored — especially as our ruling will doubtless become a lantern to the feet of later ones. You appear, malefactor, to have committed crimes — and of all these you have been proved guilty by the ingenious arrangement invoked by the learned recorder of my spoken word — which render you liable to hanging, slicing, pressing, boiling, roasting, grilling, freezing, vatting, racking, twisting, drawing, compressing, inflating, rending, spiking, gouging, limb-tying, piecemeal-pruning and a variety of less tersely describable discomforts with which the time of this court need not be taken up. The important consideration is, in what order are we to proceed and when, if ever, are we to stop?”

“Under your benumbing eye, Excellence,” suggested Ming-shu resourcefully, “the precedent of taking first that for which the written sign is the longest might be established. Failing that, the names of all the various punishments might be inscribed on separate shreds of parchment and these deposited within your state umbrella. The first withdrawn by an unbiased—”

“High Excellence,” Kai Lung ventured to interrupt, “a further plan suggests itself which—”

“If,” exclaimed Ming-shu in irrational haste, “if the criminal proposes to narrate a story of one who in like circumstances—”

“Peace!” interposed Shan Tien tactfully. “The felon will only be allowed the usual ten short measures of time for his suggestion, nor must he, under that guise, endeavour to insert an imagined tale.”

“Your ruling shall keep straight my bending feet, munificence,” replied Kai Lung. “Hear now my simplifying way. In place of cited wrongs — which, after all, are comparatively trivial matters, as being merely offences against another or in defiance of a local usage — substitute one really overwhelming crime for which the penalty is sharp and explicit.”

“To that end you would suggest — ?” Uncertainty sat upon the brow of both Shan Tien and Ming-shu.

“To straighten out the entangled thread this person would plead guilty to the act — in a lesser capacity and against his untrammelled will — of rejoicing musically on a day set apart for universal woe: a crime aimed directly at the sacred person of the Sublime Head and all those of his Line.”

At this significant admission the Mandarin’s expression faded; he stroked the lower part of his face several times and unostentatiously indicated to the two attendants that they should retire to a more distant obscurity. Then he spoke.

“When did this — this alleged indiscretion occur, Kai Lung?” he asked in a considerate voice.

“It is useless to raise a cloud of evasion before the sun of your penetrating intellect,” replied the story-teller. “The eleventh day of the existing moon was its inauspicious date.”

“That being yesterday? Ming-shu, you upon whom the duty of regulating my admittedly vagarious mind devolves, what happened officially on the eleventh day of the Month of Gathering-in?” demanded the Mandarin in an ominous tone.

“On such and such a day, benevolence, threescore and fifteen years ago, the imperishable founder of the existing dynasty ascended on a fiery dragon to be a guest on high,” confessed the conscience-stricken scribe, after consulting his printed tablets. “Owing to the stress of a sudden journey significance of the date had previously escaped my weed-grown memory, tolerance.”

“Alas!” exclaimed Shan Tien bitterly, “among the innumerable drawbacks of an exacting position the enforced reliance upon an unusually inept and more than ordinarily self-opinionated inscriber of the spoken word is perhaps the most illimitable. Owing to your profuse incompetence that which began as an agreeable prelude to a busy day has turned into a really serious matter.”

“Yet, lenience,” pleaded the hapless Ming-shu, lowering his voice for the Mandarin’s private ear, “so far the danger resides in this one throat alone. That disposed of—”

“Perchance,” replied Shan Tien; then turning to Kai Lung: “Doubtless, O story-teller, you were so overcome by the burden of your guilt that until this moment you have hidden the knowledge of it deep within your heart?”

“Magnificence, the commanding quality of your enduring voice would draw the inner matter from a marrow-bone,” frankly replied Kai Lung. “Fearful lest this crime might go unconfessed and my weak and trembling ghost therefrom be held to bear its weight unto the end of time, I set out the full happening in a written scroll and sent it at daybreak by a sure and secret hand to a scrupulous official to deal with as he sees fit.”

“Your worthy confidant would assuredly be a person of incorruptible integrity?”

“The repute of the upright Censor K’o-yih had reached even these stunted ears.”

“Inevitably: the Censor K’o-yih!” Shan Tien’s hasty glance took in the angle of the sun and for a moment rested on the door leading to the part where his swiftest horses lay. “By this time the message will have reached him?”

“Omnipotence,” replied Kai Lung, spreading out his hands to indicate the full extent of his submission, “not even a piece of the finest Ping-hi silk could be inserted between the deepest secret of this person’s heart and your all-extracting gaze. Should you, in your meritorious sense of justice, impose upon me a punishment that would seem to be adequate, it would be superfluous to trouble the obliging Censor in the matter. To this end the one who bears the message lurks in a hidden corner of Tai until a certain hour. If I am in a position to intercept him there he will return the message to my hand; if not, he will straightway bear it to the integritous K’o-yih.”

“May the President of Hades reward you — I am no longer in a position to do so!” murmured Shan Tien with concentrated feeling. “Draw near, Kai Lung,” he continued sympathetically, “and indicate — with as little delay as possible — what in your opinion would constitute a sufficient punishment.”

Thus invited and with his cords unbound, Kai Lung advanced and took his station near the table, Ming-shu noticeably making room for him.

“To be driven from your lofty presence and never again permitted to listen to the wisdom of your inspired lips would undoubtedly be the first essential of my penance, High Excellence.”

“It is gran — inflicted,” agreed Shan Tien, with swift decision.

“The necessary edict may conveniently be drafted in the form of a safe-conduct for this person and all others of his band to a point beyond the confines of your jurisdiction — when the usually agile-witted Ming-shu can sufficiently shake off the benumbing torpor now assailing him so as to use his brush.”

“It is already begun, O virtuous harbinger of joy,” protested the dazed Ming-shu, overturning all the four precious implements in his passion to comply. “A mere breath of time—”

“Let it be signed, sealed and thumb-pressed at every available point of ambiguity,” enjoined Shan Tien.

“Having thus oppressed the vainglory of my self-willed mind, the presumption of this unworthy body must be subdued likewise. The burden of five hundred taels of silver should suffice. If not—”

“In the form of paper obligations, estimable Kai Lung, the same amount would go more conveniently within your scrip,” suggested the Mandarin hopefully.

“Not convenience, O Mandarin, but bodily exhaustion is the essence of my task,” reproved the story-teller.

“Yet consider the anguish of my internal pang, if thus encumbered, you sank spent by the wayside, and being thereby unable to withhold the message, you were called upon to endure a further ill.”

“That, indeed, is worthy of our thought,” confessed Kai Lung. “To this end I will further mortify myself by adventuring upon the uncertain apex of a trustworthy steed (a mode of progress new to my experience) until I enter Tai.”

“The swiftest and most reputable awaits your guiding hand,” replied Shan Tien.

“Let it be enticed forth into a quiet and discreet spot. In the interval, while the obliging Ming-shu plies an unfaltering brush, the task of weighing out my humiliating burden shall be ours.”

In an incredibly short space of time, being continually urged on by the flattering anxiety of Shan Tien (whose precipitancy at one point became so acute that he mistook fourscore taels for five), all things were prepared. With the inscribed parchment well within his sleeve and the bags of silver ranged about his body, Kai Lung approached the platform that had been raised to enable him to subdue the expectant animal.

“Once in the desired position, weighted down as you are, there is little danger of your becoming displaced,” remarked the Mandarin auspiciously.

“Your words are, as usual, many-sided in their wise application, benignity,” replied Kai Lung. “One thing only yet remains. It is apart from the expression of this one’s will, but as an act of justice to yourself and in order to complete the analogy—” And he indicated the direction of Ming-shu.

“Nevertheless you are agreeably understood,” declared Shan Tien, moving apart. “Farewell.”

As those who controlled the front part of the horse at this moment relaxed their tenacity, Kai Lung did not deem it prudent to reply, nor was he specifically observant of the things about. But a little later, while in the act of permitting the creature whose power he ruled to turn round for a last look at its former home, he saw that the unworthy no longer flourished. Ming-shu, with his own discarded cang around his vindictive neck, was being led off in the direction of the prison-house.


CHAPTER XII
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THE OUT-PASSING INTO a State of Assured Felicity of the Much-enduring Two With Whom These Printed Leaves Have Chiefly Been Concerned

Although it was towards sunset, the heat of the day still hung above the dusty earth-road, and two who tarried within the shadow of an ancient arch were loath to resume their way. They had walked far, for the uncertain steed, having revealed a too contentious nature, had been disposed of in distant Tai to an honest stranger who freely explained the imperfection of its ignoble outline.

“Let us remain another space of time,” pleaded Hwa-mei reposefully, “and as without your all-embracing art the course of events would undoubtedly have terminated very differently from what it has, will you not, out of an emotion of gratitude, relate a story for my ear alone, weaving into it the substance of this ancient arch whose shade proves our rest?”

“Your wish is the crown of my attainment, unearthly one,” replied Kai Lung, preparing to obey. “This concerns the story of Ten-teh, whose name adorns the keystone of the fabric.”   

The Story of the Loyalty of Ten-teh, the Fisherman

 “Devotion to the Emperor—” The Five Great Principles

The reign of the enlightened Emperor Tung Kwei had closed amid scenes of treachery and lust, and in his perfidiously-spilled blood was extinguished the last pale hope of those faithful to his line. His only son was a nameless fugitive — by ceaseless report already Passed Beyond — his party scattered and crushed out like the sparks from his blackened Capital, while nothing that men thought dare pass their lips. The usurper Fuh-chi sat upon the dragon throne and spake with the voice of brass cymbals and echoing drums, his right hand shedding blood and his left hand spreading fire. To raise an eye before him was to ape with death, and a whisper in the outer ways foreran swift torture. With harrows he uprooted the land until no household could gather round its ancestral tablets, and with marble rollers he flattened it until none dare lift his head. For the body of each one who had opposed his ambition there was offered an equal weight of fine silver, and upon the head of the child-prince was set the reward of ten times his weight in pure gold. Yet in noisome swamps and forests, hidden in caves, lying on desolate islands, and concealing themselves in every kind of solitary place were those who daily prostrated themselves to the memory of Tung Kwei and by a sign acknowledged the authority of his infant son Kwo Kam. In the Crystal City there was a great roar of violence and drunken song, and men and women lapped from deep lakes filled up with wine; but the ricesacks of the poor had long been turned out and shaken for a little dust; their eyes were closing and in their hearts they were as powder between the mill-stones. On the north and the west the barbarians had begun to press forward in resistless waves, and from The Island to The Beak pirates laid waste the coast.                   

i. UNDER THE DRAGON’S WING

Among the lagoons of the Upper Seng river a cormorant fisher, Ten-teh by name, daily followed his occupation. In seasons of good harvest, when they of the villages had grain in abundance and money with which to procure a more varied diet, Ten-teh was able to regard the ever-changeful success of his venture without anxiety, and even to add perchance somewhat to his store; but when affliction lay upon the land the carefully gathered hoard melted away and he did not cease to upbraid himself for adopting so uncertain a means of livelihood. At these times the earth-tillers, having neither money to spend nor crops to harvest, caught such fish as they could for themselves. Others in their extremity did not scruple to drown themselves and their dependents in Ten-teh’s waters, so that while none contributed to his prosperity the latter ones even greatly added to the embarrassment of his craft. When, therefore, his own harvest failed him in addition, or tempests drove him back to a dwelling which was destitute of food either for himself, his household, or his cormorants, his self-reproach did not appear to be ill-reasoned. Yet in spite of all Ten-teh was of a genial disposition, benevolent, respectful and incapable of guile. He sacrificed adequately at all festivals, and his only regret was that he had no son of his own and very scanty chances of ever becoming rich enough to procure one by adoption.

The sun was setting one day when Ten-teh reluctantly took up his propelling staff and began to urge his raft towards the shore. It was a season of parched crops and destitution in the villages, when disease could fondle the bones of even the most rotund and leprosy was the insidious condiment in every dish; yet never had the Imperial dues been higher, and each succeeding official had larger hands and a more inexorable face than the one before him. Ten-teh’s hoarded resources had already followed the snows of the previous winter, his shelf was like the heart of a despot to whom the oppressed cry for pity, and the contents of the creel at his feet were too insignificant to tempt the curiosity even of his hungry cormorants. But the mists of the evening were by this time lapping the surface of the waters and he had no alternative but to abandon his fishing for the day.

“Truly they who go forth to fish, even in shallow waters, experience strange things when none are by to credit them,” suddenly exclaimed his assistant — a mentally deficient youth of the villages whom Ten-teh charitably employed because all others rejected him. “Behold, master, a spectre bird approaches.”

“Peace, witless,” replied Ten-teh, not turning from his occupation, for it was no uncommon incident for the deficient youth to mistake widely-differing objects for one another or to claim a demoniacal insight into the most trivial happenings. “Visions do not materialize for such as thou and I.”

“Nevertheless,” continued the weakling, “if you will but slacken your agile proficiency with the pole, chieftain, our supper to-night may yet consist of something more substantial than the fish which it is our intention to catch to-morrow.”

When the defective youth had continued for some time in this meaningless strain Ten-teh turned to rebuke him, when to his astonishment he perceived that a strange cormorant was endeavouring to reach them, its progress being impeded by an object which it carried in its mouth. Satisfying himself that his own birds were still on the raft, Ten-teh looked round in expectation for the boat of another fisherman, although none but he had ever within his memory sought those waters, but as far as he could see the wide-stretching lagoon was deserted by all but themselves. He accordingly waited, drawing in his pole, and inciting the bird on by cries of encouragement.

“A nobly-born cormorant without doubt,” exclaimed the youth approvingly. “He is lacking the throat-strap, yet he holds his prey dexterously and makes no movement to consume it. But the fish itself is outlined strangely.”

As the bird drew near Ten-teh also saw that it was devoid of the usual strap which in the exercise of his craft was necessary as a barrier against the gluttonous instincts of the race. It was unnaturally large, and even at a distance Ten-teh could see that its plumage was smoothed to a polished lustre, its eye alert, and the movement of its flight untamed. But, as the youth had said, the fish it carried loomed mysteriously.

“The Wise One and the Crafty Image — behold they prostrate themselves!” cried the youth in a tone of awe-inspired surprise, and without a pause he stepped off the raft and submerged himself beneath the waters.

It was even as he asserted; Ten-teh turned his eyes and lo, his two cormorants, instead of rising in anger, as their contentious nature prompted, had sunk to the ground and were doing obeisance. Much perturbed as to his own most prudent action, for the bird was nearing the craft, Ten-teh judged it safest to accept this token and falling down he thrice knocked his forehead submissively. When he looked up again the majestic bird had vanished as utterly as the flame that is quenched, and lying at his feet was a naked man-child.

“O master,” said the voice of the assistant, as he cautiously protruded his head above the surface of the raft, “has the vision faded, or do creatures of the air before whom even their own kind kowtow still haunt the spot?”

“The manifestation has withdrawn,” replied Ten-teh reassuringly, “but like the touch of the omnipotent Buddha it has left behind it that which proves its reality,” and he pointed to the man-child.

“Beware, alas!” exclaimed the youth, preparing to immerse himself a second time if the least cause arose; “and on no account permit yourself to be drawn into the snare. Inevitably the affair tends to evil from the beginning and presently that which now appears as a man-child will assume the form of a devouring vampire and consume us all. Such occurrences are by no means uncommon when the great sky-lantern is at its full distension.”

“To maintain otherwise would be impious,” admitted his master, “but at the same time there is nothing to indicate that the beneficial deities are not the ones responsible for this apparition.” With these humane words the kindly-disposed Ten-teh wrapped his outer robe about the man-child and turned to lay him in the empty creel, when to his profound astonishment he saw that it was now filled with fish of the rarest and most unapproachable kinds.

“Footsteps of the dragon!” exclaimed the youth, scrambling back on to the raft hastily; “undoubtedly your acuter angle of looking at the visitation was the inspired one. Let us abandon the man-child in an unfrequented spot and then proceed to divide the result of the adventure equally among us.”

“An agreed portion shall be allotted,” replied Ten-teh, “but to abandon so miraculously-endowed a being would cover even an outcast with shame.”

“‘Shame fades in the morning; debts remain from day to day,’” replied the youth, the allusion of the proverb being to the difficulty of sustaining life in times so exacting, when men pledged their household goods, their wives, even their ancestral records for a little flour or a jar of oil. “To the starving the taste of a grain of corn is more satisfying than the thought of a roasted ox, but as many years must pass as this creel now holds fish before the little one can disengage a catch or handle the pole.”

“It is as the Many-Eyed One sees,” replied Ten-teh, with unmoved determination. “This person has long desired a son, and those who walk into an earthquake while imploring heaven for a sign are unworthy of consideration. Take this fish and depart until the morrow. Also, unless you would have the villagers regard you as not only deficient but profane, reveal nothing of this happening to those whom you encounter.” With these words Ten-teh dismissed him, not greatly disturbed at the thought of whatever he might do; for in no case would any believe a word he spoke, while the greater likelihood tended towards his forgetting everything before he had reached his home.

As Ten-teh approached his own door his wife came forth to meet him. “Much gladness!” she cried aloud before she saw his burden; “tempered only by a regret that you did not abandon your chase at an earlier hour. Fear not for the present that the wolf-tusk of famine shall gnaw our repose or that the dreaded wings of the white and scaly one shall hover about our house-top. Your wealthy cousin, journeying back to the Capital from the land of the spice forests, has been here in your absence, leaving you gifts of fur, silk, carved ivory, oil, wine, nuts and rice and rich foods of many kinds. He would have stayed to embrace you were it not that his company of bearers awaited him at an arranged spot and he had already been long delayed.”

Then said Ten-teh, well knowing that he had no such desirable relative, but drawn to secrecy by the unnatural course of events: “The years pass unperceived and all changes but the heart of man; how appeared my cousin, and has he greatly altered under the enervating sun of a barbarian land?”

“He is now a little man, with a loose skin the colour of a finely-lacquered apricot,” replied the woman. “His teeth are large and jagged, his expression open and sincere, and the sound of his breathing is like the continuous beating of waves upon a stony beach. Furthermore, he has ten fingers upon his left hand and a girdle of rubies about his waist.”

“The description is unmistakable,” said Ten-teh evasively. “Did he chance to leave a parting message of any moment?”

“He twice remarked: ‘When the sun sets the moon rises, but to-morrow the drawn will break again,’” replied his wife. “Also, upon leaving he asked for ink, brushes and a fan, and upon it he inscribed certain words.” She thereupon handed the fan to Ten-teh, who read, written in characters of surpassing beauty and exactness, the proverb: “Well-guarded lips, patient alertness and a heart conscientiously discharging its accepted duty: these three things have a sure reward.”

At that moment Ten-teh’s wife saw that he carried something beyond his creel and discovering the man-child she cried out with delight, pouring forth a torrent of inquiries and striving to possess it. “A tale half told is the father of many lies,” exclaimed Ten-teh at length, “and of the greater part of what you ask this person knows neither the beginning nor the end. Let what is written on the fan suffice.” With this he explained to her the meaning of the characters and made their significance clear. Then without another word he placed the man-child in her arms and led her back into the house.

From that time Hoang, as he was thenceforward called, was received into the household of Ten-teh, and from that time Ten-teh prospered. Without ever approaching a condition of affluence or dignified ease, he was never exposed to the penury and vicissitudes which he had been wont to experience; so that none had need to go hungry or ill-clad. If famine ravaged the villages Ten-teh’s store of grain was miraculously maintained; his success on the lagoons was unvaried, fish even leaping on to the structure of the raft. Frequently in dark and undisturbed parts of the house he found sums of money and other valuable articles of which he had no remembrance, while it was no uncommon thing for passing merchants to leave bales of goods at his door in mistake and to meet with some accident which prevented them from ever again visiting that part of the country. In the meanwhile Hoang grew from infancy into childhood, taking part with Ten-teh in all his pursuits, yet even in the most menial occupation never wholly shaking off the air of command and nobility of bearing which lay upon him. In strength and endurance he outpaced all the youths around, while in the manipulation of the raft and the dexterous handling of the cormorants he covered Ten-teh with gratified shame. So excessive was the devotion which he aroused in those who knew him that the deficient youth wept openly if Hoang chanced to cough or sneeze; and it is even asserted that on more than one occasion high officials, struck by the authority of his presence, though he might be in the act of carrying fish along the road, hastily descended from their chairs and prostrated themselves before him.

In the fourteenth year of the reign of the usurper Fuh-chi a little breeze rising in the Province of Sz-chuen began to spread through all the land and men’s minds were again agitated by the memory of a hope which had long seemed dead. At that period the tyrannical Fuh-chi finally abandoned the last remaining vestige of restraint and by his crimes and excesses alienated even the protection of the evil spirits and the fidelity of his chosen guard; so that he conspired with himself to bring about his own destruction. One discriminating adviser alone had stood at the foot of the throne, and being no less resolute than far-seeing, he did not hesitate to warn Fuh-chi and to hold the prophetic threat of rebellion before his eyes. Such sincerity met with the reward not difficult to conjecture.

“Who are our enemies?” exclaimed Fuh-chi, turning to a notorious flatterer at his side, “and where are they who are displeased with our too lenient rule?”

“Your enemies, O Brother of the Sun and Prototype of the Red-legged Crane, are dead and unmourned. The living do naught but speak of your clemency and bask in the radiance of your eye-light,” protested the flatterer.

“It is well said,” replied Fuh-chi. “How is it, then, that any can eat of our rice and receive our bounty and yet repay us with ingratitude and taunts, holding their joints stiffly in our presence? Lo, even lambs have the grace to suck kneeling.”

“Omnipotence,” replied the just minister, “if this person is deficient in the more supple graces of your illustrious Court it is because the greater part of his life has been spent in waging your wars in uncivilized regions. Nevertheless, the alarm can be as competently sounded upon a brass drum as by a silver trumpet, and his words came forth from a sincere throat.”

“Then the opportunity is by no means to be lost,” exclaimed Fuh-chi, who was by this time standing some distance from himself in the effects of distilled pear juice; “for we have long desired to see the difference which must undoubtedly exist between a sincere throat and one bent to the continual use of evasive flattery.”

Without further consideration he ordered that both persons should be beheaded and that their bodies should be brought for his inspection. From that time there was none to stay his hand or to guide his policy, so that he mixed blood and wine in foolishness and lust until the land was sick and heaved.

The whisper starting from Sz-chuen passed from house to house and from town to town until it had cast a network over every province, yet no man could say whence it came or by whom the word was passed. It might be in the manner of a greeting or the pledging of a cup of tea, by the offer of a coin to a blind beggar at the gate, in the fold of a carelessly-worn garment, or even by the passing of a leper through a town. Oppression still lay heavily upon the people; but it was without aim and carried no restraint; famine and pestilence still went hand in hand, but the message rode on their backs and was hospitably received. Soon, growing bolder, men stood face to face and spoke of settled plans, gave signs, and openly declared themselves. On all sides proclamations began to be affixed; next weapons were distributed, hands were made proficient in their uses, until nothing remained but definite instruction and a swift summons for the appointed day. At intervals omens had appeared in the sky and prophecies had been put into the mouths of sooth-sayers, so that of the success of the undertaking and of its justice none doubted. On the north and the west entire districts had reverted to barbarism, and on the coasts the pirates anchored by the water-gates of walled cities and tossed jests to the watchmen on the towers.

Throughout this period Ten-teh had surrounded Hoang with an added care, never permitting him to wander beyond his sight, and distrusting all men in spite of his confiding nature. One night, when a fierce storm beyond the memory of man was raging, there came at the middle hour a knocking upon the outer wall, loud and insistent; nevertheless Ten-teh did not at once throw open the door in courteous invitation, but drawing aside a shutter he looked forth. Before the house stood one of commanding stature, clad from head to foot in robes composed of plaited grasses, dyed in many colours. Around him ran a stream of water, while the lightning issuing in never-ceasing flashes from his eyes revealed that his features were rugged and his ears pierced with many holes from which the wind whistled until the sound resembled the shrieks of ten thousand tortured ones under the branding-iron. From him the tempest proceeded in every direction, but he stood unmoved among it, without so much as a petal of the flowers he wore disarranged.

In spite of these indications, and of the undoubted fact that the Being could destroy the house with a single glance, Ten-teh still hesitated.

“The night is dark and stormy, and robbers and evil spirits are certainly about in large numbers, striving to enter unperceived by any open door,” he protested, but with becoming deference. “With what does your welcome and opportune visit concern itself, honourable stranger?”

“The one before you is not accustomed to be questioned in his doings, or even to be spoken to by ordinary persons,” replied the Being. “Nevertheless, Ten-teh, there is that in your history for the past fourteen years which saves you from the usual fatal consequences of so gross an indiscretion. Let it suffice that it is concerned with the flight of the cormorant.”

Upon this assurance Ten-teh no longer sought evasion. He hastened to throw open the outer door and the stranger entered, whereupon the tempest ceased, although the thunder and lightning still lingered among the higher mountains. In passing through the doorway the robe of plaited grasses caught for a moment on the staple and pulling aside revealed that the Being wore upon his left foot a golden sandal and upon his right foot one of iron, while embedded in his throat was a great pearl. Convinced by this that he was indeed one of the Immortal Eight, Ten-teh prostrated himself fittingly, and explained that the apparent disrespect of his reception arose from a conscientious interest in the safety of the one committed to his care.

“It is well,” replied the Being affably; “and your unvarying fidelity shall not go unrewarded when the proper time arrives. Now bring forward the one whom hitherto you have wisely called Hoang.”

In secret during the past years Ten-teh had prepared for such an emergency a yellow silk robe bearing embroidered on it the Imperial Dragon with Five Claws. He had also provided suitable ornaments, fur coverings for the hands and face, and a sword and shield. Waking Hoang, he quickly dressed him, sprinkled a costly perfume about his head and face, and taking him for the last time by the hand he led him into the presence of the stranger.

“Kwo Kam, chosen representative of the sacred line of Tang,” began the Being, when he and Hoang had exchanged signs and greetings of equality in an obscure tongue, “the grafted peach-tree on the Crystal Wall is stricken and the fruit is ripe and rotten to the touch. The flies that have fed upon its juice are drunk with it and lie helpless on the ground; the skin is empty and blown out with air, the leaves withered, and about the root is coiled a great worm which has secretly worked to this end. From the Five Points of the kingdom and beyond the Outer Willow Circle the Sheaf-binders have made a full report and it has been judged that the time is come for the tree to be roughly shaken. To this destiny the Old Ones of your race now call you; but beware of setting out unless your face should be unchangingly fixed and your heart pure from all earthly desires and base considerations.”

“The decision is too ever-present in my mind to need reflection,” replied Hoang resolutely. “To grind to powder that presumptuous tyrant utterly, to restore the integrity of the violated boundaries of the land, and to set up again the venerable Tablets of the true Tang line — these desires have long since worn away the softer portion of this person’s heart by constant thought.”

“The choice has been made and the words have been duly set down,” said the Being. “If you maintain your high purpose to a prosperous end nothing can exceed your honour in the Upper Air; if you fail culpably, or even through incapacity, the lot of Fuh-chi himself will be enviable compared with yours.”

Understanding that the time had now come for his departure, Hoang approached Ten-teh as though he would have embraced him, but the Being made a gesture of restraint.

“Yet, O instructor, for the space of fourteen years—” protested Hoang.

“It has been well and discreetly accomplished,” replied the Being in a firm but not unsympathetic voice, “and Ten-teh’s reward, which shall be neither slight nor grudging, is awaiting him in the Upper Air, where already his immediate ancestors are very honourably regarded in consequence. For many years, O Ten-teh, there has dwelt beneath your roof one who from this moment must be regarded as having passed away without leaving even a breath of memory behind. Before you stands your sovereign, to whom it is seemly that you should prostrate yourself in unquestioning obeisance. Do not look for any recompense or distinction here below in return for that which you have done towards a nameless one; for in the State there are many things which for high reasons cannot be openly proclaimed for the ill-disposed to use as feathers in their darts. Yet take this ring; the ears of the Illimitable Emperor are never closed to the supplicating petition of his children and should such a contingency arise you may freely lay your cause before him with the full assurance of an unswerving justice.”

A moment later the storm broke out again with redoubled vigour, and raising his face from the ground Ten-teh perceived that he was again alone.              

ii. THE MESSAGE FROM THE OUTER LAND

After the departure of Hoang the affairs of Ten-teh ceased to prosper. The fish which for so many years had leaped to meet his hand now maintained an unparalleled dexterity in avoiding it; continual storms drove him day after day back to the shore, and the fostering beneficence of the deities seemed to be withdrawn, so that he no longer found forgotten stores of wealth nor did merchants ever again mistake his door for that of another to whom they were indebted.

In the year that followed there passed from time to time through the secluded villages lying in the Upper Seng valley persons who spoke of the tumultuous events progressing everywhere. In such a manner those who had remained behind learned that the great rising had been honourably received by the justice-loving in every province, but that many of official rank, inspired by no friendship towards Fuh-chi, but terror-stricken at the alternatives before them, had closed certain strong cities against the Army of the Avenging Pure. It was at this crisis, when the balance of the nation’s destiny hung poised, that Kwo Kam, the only son of the Emperor Tung Kwei, and rightful heir of the dynasty of the glorious Tang, miraculously appeared at the head of the Avenging Pure and being acclaimed their leader with a unanimous shout led them on through a series of overwhelming and irresistible victories. At a later period it was told how Kwo Kam had been crowned and installed upon his father’s throne, after receiving a mark of celestial approbation in the Temple of Heaven, how Fuh-chi had escaped and fled and how his misleading records had been publicly burned and his detestable name utterly blotted out.

At this period an even greater misfortune than his consistent ill success met Ten-teh. A neighbouring mandarin, on a false pretext, caused him to be brought before him, and speaking very sternly of certain matters in the past, which, he said, out of a well-intentioned regard for the memory of Ten-teh’s father he would not cast abroad, he fined him a much larger sum than all he possessed, and then at once caused the raft and the cormorants to be seized in satisfaction of the claim. This he did because his heart was bad, and the sight of Ten-teh bearing a cheerful countenance under continual privation had become offensive to him.

The story of this act of rapine Ten-teh at once carried to the appointed head of the village communities, assuring him that he was ignorant of the cause, but that no crime or wrong-doing had been committed to call for so overwhelming an affliction in return, and entreating him to compel a just restitution and liberty to pursue his inoffensive calling peaceably in the future.

“Listen well, O unassuming Ten-teh, for you are a person of discernment and one with a mature knowledge of the habits of all swimming creatures,” said the headman after attending patiently to Ten-teh’s words. “If two lean and insignificant carp encountered a voracious pike and one at length fell into his jaws, by what means would the other compel the assailant to release his prey?”

“So courageous an emotion would serve no useful purpose,” replied Ten-teh. “Being ill-equipped for such a conflict, it would inevitably result in the second fish also falling a prey to the voracious pike, and recognizing this, the more fortunate of the two would endeavour to escape by lying unperceived among the reeds about.”

“The answer is inspired and at the same time sufficiently concise to lie within the hollow bowl of an opium pipe,” replied the headman, and turning to his bench he continued in his occupation of beating flax with a wooden mallet.

“Yet,” protested Ten-teh, when at length the other paused, “surely the matter could be placed before those in authority in so convincing a light by one possessing your admitted eloquence that Justice would stumble over herself in her haste to liberate the oppressed and to degrade the guilty.”

“The phenomenon has occasionally been witnessed, but latterly it would appear that the conscientious deity in question must have lost all power of movement, or perhaps even fatally injured herself, as the result of some such act of rash impulsiveness in the past,” replied the headman sympathetically.

“Alas, then,” exclaimed Ten-teh, “is there, under the most enlightened form of government in the world, no prescribed method of obtaining redress?”

“Assuredly,” replied the headman; “the prescribed method is the part of the system that has received the most attention. As the one of whom you complain is a mandarin of the fifth degree, you may fittingly address yourself to his superiors of the fourth, third, second and first degrees. Then there are the city governors, the district prefects, the provincial rulers, the Imperial Assessors, the Board of Censors, the Guider of the Vermilion Pencil, and, finally, the supreme Emperor himself. To each of these, if you are wealthy enough to reach his actual presence, you may prostrate yourself in turn, and each one, with many courteous expressions of intolerable regret that the matter does not come within his office, will refer you to another. The more prudent course, therefore, would seem to be that of beginning with the Emperor rather than reaching him as the last resort, and as you are now without means of livelihood if you remain here there is no reason why you should not journey to the Capital and make the attempt.”

“The Highest!” exclaimed Ten-teh, with a pang of unfathomable emotion. “Is there, then, no middle way? Who is Ten-teh, the obscure and illiterate fisherman, that he should thrust himself into the presence of the Son of Heaven? If the mother of the dutiful Chou Yii could destroy herself and her family at one blow to the end that her son might serve his sovereign with a single heart, how degraded an outcast must he be who would obtrude his own trivial misfortunes at so critical a time.”

“‘A thorn in one’s own little finger is more difficult to endure than a sword piercing the sublime Emperor’s arm,’” replied the headman, resuming his occupation. “But if your angle of regarding the various obligations is as you have stated it, then there is obviously nothing more to be said. In any case it is more than doubtful whether the Fountain of Justice would raise an eyelash if you, by every combination of fortunate circumstance, succeeded in reaching his presence.”

“The headman has spoken, and his word is ten times more weighty than that of an ill-educated fisherman,” replied Ten-teh submissively, and he departed.

From that time Ten-teh sought to sustain life upon roots and wild herbs which he collected laboriously and not always in sufficient quantities from the woods and rank wastes around. Soon even this resource failed him in a great measure, for a famine of unprecedented harshness swept over that part of the province. All supplies of adequate food ceased, and those who survived were driven by the pangs of hunger to consume weeds and the bark of trees, fallen leaves, insects of the lowest orders and the bones of wild animals which had died in the forest. To carry a little rice openly was a rash challenge to those who still valued life, and a loaf of chaff and black mould was guarded as a precious jewel. No wife or daughter could weigh in the balance against a measure of corn, and men sold themselves into captivity to secure the coarse nourishment which the rich allotted to their slaves. Those who remained in the villages followed in Ten-teh’s footsteps, so that the meagre harvest that hitherto had failed to supply one household now constituted the whole provision for many. At length these persons, seeing a lingering but inevitable death before them all, came together and spoke of how this might perchance be avoided.

“Let us consider well,” said one of their number, “for it may be that succour would not be withheld did we but know the precise manner in which to invoke it.”

“Your words are light, O Tan-yung, and your eyes too bright in looking at things which present no encouragement whatever,” replied another. “We who remain are old, infirm, or in some way deficient, or we would ere this have sold ourselves into slavery or left this accursed desert in search of a more prolific land. Therefore our existence is of no value to the State, so that they will not take any pains to preserve it. Furthermore, now being beyond the grasp of the most covetous extortion, the district officials have no reason for maintaining an interest in our lives. Assuredly there is no escape except by the White Door of which each one himself holds the key.”

“Yet,” objected a third, “the aged Ning has often recounted how in the latter years of the reign of the charitable Emperor Kwong, when a similar infliction lay upon the land, a bullock-load of rice was sent daily into the villages of the valley and freely distributed by the headman. Now that same munificent Kwong was a direct ancestor to the third degree of our own Kwo Kam.”

“Alas!” remarked a person who had lost many of his features during a raid of brigands, “since the days of the commendable Kwong, while the feet of our lesser ones have been growing smaller the hands of our greater ones have been growing larger. Yet even nowadays, by the protection of the deities, the bullock might reach us.”

“The wheel-grease of the cart would alone make the day memorable,” murmured another.

“O brothers,” interposed one who had not yet spoken, “do not cause our throats to twitch convulsively; nor is it in any way useful to leave the date of solid reflection in pursuit of the stone of light and versatile fancy. Is it thought to be expedient that we should send an emissary to those in authority, pleading our straits?”

“Have not two already journeyed to Kuing-yi in our cause, and to what end?” replied the second one who had raised his voice.

“They did but seek the city mandarin and failed to reach his ear, being empty-handed,” urged Tan-yung. “The distance to the Capital is admittedly great, yet it is no more than a persevering and resolute-minded man could certainly achieve. There prostrating himself before the Sublime One and invoking the memory of the imperishable Kwong he could so outline our necessity and despair that the one wagon-load referred to would be increased by nine and the unwieldy oxen give place to relays of swift horses.”

“The Emperor!” exclaimed the one who had last spoken, in tones of undisguised contempt towards Tan-yung. “Is the eye of the Unapproachable Sovereign less than that of a city mandarin, that having failed to come near the one we should now strive to reach the other; or are we, peradventure, to fill the sleeves of our messenger with gold and his inner scrip with sapphires!” Nevertheless the greater part of those who stood around zealously supported Tan-yung, crying aloud: “The Emperor! The suggestion is inspired! Undoubtedly the beneficent Kwo Kam will uphold our cause and our troubles may now be considered as almost at an end.”

“Yet,” interposed a faltering voice, “who among us is to go?”

At the mention of this necessary detail of the plan the cries which were the loudest raised in exultation suddenly leapt back upon themselves as each person looked in turn at all the others and then at himself. The one who had urged the opportune but disconcerting point was lacking in the power of movement in his lower limbs and progressed at a pace little advanced to that of a shell-cow upon two slabs of wood. Tan-yung was subject to a disorder which without any warning cast him to the ground almost daily in a condition of writhing frenzy; the one who had opposed him was paralysed in all but his head and feet, while those who stood about were either blind, lame, camel-backed, leprous, armless, misshapen, or in some way mentally or bodily deficient in an insuperable degree. “Alas!” exclaimed one, as the true understanding of their deformities possessed him, “not only would they of the Court receive it as a most detestable insult if we sent such as ourselves, but the probability of anyone so harassed overcoming the difficulties of river, desert and mountain barrier is so remote that this person is more than willing to stake his entire share of the anticipated bounty against a span-length of succulent lotus root or an embossed coffin handle.”

“Let unworthy despair fade!” suddenly exclaimed Tan-yung, who nevertheless had been more downcast than any other a moment before; “for among us has been retained one who has probably been especially destined for this very service. There is yet Ten-teh. Let us seek him out.”

With this design they sought for Ten-teh and finding him in his hut they confidently invoked his assistance, pointing out how he would save all their lives and receive great honour. To their dismay Ten-teh received them with solemn curses and drove them from his door with blows, calling them traitors, ungrateful ones, and rebellious subjects whose minds were so far removed from submissive loyalty that rather than perish harmlessly they would inopportunely thrust themselves in upon the attention of the divine Emperor when his mind was full of great matters and his thoughts tenaciously fixed upon the scheme for reclaiming the abandoned outer lands of his forefathers. “Behold,” he cried, “when a hand is raised to sweep into oblivion a thousand earthworms they lift no voice in protest, and in this matter ye are less than earthworms. The dogs are content to starve dumbly while their masters feast, and ye are less than dogs. The dutiful son cheerfully submits himself to torture on the chance that his father’s sufferings may be lessened, and the Emperor, as the supreme head, is more to be venerated than any father; but your hearts are sheathed in avarice and greed.” Thus he drove them away, and their last hope being gone they wandered back to the forest, wailing and filling the air with their despairing moans; for the brief light that had inspired them was extinguished and the thought that by a patient endurance they might spare the Emperor an unnecessary pang was not a sufficient recompense in their eyes.

The time of warmth and green life passed. With winter came floods and snow-storms, great tempests from the north and bitter winds that cut men down as though they had been smitten by the sword. The rivers and lagoons were frozen over; the meagre sustenance of the earth lay hidden beneath an impenetrable crust of snow and ice, until those who had hitherto found it a desperate chance to live from day to day now abandoned the unequal struggle for the more attractive certainty of a swift and painless death. One by one the fires went out in the houses of the dead; the ever-increasing snow broke down the walls. Wild beasts from the mountains walked openly about the deserted streets, thrust themselves through such doors as were closed against them and lurked by night in the most sacred recesses of the ruined temples. The strong and the wealthy had long since fled, and presently out of all the eleven villages of the valley but one man remained alive and Ten-teh lay upon the floor of his inner chamber, dying.

“There was a sign — there was a sign in the past that more was yet to be accomplished,” ran the one thought of his mind as he lay there helpless, his last grain consumed and the ashes on his hearthstone black. “Can it be that so solemn an omen has fallen unfulfilled to the ground; or has this person long walked hand in hand with shadows in the Middle Air?”

“Dwellers of Yin; dwellers of Chung-yo; of Wei, Shan-ta, Feng, the Rock of the Bleak Pagoda and all the eleven villages of the valley!” cried a voice from without. “Ho, inhospitable sleeping ones, I have reached the last dwelling of the plain and no one has as yet bidden me enter, no voice invited me to unlace my sandals and partake of tea. Do they fear that this person is a robber in disguise, or is this the courtesy of the Upper Seng valley?”

“They sleep more deeply,” said Ten-teh, speaking back to the full extent of his failing power; “perchance your voice was not raised high enough, O estimable wayfarer. Nevertheless, whether you come in peace or armed with violence, enter here, for the one who lies within is past help and beyond injury.”

Upon this invitation the stranger entered and stood before Ten-teh. He was of a fierce and martial aspect, carrying a sword at his belt and a bow and arrows slung across his back, but privation had set a deep mark upon his features and his body bore unmistakable traces of a long and arduous march. His garments were ragged, his limbs torn by rocks and thorny undergrowth, while his ears had fallen away before the rigour of the ice-laden blasts. In his right hand he carried a staff upon which he leaned at every step, and glancing to the ground Ten-teh perceived that the lower part of his sandals were worn away so that he trod painfully upon his bruised and naked feet.

“Greeting,” said Ten-teh, when they had regarded each other for a moment; “yet, alas, no more substantial than of the lips, for the hospitality of the eleven villages is shrunk to what you see before you,” and he waved his arm feebly towards the empty bowl and the blackened hearth. “Whence come you?”

“From the outer land of Im-kau,” replied the other. “Over the Kang-ling mountains.”

“It is a moon-to-moon journey,” said Ten-teh. “Few travellers have ever reached the valley by that inaccessible track.”

“More may come before the snow has melted,” replied the stranger, with a stress of significance. “Less than seven days ago this person stood upon the northern plains.”

Ten-teh raised himself upon his arm. “There existed, many cycles ago, a path — of a single foot’s width, it is said — along the edge of the Pass called the Ram’s Horn, but it has been lost beyond the memory of man.”

“It has been found again,” said the stranger, “and Kha-hia and his horde of Kins, joined by the vengeance-breathing Fuh-chi, lie encamped less than a short march beyond the Pass.”

“It can matter little,” said Ten-teh, trembling but speaking to reassure himself. “The people are at peace among themselves, the Capital adequately defended, and an army sufficiently large to meet any invasion can march out and engage the enemy at a spot most convenient to ourselves.”

“A few days hence, when all preparation is made,” continued the stranger, “a cloud of armed men will suddenly appear openly, menacing the western boundaries. The Capital and the fortified places will be denuded, and all who are available will march out to meet them. They will be but as an empty shell designed to serve a crafty purpose, for in the meanwhile Kha-hia will creep unsuspected through the Kang-lings by the Ram’s Horn and before the army can be recalled he will swiftly fall upon the defenceless Capital and possess it.”

“Alas!” exclaimed Ten-teh, “why has the end tarried thus long if it be but for this person’s ears to carry to the grave so tormenting a message! Yet how comes it, O stranger, that having been admitted to Kha-hia’s innermost council you now betray his trust, or how can reliance be placed upon the word of one so treacherous?”

“Touching the reason,” replied the stranger, with no appearance of resentment, “that is a matter which must one day lie between Kha-hia, this person, and one long since Passed Beyond, and to this end have I uncomplainingly striven for the greater part of a lifetime. For the rest, men do not cross the King-langs in midwinter, wearing away their lives upon those stormy heights, to make a jest of empty words. Already sinking into the Under World, even as I am now powerless to raise myself above the ground, I, Nau-Kaou, swear and attest what I have spoken.”

“Yet, alas!” exclaimed Ten-teh, striking his breast bitterly in his dejection, “to what end is it that you have journeyed? Know that out of all the eleven villages by famine and pestilence not another man remains. Beyond the valley stretch the uninhabited sand plains, so that between here and the Capital not a solitary dweller could be found to bear the message.”

“The Silent One laughs!” replied Nau-Kaou dispassionately; and drawing his cloak more closely about him he would have composed himself into a reverent attitude to Pass Beyond.

“Not so!” cried Ten-teh, rising in his inspired purpose and standing upright despite the fever that possessed him; “the jewel is precious beyond comparison and the casket mean and falling to pieces, but there is none other. This person will bear the warning.”

The stranger looked up from the ground in an increasing wonder. “You do but dream, old man,” he said in a compassionate voice. “Before me stands one of trembling limbs and infirm appearance. His face is the colour of potter’s clay; his eyes sunken and yellow. His bones protrude everywhere like the points of armour, while his garment is scarcely fitted to afford protection against a summer breeze.”

“Such dreams do not fade with the light,” replied Ten-teh resolutely. “His feet are whole and untired; his mind clear. His heart is as inflexibly fixed as the decrees of destiny, and, above all, his purpose is one which may reasonably demand divine encouragement.”

“Yet there are the Han-sing mountains, flung as an insurmountable barrier across the way,” said Nau-Kaou.

“The wind passes over them,” replied Ten-teh, binding on his sandals.

“The Girdle,” continued the other, thereby indicating the formidable obstacle presented by the tempestuous river, swollen by the mountain snows.

“The fish, moved by no great purpose, swim from bank to bank,” again replied Ten-teh. “Tell me rather, for the time presses when such issues hang on the lips of dying men, to what extent Kha-hia’s legions stretch?”

“In number,” replied Nau-Kaou, closing his eyes, “they are as the stars on a very clear night, when the thousands in front do but serve to conceal the innumerable throng behind. Yet even a small and resolute army taking up its stand secretly in this valley and falling upon them unexpectedly when half were crossed could throw them into disorder and rout, and utterly destroy the power of Kha-hia for all time.”

“So shall it be,” said Ten-Teh from the door. “Pass Upward with a tranquil mind, O stranger from the outer land. The torch which you have borne so far will not fail until his pyre is lit.”

“Stay but a moment,” cried Nau-Kaou. “This person, full of vigour and resource, needed the spur of a most poignant hate to urge his trailing footsteps. Have you, O decrepit one, any such incentive to your failing powers?”

“A mightier one,” came back the voice of Ten-teh, across the snow from afar. “Fear not.”

“It is well; they are the great twin brothers,” exclaimed Nau-Kaou. “Kha-hia is doomed!” Then twice beating the ground with his open hand he loosened his spirit and passed contentedly into the Upper Air.                     

iii. THE LAST SERVICE

The wise and accomplished Emperor Kwo Kam (to whom later historians have justly given the title “Profound”) sat upon his agate throne in the Hall of Audience. Around him were gathered the most illustrious from every province of the Empire, while emissaries from the courts of other rulers throughout the world passed in procession before him, prostrating themselves in token of the dependence which their sovereigns confessed, and imploring his tolerant acceptance of the priceless gifts they brought. Along the walls stood musicians and singers who filled the air with melodious visions, while fan-bearing slaves dexterously wafted perfumed breezes into every group. So unparalleled was the splendour of the scene that rare embroidered silks were trodden under foot and a great fountain was composed of diamonds dropping into a jade basin full of pearls, but Kwo Kam outshone all else by the dignity of his air and the magnificence of his apparel.

Suddenly, and without any of the heralding strains of drums and cymbals by which persons of distinction had been announced, the arras before the chief door was plucked aside and a figure, blinded by so much jewelled brilliance, stumbled into the chamber, still holding thrust out before him the engraved ring bearing the Imperial emblem which alone had enabled him to pass the keepers of the outer gates alive. He had the appearance of being a very aged man, for his hair was white and scanty, his face deep with shadows and lined like a river bank when the waters have receded, and as he advanced, bent down with infirmity, he mumbled certain words in ceaseless repetition. From his feet and garment there fell a sprinkling of sand as he moved, and blood dropped to the floor from many an unhealed wound, but his eyes were very bright, and though sword-handles were grasped on all sides at the sight of so presumptuous an intrusion, yet none opposed him. Rather, they fell back, leaving an open passage to the foot of the throne; so that when the Emperor lifted his eyes he saw the aged man moving slowly forward to do obeisance.

“Ten-teh, revered father!” exclaimed Kwo Kam, and without pausing a moment he leapt down from off his throne, thrust aside those who stood about him and casting his own outer robe of state about Ten-teh’s shoulders embraced him affectionately.

“Supreme ruler,” murmured Ten-teh, speaking for the Emperor’s ear alone, and in such a tone of voice as of one who has taught himself a lesson which remains after all other consciousness has passed away, “an army swiftly to the north! Let them dispose themselves about the eleven villages and, overlooking the invaders as they assemble, strike when they are sufficiently numerous for the victory to be lasting and decisive. The passage of the Ram’s Horn has been found and the malignant Fuh-chi, banded in an unnatural alliance with the barbarian Kins, lies with itching feet beyond the Kang-lings. The invasion threatening on the west is but a snare; let a single camp, feigning to be a multitudinous legion, be thrown against it. Suffer delay from no cause. Weigh no alternative. He who speaks is Ten-teh, at whose assuring word the youth Hoang was wont to cast himself into the deepest waters fearlessly. His eyes are no less clear to-day, but his heart is made small with overwhelming deference or in unshrinking loyalty he would cry: ‘Hear and obey! All, all — Flags, Ironcaps, Tigers, Braves — all to the Seng valley, leaving behind them the swallow in their march and moving with the guile and secrecy of the ringed tree-snake.’” With these words Ten-teh’s endurance passed its drawn-out limit and again repeating in a clear and decisive voice, “All, all to the north!” he released his joints and would have fallen to the ground had it not been for the Emperor’s restraining arms.

When Ten-teh again returned to a knowledge of the lower world he was seated upon the throne to which the Emperor had borne him. His rest had been made easy by the luxurious cloaks of the courtiers and emissaries which had been lavishly heaped about him, while during his trance the truly high-minded Kwo Kam had not disdained to wash his feet in a golden basin of perfumed water, to shave his limbs, and to anoint his head. The greater part of the assembly had been dismissed, but some of the most trusted among the ministers and officials still waited in attendance about the door.

“Great and enlightened one,” said Ten-teh, as soon as his stupor was lifted, “has this person delivered his message competently, for his mind was still a seared vision of snow and sand and perchance his tongue has stumbled?”

“Bend your ears to the wall, O my father,” replied the Emperor, “and be assured.”

A radiance of the fullest satisfaction lifted the settling shadows for a moment from Ten-teh’s countenance as from the outer court came at intervals the low and guarded words of command, the orderly clashing of weapons as they fell into their appointed places, and the regular and unceasing tread of armed men marching forth. “To the Seng valley — by no chance to the west?” he demanded, trembling between anxiety and hope, and drinking in the sound of the rhythmic tramp which to his ears possessed a more alluring charm than if it were the melody of blind singing girls.

“Even to the eleven villages,” replied the Emperor. “At your unquestioned word, though my kingdom should hang upon the outcome.”

“It is sufficient to have lived so long,” said Ten-teh. Then perceiving that it was evening, for the jade and crystal lamps were lighted, he cried out: “The time has leapt unnoted. How many are by this hour upon the march?”

“Sixscore companies of a hundred spearmen each,” said Kwo Kam. “By dawn four times that number will be on their way. In less than three days a like force will be disposed about the passes of the Han-sing mountains and the river fords, while at the same time the guards from less important towns will have been withdrawn to take their place upon the city walls.”

“Such words are more melodious than the sound of many marble lutes,” said Ten-teh, sinking back as though in repose. “Now is mine that peace spoken of by the philosopher Chi-chey as the greatest: ‘The eye closing upon its accomplished work.’”

“Assuredly do you stand in need of the healing sleep of nature,” said the Emperor, not grasping the inner significance of the words. “Now that you are somewhat rested, esteemed sire, suffer this one to show you the various apartments of the palace so that you may select for your own such as most pleasingly attract your notice.”

“Yet a little longer,” entreated Ten-teh. “A little longer by your side and listening to your voice alone, if it may be permitted, O sublime one.”

“It is for my father to command,” replied Kwo Kam. “Perchance they of the eleven villages sent some special message of gratifying loyalty which you would relate without delay?”

“They slept, omnipotence, or without doubt it would be so,” replied Ten-teh.

“Truly,” agreed the Emperor. “It was night when you set forth, my father?”

“The shadows had fallen deeply upon the Upper Seng Valley,” said Ten-teh evasively.

“The Keeper of the Imperial Stores has frequently conveyed to us their expressions of unfeigned gratitude for the bounty by which we have sought to keep alive the memory of their hospitality and our own indebtedness,” said the Emperor.

“The sympathetic person cannot have overstated their words,” replied Ten-teh falteringly. “Never, as their own utterances bear testimony, never was food more welcome, fuel more eagerly sought for, and clothing more necessary than in the years of the most recent past.”

“The assurance is as dew upon the drooping lotus,” said Kwo Kam, with a lightening countenance. “To maintain the people in an unshaken prosperity, to frown heavily upon extortion and to establish justice throughout the land — these have been the achievements of the years of peace. Yet often, O my father, this one’s mind has turned yearningly to the happier absence of strife and the simple abundance which you and they of the valley know.”

“The deities ordain and the balance weighs; your reward will be the greater,” replied Ten-teh. Already he spoke with difficulty, and his eyes were fast closing, but he held himself rigidly, well knowing that his spirit must still obey his will.

“Do you not crave now to partake of food and wine?” inquired the Emperor, with tender solicitude. “A feast has long been prepared of the choicest dishes in your honour. Consider well the fatigue through which you have passed.”

“It has faded,” replied Ten-teh, in a voice scarcely above a whisper, “the earthly body has ceased to sway the mind. A little longer, restored one; a very brief span of time.”

“Your words are my breath, my father,” said the Emperor, deferentially. “Yet there is one matter which we had reserved for affectionate censure. It would have spared the feet of one who is foremost in our concern if you had been content to send the warning by one of the slaves whose acceptance we craved last year, while you followed more leisurely by the chariot and the eight white horses which we deemed suited to your use.”

Ten-teh was no longer able to express himself in words, but at this indication of the Emperor’s unceasing thought a great happiness shone on his face. “What remains?” must reasonably have been his reflection; “or who shall leave the shade of the fruitful palm-tree to search for raisins?” Therefore having reached so supreme an eminence that there was nothing human above, he relaxed the effort by which he had so long sustained himself, and suffering his spirit to pass unchecked, he at once fell back lifeless among the cushions of the throne.

That all who should come after might learn by his example, the history of Ten-teh was inscribed upon eighteen tablets of jade, carved patiently and with graceful skill by the most expert stone-cutters of the age. A triumphal arch of seven heights was also erected outside the city and called by his name, but the efforts of story-tellers and poets will keep alive the memory of Ten-teh even when these imperishable monuments shall have long fallen from their destined use.

***

When Kai Lung had completed the story of the loyalty of Ten-teh and had pointed out the forgotten splendour of the crumbling arch, the coolness of the evening tempted them to resume their way. Moving without discomfort to themselves before nightfall they reached a small but seemly cottage conveniently placed upon the mountain-side. At the gate stood an aged person whose dignified appearance was greatly added to by his long white moustaches. These possessions he pointed out to Hwa-mei with inoffensive pride as he welcomed the two who stood before him.

“Venerated father,” explained Kai Lung dutifully, “this is she who has been destined from the beginning of time to raise up a hundred sons to keep your line extant.”

“In that case,” remarked the patriarch, “your troubles are only just beginning. As for me, since all that is now arranged, I can see about my own departure— ‘Whatever height the tree, its leaves return to the earth at last.’”

“It is thus at evening-time — to-morrow the light will again shine forth,” whispered Kai Lung. “Alas, radiance, that you who have dwelt about a palace should be brought to so mean a hut!”

“If it is small, your presence will pervade it; in a palace there are many empty rooms,” replied Hwa-mei, with a reassuring glance. “I enter to prepare our evening rice.”


Kai Lung Unrolls His Mat (1928)
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This fantasy novel was first published in 1928. As with most of the Kai Lung books, the novel features a framing narrative in which numerous tales are interpolated (the eponymous mat is unrolled whenever Kai Lung sits down to recount one of his tales). In this case, however, the framing narrative — which involves Kai Lung’s quest to discover the abductor of his missing wife — is itself a primary part of the book’s structure and plot, making it much more akin to a novel than other works in the Kai Lung series. 

Unlike many contemporary depictions of the Far East, the Kai Lung stories demonstrate a respect for, as well as a surprisingly detailed knowledge of, Chinese culture and traditions. Much mention is made of Chinese mythology, such as the Chinese creation myth, as well as belief in various supernatural beings (most commonly referred to as ‘demons’) and the almost commonplace practice of magic and divination through omens. Also, some aspects of Chinese cosmology are incorporated, such as geocentricity and the division between ‘Upper Air’, ‘Middle Air’ and ‘Lower Air’. 
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Cover of the reprint of the novel in the respected Ballantine Adult Fantasy series (1974); this was the third Kai Lung book to be included in the series – a testament to the important status of the tales in the canon of literary fantasy


PART I. — THE PROTECTING ANCESTORS


CHAPTER I. The Malignity of the Depraved Ming-shu Rears Its Offensive Head
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AS KAI LUNG turned off the dusty earth road and took the woodland path that led to his small but seemly cottage on the higher slope, his exultant heart rose up in song. His quest, indeed, had not been prolific of success, and he was returning with a sleeve as destitute of silver taels as when he had first set out, but the peach tree about his gate would greet him with a thousand perfumed messages of welcome, and standing expectant at the door he would perchance presently espy the gracefully outlined form of Hwa-mei, once called the Golden Mouse.

“As I climb the precipitous hillside,” [he chanted],
“My thoughts persistently dwell on the one who awaits my coming;
Though her image has never been wholly absent from my mind,
For our affections are as the two ends of a stretching cable — united by what divides them;
And harmony prevails.
Each sunrise renews the pearly splendour of her delicate being;
And floating weed recalls her abundant hair.
In the slender willows of the Yengtse valley I see her silken eye-lashes,
And the faint tint of the waving moon-flower tells of her jade-rivalled cheek.
Where is the exactitude of her matchless perfection—”



“There is a time to speak in hyperbole and a time to frame words to the limit of a narrow edge,” interposed a contentious voice and Shen Hing, an elderly neighbour, appeared in the way. “What manner of man are you, Kai Lung, or does some alien Force possess you that you should reveal this instability of mind on the very threshold of misfortune?”

“Greetings, estimable wood-cutter,” replied Kai Lung, who knew the other’s morose habit; “yet wherefore should despondency arise? It is true that the outcome of my venture has been concave in the extreme, but, whatever befall, the produce of a single field will serve our winter need; while now the air is filled with gladness and the song of insects, and, shortly, Hwa-mei will discern me on the homeward track and come hurriedly to meet me with a cup of water in her hand. How, then, can heaviness prevail?”

At this, Shen Hing turned half aside, under the pretext that he required to spit, but he coughed twice before he could recompose his voice.

“Whence are you, amiable Kai Lung?” he asked with unaccustomed mildness; “and have you of late had speech with none?”

“I am, last of all, from Shun, which lies among the Seven Water-heads,” was the reply. “Thinking to shorten the path of my return, I chose the pass known as the Locust’s Leap, and from this cause I have encountered few. Haply you have some gratifying tidings that you would impart — yet should not these await another’s telling, when seated around our own domestic hearth?”

“Haply,” replied Shen Hing, with the same evasive bearing, “but there is a fall no less than a rise to every tide, and is it not further said that of three words that reach our ears two will be evil?”

“Does famine then menace the province?” demanded Kai Lung uneasily.

“There is every assurance of an abundant harvest, and already the sound of many blades being whetted is not unknown to us.”

“It can scarcely be that the wells are failing our community again? Fill in the essential detail of your shadowy warning, O dubious Shen Hing, for I am eager to resume my homeward way, whatever privation threatens.”

“It is better to come empty handed than to be the bearer of ill news,” answered the sombre woodman, “but since you lay the burden on my head, it is necessary that you should turn your impatient feet aside to ascend yonder slight incline,” and he pointed to a rocky crag that rose above the trees. “From this height, minstrel, now bend your discriminating gaze a few li to the west and then declare what there attracts your notice.”

“That is the direction in which my meagre hut is placed,” admitted Kai Lung, after he had searched the distance long and anxiously, “but, although the landmarks are familiar, that which I most look for eludes my mediocre eyes. It must be that the setting sun—”

“Even a magician cannot see the thing that is not there,” replied Shen Hing meaningly. “Doubtless your nimble-witted mind will now be suitably arranged for what is to follow.”

“Say on,” adjured Kai Lung, taking a firmer hold upon the inner fibre of his self control. “If it should be more than an ordinary person can reasonably bear, I call upon the shades of all my virtuous ancestors to rally to my aid.”

“Had but one of them put in a appearance a week ago, it might have served you better, for, as it is truly written, ‘A single humble friend with rice when you are hungry is better than fifteen influential kinsmen coming to a feast,’ “ retorted Shen Hing. “Hear my lamentable word, however. It has for some time been rumoured that the banners of insurrection were being trimmed and the spears of revolt made ready.”

“There was a whisper trickling through the land when I set forth,” murmured Kai Lung. “But in this sequestered region, surely—”

“The trickle meanwhile grew into a swiftly moving stream, although the torrent seemed as though it would spare our peaceful valley. Like a faint echo from some far-off contest we heard that the standard of the Avenging Knife had been definitely raised and all men were being pressed into this scale or that of the contending causes. . . . High among the rebel council stood one who had, it is said, suffered an indignity at your requiting hand in the days gone by — Ming-shu his forbidding name.”

“Ming-shu!” exclaimed Kai Lung, falling back a step before the ill-omened menace of that malignant shadow. “Can it be that the enmity of the inscriber of the Mandarin’s spoken word has pursued me to this retreat?”

“It is, then, even as men told,” declared Shen Hing, with no attempt to forego an overhanging bitterness, “and you, Kai Lung, whom we received in friendship, have brought this disaster to our doors. Could demons have done more?”

“Speak freely,” invoked Kai Lung, averting his face, “and do not seek to spare this one’s excessive self-reproach. What next occurred?”

“We of our settlement are a peaceful race, neither vainglorious nor trained to the use of arms, and the opposing camps of warriors had so far passed us by, going either on the Eastern or the Western Route and none turning aside. But in a misbegotten moment Ming-shu fell under a deep depression while in his tent at no great space away, and one newly of his band, thinking to disclose a fount of gladness, spoke of your admitted capacity as a narrator of imagined tales, with a special reference to the serviceable way in which the aptitude had extricated you from a variety of unpleasant transactions in the past.”

“That would undoubtedly refresh the wells of Ming-shu’s memory,” remarked Kai Lung. “How did he testify the fullness of his joy?”

“It is related that, when those who stood outside heard the grinding of his ill assorted teeth, the rumour spread that the river banks were giving way. At a later period the clay-souled outlaw was seen to rub his offensive hands pleasurably together and heard to remark that there is undoubtedly a celestial influence that moulds our ultimate destinies even though we ourselves may appear to trim the edges somewhat. He then directed a chosen company of his repulsive guard to surprise and surround our dwellings and to bring you a bound captive to his feet.”

“Alas!” exclaimed Kai Lung. “It would have been more in keeping with the classical tradition that they should have taken me, rather than that others must suffer in my stead.”

“There can be no two opinions on that score,” replied the scrupulous Shen Hing, “but a literary aphorism makes a poor defense against a suddenly propelled battle axe, and before mutual politeness was restored a score of our tribe had succumbed to the force of the opposing argument. Then, on the plea that a sincere reconciliation demanded the interchange of gifts, they took whatever we possessed, beat us heavily about the head and body with clubs in return, and departed, after cutting down your orchard and setting fire to your very inflammably constructed hut, in order, as their leader courteously expressed it, ‘to lighten the path of your return.’”

“But she — Hwa-mei,” urged Kai Lung thickly. “Speak to a point now that the moment must be faced — the cord is at my heart.”

“In that you are well matched, for another was about her neck when she went forth,” replied Shen Hing concisely. “Thus, Ming-shu may be said to possess a double hold upon your destiny.”

“And thereafter? She — ?”

“Why, as to that, the outlook is obscure. But a brigand with whom I conversed — albeit one-sidedly, he standing upon this person’s prostrate form meanwhile — boasted of the exploit. Hwa-mei would seem to be a lure by which it is hoped to attract some high official’s shifting allegiance to the rebel cause, she having held a certain sway upon him in the past.”

“The Mandarin Shan Tien — now a provincial governor!” exclaimed Kai Lung. “Thus our ancient strife asserts itself again, though the angles ever change. But she lives — at least that is assured.”

“She lives,” agreed Shen Hing dispassionately, “but so likewise does Ming-shu. If he was your avowed enemy, minstrel, you did wrong to spare him in the past, for ‘If you leave the stricken bull his horns, he will yet contrive to gore you.’”

“It is no less written, ‘The malice of the unworthy is more to be prized than an illuminated vellum,’” replied Kai Lung. “Furthermore, the ultimate account has not yet been cast. In which direction did Ming-shu’s force proceed, and how long are they gone?”

“One who overlooked their camp spoke of them as marching to the west, and for three days now have we been free of their corroding presence. That being so, the more valiant among us are venturing down from about the treetops, and tomorrow life will begin afresh, doubtless as before. Have no fear therefore, storyteller; Ming-shu will not return.”

“It is on that very issue that I am troubled,” was Kai Lung’s doubtful answer. “Ming-shu may still return.”

“Then at least do not show it, for we are all in the same plight,” urged the woodman. “Tomorrow we assemble to repair the broken walls and fences, so that in the association of our numbers you may gain assurance.”

“The spirit you display is admittedly contagious,” agreed Kai Lung. “In the meanwhile, I will seek my devastated ruin to see if haply anything remains. There was a trivial store of some few bars of silver hidden about the roof. Should that hope fail, I am no worse off than he who possesses nothing.”

“I will accompany and sustain you, neighbour,” declared Shen Hing more cheerfully. “In sudden fortune, whether good or bad, men become as brothers.”

“Do so if you feel you must,” replied Kai Lung, “though I would rather be alone. But, in any case, I will do the actual searching — it would be the reverse of hospitable to set you to a task.”

When they reached the ruin of his once befitting home, Kai Lung could not forbear an emotion of despair, but he indicated to Shen Hing how that one should stand a reasonable distance away while he himself sought among the ashes.

“A steady five cash a day is better than the prospect of a fortune.” Shen Hing busied himself looking for earth-nuts, but in spite of the apt proverb his sombre look returned.

“Even this slender chance has faded,” reported Kai Lung at length, approaching Shen Hing again. “Nothing remains, and I must now adventure forth on an untried way with necessity alone to be my guide. Farewell, compassionate Shen Hing.”

“But what new vagary is here?” exclaimed Shen Hing, desisting from his search. “Is it not your purpose to join in the toil of restoring our settlement, when we, in turn, will support you in the speedy raising of your fallen roof?”

“There is a greater need that calls me, and every day Hwa-mei turns her expectant eyes toward the path of rescue,” replied Kai Lung.

“Hwa-mei! But she is surrounded by a rebel guard in Ming-shu’s camp, a hundred li or more away by now. Consider well, storyteller. It is very easy on an unknown road to put your foot into a trap or your head into a noose, but by patient industry one can safely earn enough to replace a wife with a few successful harvests.”

“When this one lay captive in Ming-shu’s power, she whom you would so readily forsake did not weigh the hazards of snare or rope with an appraising eye, but came hastening forward, offering life itself in two outstretched hands. Would a dog do less than follow now?”

“That is as it may be, and I have certainly heard some account of the affair at various times,” replied Shen Hing craftily, for he well knew that Kai Lung’s reciting voice would lighten the task of each succeeding day. “But even a beggar will not cross a shaking bridge by night, and how are you, who have neither gold wherewith to purchase justice nor force by which to compel it, to out-do the truculent Ming-shu, armed at every point?”

“I have sandals for my feet, a well-tried staff between my hands, a story on my lips, and the divine assurance that integrity will in the end prevail,” was Kai Lung’s modest boast. “What, therefore, can I lack?”

“ ‘In the end’?” repeated Shen Hing darkly. “Admittedly. But an ordinary person inclines to something less ambitious provided it can be relied upon more toward the middle. You are one who is prone to resort to analogies and signs, Kai Lung, to guide you in the emergencies of life. How can you then justify a journey entered upon so suddenly and without reference to the omens?”

“He who moves toward the light has no need of the glow of joss-sticks,” replied Kai Lung, indicating the brightness that still lingered in the sky. “The portent will not fail.”

“It is certainly a point to be noted,” confessed Shen Hing, “and I cannot altogether expect to dissuade you in the circumstances. But do not overlook the fact that the sun has already set and nothing but dark and forbidding clouds now fill the heavens.”

“We can see only the clouds, but the clouds can see the sun,” was the confident reply. “Success is a matter of luck, but every man obeys his destiny.”

With this inspired pronouncement, Kai Lung turned his back upon the ruin of his unassuming home and set out again, alone and destitute, upon an unknown path. Shen Hing pressed into his sleeve the few inferior nuts that he had laboriously collected, but he did not offer to accompany the storyteller on his way. Indeed, as soon as he was reasonably sure that he was free from interruption, the discriminating wood-cutter began to search the ashes on his own account, to see if haply there was not something of value that Kai Lung had perchance overlooked.


CHAPTER II. The Difficult Progression of the Virtuous Kai Lung Assumes a Concrete Form
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IT WAS KAI Lung’s habit, as he approached any spot where it seemed as though his mat might be profitably unrolled, to beat upon a small wooden drum and even to discharge an occasional firework, so that the leisurely and indulgent should have no excuse for avoiding his entertainment. As darkness was fast approaching when he reached the village of Ching, it would have been prudent first of all to obtain shelter for the night and a little rice to restore his failing powers, for three days had passed since the parting from Shen Hing, and with scarcely a pause Kai Lung had pressed relentlessly on toward the west, journeying through a barren upland waste where nothing to sustain life offered beyond the roots of herbs and a scanty toll of honey. But the rocky path that he had followed was scarcely less harsh and forbidding than the faces of those to whom the storyteller now spoke of food and shelter, with an assumed payment at some future time, and however ill-fitted he felt his attributes to be, he had no alternative but to retrace his faltering steps to the deserted open space and there to spread his mat and lift up his voice in the hope of enticing together one or two who would contribute even a few brass pieces to his bowl.

When Kai Lung had beat upon his drum for as long as it was prudent and had expended the last firecracker of his slender store, he looked around so that he might estimate what profit the enterprise held out and judge therefrom what variety of story would be adequate. To his gratified surprise, he now perceived that, so far from attracting only a meagre sprinkling of the idle and necessitous, about him stood a considerable throng, and persons of even so dignified a position as an official chair bearer and an assistant tax collector had not scrupled to draw near. At least two full strings of negotiable cash might be looked for, and Kai Lung brushed aside his hunger and fatigue as he resolved to justify so auspicious an occasion.

“It is well said,” he remarked with becoming humility, “that the more insignificant the flower the handsomer the bees that are attracted to it, and the truth of the observation is borne out by this distinguished gathering of influential noblemen all condescending to listen to the second rate elocution of so ill endowed a person as the one who is now speaking. Nevertheless, in order to start the matter on a satisfactory basis, attention is now drawn to this very inadequate collecting bowl. When even its lower depth is hidden beneath the impending shower of high-class currency, these deficient lips will be stimulated to recite the story of Ling Tso and the Golden Casket of the Lady Wu.”

For a few beats of time there was an impressive pause, which Kai Lung ascribed to a pleased anticipation of what was to follow, but no shower of coins ensued. Then a venerable person stood forth and raised a forbidding hand.

“Refrain from this ineptitude and tell us the thing that we have come to hear,” he remarked in an unappreciative voice. “Is it to be thought that persons of such importance as an official chair bearer and an assistant tax collector “ — here he indicated the two, who assumed expressions of appropriate severity— “would bend their weighty ears to the painted insincerity of a fictitious tale?”

“Yet wherein can offence be taken at the history of Ling Tso and the virtuous Lady Wu?” asked Kai Lung in pained surprise. “None the less, it is reasonably said that he who hires the carriage picks the road, and should another tale be indicated, this one will cheerfully endeavour to comply with the demand.”

“Alas,” exclaimed the one who had constituted himself the leader of their voices, “can obliquity go further? Why should we who are assembled to hear what relief Ang-Liang can send us in our straits be withheld in this extraneous manner? Deliver your message competently, O townsman of Ang-Liang, so that we may quickly know.”

At this reversal of his hopes and all that it foreshadowed, Kai Lung suddenly felt the cords of his restraint give way, and for a discreditable moment he covered his face with his hands, lest his anguish should appear there.

“It is very evident that an unfortunate misconception has arisen,” he said, when he had recovered his inner possession. “The one before you has journeyed from the east, nor has he any part with the township of Ang-Liang, neither does he bear with him a message.”

“Then how arises it,” demanded the foremost of the throng acrimoniously, “that you have come to this very spot, beating upon a wooden drum and bearing other signs of him whom we expect?”

“I had sought this open space thinking to earn a narrow sufficiency of the means whereby to secure food and shelter before the darkness closes in,” replied Kai Lung freely. “My discreditable calling is that of a minstrel and a relater of imagined tales, my abject name being Lung, and Kai that of my offensive father’s ill-conditioned Line. Being three days’ journey from my bankrupt home, I have nothing but my own distressing voice and the charitable indulgence of your unsullied hearts to interpose between myself and various unpleasant ways of Passing Upward. To that end I admittedly beat upon this hollow drum and discharged an occasional cracker, as my harmless custom is.”

“Were it not possible to take a lenient view of the offence by reason of your being a stranger, it is difficult to say what crime you may not have committed,” declared the spokesman with obtuse persistence. “As it is, it would be well that you should return to your own place without delay and avoid the boundaries of Ching in future. Justice may not close an eye twice in the same direction.”

“Nothing could be more agreeably expressed, and this one will not fail to profit by your broad-minded toleration,” meekly replied Kai Lung. “Yet inexperienced wayfarers have been known to wander in a circle after nightfall and so to return to the point of their departure. To avoid this humiliating transgression, the one who is now striving to get away at the earliest possible moment will restrain his ardour until daybreak. In the meanwhile, to satisfy your natural demand that he should justify the claim to be as he asserts, he will now relate the story of Wan and the Remarkable Shrub — a narrative which, while useful to ordinary persons as indicative of what may be reasonably expected in a variety of circumstances, does not impose so severe a strain upon the imagination as does the history of Ling Tso and the Golden Casket.”

“Any strain upon the imagination is capable of sympathetic adjustment,” put forward one of the circle, evidently desirous of sharing in some form of entertainment. “As regards the claim of the collecting bowl to which reference has been made—”

“Cease, witling,” interposed the leader in a tone of no-encouragement. “Having been despoiled by Ming-shu’s insatiable horde, are we now to be beguiled into contributing to a strolling musician’s scarcely less voracious bowl? Understand, mountebank, that by flood, fire, and famine, culminating in this last iniquity at the hands of a rebel band, our village is not only cashless but is already destitute of food and fuel for itself, so that we have even sent imploring messages to less deficient neighbours.”

“In that case, the historical legend of Wan and the Remarkable Shrub is exceptionally appropriate, conveying as it does the inspiring maxim that misfortune may be turned to a final gain, and indicating — on broad lines — how this desirable result may be attained.”

“A recital of that nature cannot be deemed to be merely light and indulgent,” contended the one who had favoured the amusement, “and, indeed, may be regarded as a definite commercial asset. It is true that among us we have not the wherewithal to line even the bottom of the accomodating Kai Lung’s unassuming bowl, but if a mat upon my misshapen sleeping bench should be judged an equivalent share—”

“In the matter of your evening rice this person chances to have a superfluous portion of meat upon a skewer,” remarked the official chair bearer. “Lean and unappetizing as it will doubtless prove, it is freely offered as a proportionate bestowal.”

“Meat of itself requires the savour of mixed herbs,” interposed the assistant tax collector, not desirous of being outdone by others, “and in that respect this one will not prove lacking.”

“When the tide turns, it carries all before it,” grumbled the head-man of the community, with a supine glance at the many who were pressing forward. “As regards tea to any reasonable amount, the name of Thang stands to that detail.”

“An onion to refresh your supple throat,” came from another.

“A little snuff to bring out the flavor of each dish”; “Look to Wei Ho, for mien paste to form a staple”; “A small dried fish, well steeped in oil”; “The gratuitous shaving of your noble footsore limbs” — these and a variety of inspiring cries were raised on every side.

“It is necessary to test silver on a block, but hospitality proclaims itself,” replied Kai Lung agreeably. “This brings in the legendary tale of Wan and what befell him.”



The Story of Wan and the Remarkable Shrub

I

The story of Wan and the Remarkable Shrub is commendable in that it shows how, under a beneficent scheme of government, such as that of our unapproachably enlightened Empire admittedly is, impartial justice will sooner or later be accomplished. When a contrary state of things seems to prevail, and the objectionable appear to triumph while the worthy are reduced to undignified expedients, it will generally be found that powerful demoniacal influences are at work or else that the retributive forces have been counter-balanced by an unfortunate conjunction of omens acting on the lives of those concerned. If neither of these causes is responsible, it may be that a usurpatory and unauthorized dynasty has secured the sacred dragon throne (a not unusual occurrence in our distinguished history), and virtue is thereby for a time superseded from its function; or, possibly, a closer scrutiny will reveal that those whom we had hitherto regarded as tending toward one extreme were not in reality such as we deemed them to be, and that the destinies meted out to them were therefore both adequate and just. Thus, whatever happens, it is always more prudent to assume that the integrities have been suitably maintained all round and that the inspired system initiated by the Sages ten thousand years ago continues even today to enshrine the highest wisdom of mankind and is yet administered by the most scrupulous body of officials in what is still the best possible among the nations of the earth.

For this reason the story of Wan and his associates, badly told and commonplace as it must inevitably sound when narrated by this incompetent person, is appropriate for the mental nourishment of the young and impressionable, while even the ill intentioned and austere may be discreetly influenced along a desired path by its opportune recital at convenient intervals.

At a period so remote that it would be impious to doubt whatever happened then, a venerable and prosperous philosopher, Ah-shoo by name, dwelt at the foot of a mountain in a distant province. His outward life was simple but reserved, and although he spent large sums of money on fireworks and other forms of charity, he often professed his indifference to wealth and position. Yet it must not be supposed that Ah-shoo was unmindful of the essentials, for upon it being courteously pointed out to him, by a well disposed neighbour who had many daughters of his own, that in failing to provide a reliable posterity he was incurring a grave risk of starvation in the Upper World, he expressed a seemly regret for the oversight and at once arranged to marry an elderly person who chanced at the time to be returning his purified wearing apparel. It was to this incident that the one with whom this related story is chiefly concerned owned his existence, and when the philosopher’s attention was diverted to the occurrence, he bestowed on him the name of Wan, thereby indicating that he was born toward the evening of his begetter’s life, and also conveying the implication that the achievement was one that could scarcely be expected to be repeated. On this point he was undoubtedly inspired.

When Wan reached the age of manhood, the philosopher abruptly Passed Above without any interval of preparation. It had been his custom to engage Wan in philosophical discussion at the close of each day, and on this occasion he was contrasting the system of Ka-ping, who maintained that the world has suspended from a powerful fibrous rope, with that of Ta-u, who contended that it was supported upon a substantial bamboo pole. With the clear insight of an original and discerning mind, Ah-shoo had already detected the fundamental weakness of both theories.

“If the earth was indeed dependent on the flexible retention of an unstable cord, it is inevitable that, during the season of Much Wind, it must from time to time have been blown into a reversed position, with the distressing result that what was the east when we composed ourselves to sleep would be the west when we awoke from our slumber, to the confusion of all ordinary process of observation and the well-grounded annoyance of those who, being engaged upon a journey, found themselves compelled to return and set out again in the opposite direction. As there exists no tradition of this having ever happened, it is certain that the ingenious Ka-ping did not walk in step with the verities.”

“Then the system of the profound Ta-u is the one to be regarded?” inquired Wan respectfully.

“‘Because Hi is in the wrong, it does not automatically follow that Ho is necessarily right,’” quoted Ah-shoo, referring to the example of two celebrated astrologers who were equally involved in error. “The ill-conceived delusion of the obsolete Ta-u is no less open to logical disproval than the grotesque fallacy of the badly informed Ka-ping. If a rigid and unyielding staff of wood upheld the world it is obvious that when the ground became dry and crumbling the upper end of the pole would enlarge the socket in which it was embedded, and the earth, thus deprived of a firm and stable basis, would oscillate with every considerable movement upon its upper side. Even more disturbing would be the outcome of a season of continuous flood, such as our agreeable land frequently enjoys, for then, owing to the soft and pliant nature of the soil, and the ever increasing weight of the impending structure, the pole would continue to sink deeper and deeper into the mass, until at length it would protrude upon the upper side, when the earth, deprived of all support, would slide down the pole until it plunged into the impenetrable gloom of the Beneath-Parts.”

“Yet,” suggested Wan with becoming deference, “if the point of the staff concerned should have been resourcefully embedded in a a formidable block of stone — ?”

“The system of the self-opinionated Ta-u contains no reference to any such block of stone,” replied Ah-shoo coldly, for it was not wholly agreeable to his sense of the harmonies that the one who was his son should seek to supply Ta-u’s deficiency. “Furthermore, the difficulty of hewing out the necessary incision for the head of the pole to fit into, in view of the hardness of the rock and the inverted position in which the workers must necessarily toil, would be insuperable. Consider well another time, O Wan, before you intervene. ‘None but a nightingale should part his lips merely to emit sound.’”

“Your indulgent censure will henceforth stimulate my powers of silence,” declared the dutiful Wan in a straightforward voice. “Otherwise it would have been my inopportune purpose to learn of your undoubted omniscience what actually does support the earth.”

“The inquiry is a natural one,” replied Ah-shoo more genially, for it was a desire to set forth his own opinion on the subject that had led him to approach the problem, “and your instinct in referring it to me is judicious. The world is kept in its strict and inflexible position by—”

Who having found a jewel lifts his voice to proclaim the fact, thereby inviting one and all to claim a share? Rather does he put an unassuming foot upon the spot and direct attention to the auspicious movements of a distant flock of birds or the like, until he can prudently stoop to secure what he has seen. Certainly, the analogy may not be exact at all its angles, but in any case Ah-shoo would have been well advised to speak with lowered voice. It is to be inferred that the philosopher did not make a paper boast when he spoke of possessing the fundamental secret of the earth’s stability, but that the High Powers were unwilling, at that early stage of our civilization, for the device to become generally understood. Ah-shoo was therefore fated to suffer for his indiscretion, and this took the form of a general stagnation of the attributes, so that although he lingered for a further period before he Passed Above he was unable to express himself in a coherent form. Being deprived of the power of speech, he remembered, when too late, that he had neglected to initiate Wan into any way of applying his philosophical system to a remunerative end, while it so happened that his store of wealth was unusually low owing to an imprudently generous contribution to a scheme for permanently driving evil beings out of the neighbourhood by a serious of continuous explosions.

It is no longer necessary to conceal the fact that throughout his life Ah-shoo had in reality played a somewhat two-faced part. In addition to being a profound philosopher and a polite observer of the forms he was, in secret, an experienced magician, and in that capacity he was able to transmute base matter into gold. For this purpose he kept a variety of coloured fluids in a shuttered recess of the wall, under a strict injunction. Having now a natural craving to assure Wan’s future comfort, he endeavoured by a gesture to indicate this source of affluence, confident that the one in question would not fail to grasp the significance of anything brought to his notice at so precise a moment, and thus be led to test the properties of the liquids and in the end to discover their potency. Unfortunately, Ah-shoo’s vigour was by this time unequal to the required strain and his inefficient hand could not raise itself higher than to point toward an inscribed tablet suspended at a lower level upon the wall. This chancing to be the delineation of the Virtues, warning the young against the pursuit of wealth, against trafficking with doubtful Forces, and so forth, Wan readily accepted the gesture as a final encouragement toward integrity on the part of an affectionate and pure-minded father, and dutifully prostrating himself, he specifically undertook to avoid the enticements described. It was in vain that the distracted Ah-shoo endeavoured to remove this impression and to indicate his meaning more exactly. His feeble limb was incapable of more highly sustained effort, and the more desperately he strove to point, the more persistently Wan kow-towed acquiescently and bound himself by an ever increasing array of oaths and penalties to shun the snare of riches and to avoid all connection with the forbidden. Finally, this inability to make himself understood engendered a fatal acridity within the magician’s throat, so that, with an expression of scarcely veiled contempt on his usually benevolent features, he rolled from side to side several times in despair and then passed out into the Upper Region.

It was not long before Wan began to experience an uncomfortable deficiency of taels. The more ordinary places of concealment were already familiar to his investigating thumb, but even the most detailed search failed to disclose Ah-shoo’s expected hoard. When at length very little of the structural portion of the house remained intact, Wan was reluctantly compelled to admit that no such store existed.

“It is certainly somewhat inconsiderate of the one to whom my very presence here is due, to have inculcated in me a contempt for riches and a fixed regard for the Virtues, and then to have Passed Away without making any adequate provision for maintaining the position,” remarked Wan to the sharer of his inner chamber, as he abandoned his search as hopeless. “Tastes such as these are by no means easy to support.”

“Perchance,” suggested Lan-yen, the one referred to, helpfully, “it was part of an ordered scheme, thereby to inspire a confidence in your own exertions.”

“The confidence inspired by the possession of a well-filled vault of silver will last an ordinary person a lifetime,” replied Wan, with an entire absence of enthusiasm. “Further, the philosophical outfit, which so capably enables one to despise riches in the midst of affluence, seems to have overlooked any system of procuring them when destitution threatens.”

“Yet are there not other methods of enrichment?” persisted the well-meaning but not altogether gracefully animated one in question.

“Undoubtedly,” replied Wan, with a self-descriptive smile, “the processes are many and diffuse. There are, to example them, those who remove uncongenial teeth for the afflicted; others who advance the opposing claims of the litigiously inclined; and forecasters of the future. But in order to succeed in these various enterprises, it is desirable to be able to extract an indicated fang, to entice the confidence of the disputations, or to be able to make what has been predicted bear some recognizable semblance to what has come to pass. Then there are merchants in gems and precious stones, builders of palaces, and robbers in the Ways, but here again it is first advantageous to possess the costly traffic of a merchant’s stall, to have some experience in erecting palaces, or to be able to divest wayfarers of their store in the face of their sustained resistance. Still endeavouring to extract the priceless honey from the garden of your inspired suggestion, there are those who collect the refuse of the public streets, but in order to be received into the band it is necessary to have been born one of the Hereditary Confederacy of Superfluity Removers and Abandoned Oddment Gatherers. Aspire to wisdom, O peerless one, but in the meanwhile emulate the pattern of the ruminative ox. This person will now proceed to frequent the society of those best acquainted with the less guarded moments of the revered ascended, and endeavour to learn perchance something more of his inner business methods.”

With this resolve, Wan sought out a body of successful merchants and the like whose custom it was to meet together beneath the Sign of Harmonious Ease, where they chiefly spoke in two breaths alternatively of their wealth and their poverty, and there strove to attach himself to the more leisurely inclined. In this he experienced no difficulty, it being for the most part their continual despair that none would give heed to their well-displayed views on things in general, but when he spoke of the one for whom he dressed in white and endeavoured to ascertain by what means he had earned his facile wealth, even the most sympathetic held out no encouraging hope.

“The same problem has occasioned this person many sleepless nights,” admitted the one on whose testimony Wan had placed the most reliance. “In a spirit of disinterested friendship he strove, by every possible expedient that a fertile and necessity-driven imagination could devise, to inveigle your venerated sire into a disclosure of the facts but to the end he maintained a deluded and narrow-minded silence. The opinion of some here was that he secretly controlled a band of river pirates; others held that he associated with ghouls who despoiled the hidden treasure of the earth. My own opinion was that he had stumbled upon some discreditable fact connected with the past life of one now high in power. Properly developed, any of these three lines of suggestion should lead you to an honourable competence, but if the one whose foresight we are discussing has neglected to provide you with the essential clue before he Journeyed Hence, the line you incautiously chose might leave you suspended in quite another position. Your obvious policy would therefore tend toward neglecting to sacrifice for him the commodities of which he must now stand most in need. Under this humane pressure, his distinguished preoccupation may perhaps be brought to an enlightened end, and in the form of a dream or through the medium of an opportune vision he may find a means to remedy his omission.”

“It is easy to close a door that none is holding open,” replied Wan freely, for the period had already come when it was difficult for him to provide for the maintenance of his own requirements, “and the course that you suggest is like Ho Chow’s selection in the analogy that bears his name.”

“It is always a privilege to be able to counsel the young and inexperienced,” observed the other, rising and shaking hands with himself benevolently as the beating of a gong announced that the evening rice was laid out near at hand. “Do not hesitate to bend your inquiring footsteps in the direction of my receptive ear whenever you stand in need of intellectual sustenance. In the meanwhile, may your capacious waist-cloth always be distended to repletion.”

“May the pearls of wisdom continue to germinate in the nutritious soil of your well-watered brain,” replied Wan no less appropriately, as he set out on a homeward path.

II

There can be little doubt that the Mandarin Hin Ching was an official of the most offensive type: rich, powerful, and in every way successful at this period of his career. Nevertheless, it is truly written, “Destroy the root and the branches wither of their own accord,” and it will go hard with this obscure person’s power of relating history, if toward the close, Hin Ching shall not be brought to a plight that will be both sharp and ignominious.

Among the other degraded attributes of the concave Hin Ching was a disposition to direct his acquisitive glances toward objects with which he could have no legitimate concern, and in this way it had become a custom for him to loiter, on a variety of unworthy pretexts, in the region of Wan’s not specially attractive home at such hours as those when Lan-yen might reasonably be encountered there alone. For her part, the one in question dutifully endeavoured to create the impression that she was unaware of his repulsively expressed admiration, and even of his presence, but owing to his obtuse persistence there were occasions when to have done this consistently would have become inept. Thus and thus Wan had more than once discovered him, but with his usual ill-conditioned guile Hin Ching had never yet failed to have his feet arranged in an appropriate position when they encountered.

On his return from the Abode of Harmonious Ease, where the outcome of his quest has already been so insipidly described, Wan presently became aware that the chair of a person of some consequence lurked in the shadow of his decrepit door, the bearers, after the manner of their supine tribe, having composed themselves to sleep. Wan was thereby given the opportunity to enter unperceived, which he did in an attitude of introspective reverie, this enabling him to linger abstractedly for an appreciable moment at the curtain of the ceremonial hall before he disclosed his presence. In this speculative poise he was able to listen, without any loss of internal face, to the exact terms of the deplorable Hin Ching’s obscene allurement, and, slightly later, to Lan-yen’s virtuous and dignified rejoinder. Rightly assuming that there would be no further arisement likely to outweigh the disadvantages of being detected there, Wan then stepped forth.

“O perverse and double-dealing Mandarin!” he exclaimed reproachfully; “is this the way that justice is displayed about the limits of the Ia-ling Mountains? Or how shall the shepherd that assails the flock by night control his voice to sentence those ravage it by day?”

“It is well to be reminded of my exalted office,” replied Hin Ching, recovering his composure and arrogantly displaying the insignia of his rank. “Knees such as yours were made to bend, presumptuous Wan, and the rebellious head that has grown too tall to do obeisance can be shortened,” and he indicated by a gesture that the other should prostrate himself.

“When the profound Ng-tai made the remark, ‘Beneath an integritous roof all men are equal,’ he was entertaining an imitator of official seals, three sorcerers, and a celebrated viceroy. Why then should this person depart from the high principle in favour of one merely of the crystal button?”

“Four powerful reasons may be brought to bear upon the argument,” replied Hin Ching, and he moved toward the door to summon his attendants.

“They do not apply to the case as I present it,” retorted Wan, drawing his self-reliant sword and intervening its persuasive edge between the other and his purpose. “Let us confine the issue to essential points, O crafty Mandarin.”

At this determined mien Hin Ching lost the usual appearance of his face somewhat, though he made a misbegotten attempt to gather reassurance by grinding his ill-arranged teeth aggressively. As Wan still persisted in an unshaken front, however, the half-stomached person facing him very soon began to retire behind himself and to raise a barrier of evasive subterfuge — first by the claim that as the undoubted thickness of his body afforded a double target he should be permitted to return two blows for each one aimed against him, and later with a demand that he should be allowed to stand upon a dais during the encounter by virtue of his high position. Whatever might have been the issue of his strategy, the conflict was definitely averted by a melodious wail of anguish from Lan-yen as she suddenly composed herself into a gracefully displayed rigidity at the impending scene of bloodshed. In the ensuement, the detestable Hin Ching imperceptibly faded out, the last indiciation of his contaminating presence being the apophthegm that were more ways of killing a dragon than that of holding its head under water.

As the time went on, the deeper meaning of the contemptible Hin Ching’s sinister remark gradually came up to the surface. Those who in the past had not scrupled to associate with Wan now began to alienate themselves from his society, and when closely pressed spoke from behind well-guarded lips of circumspection and the submission to authority that the necessities of an increased posterity entailed. Others raised a lukewarm finger as he passed where before there had been two insistent outstretched hands, and everywhere there was a disposition to remember neglected tasks on his approach.

In other and more sombre shapes, the inauspicious shadow of this corrupt official darkened Wan’s blameless path. Merchants with whom he had been wont to traffic on the general understanding that he would requite them in a more propitious hour now disclosed a concentration of adverse circumstances that obliged them to withhold their store, so that gradually the bare necessities of the least elaborate life ceased to be within his reach. From time to time heavy rocks, moved by no apparent cause, precipitated themselves around his footsteps, hitherto reliant bridges burst asunder at the exact moment when he might be expected to be crossing them, and immutable laws governing the recurrence of a stated hazard seemed for a time to be suspended from their function. “The egregious Hin Ching certainly does not intend to eat his words,” remarked Wan impassively as a triumphant arch which lay beyond his gate crumbled for the fourth time as he passed through.

III

Who has not proved the justice of the saying, “She who breaks the lid by noon will crack the dish ere nightfall?” Wan was already suffering from the inadequacy of a misguided father, the depravity of an unscrupulous official, and the flaccidity of a weak-kneed band of neighbours. To these must now be added a cessation of the ordinary source of nature and the intervention of the correcting gods. Under their avenging rule, a prolonged drought assailed the land, so that where fruitfulness and verdure had hitherto prevailed, there was soon nothing to be found but barrenness and dust. Wan and Lan-yen began to look into each other’s eyes with a benumbing dread, and each in turn secretly replaced among their common store something from the allotted portion and strove unseen to dull the natural pangs of hunger by countless unstable wiles. The meagre strip of cultivated land they held, perforce their sole support, was ill-equipped against the universal famine, and it was with halting feet and downcast face that Wan returned each day to display his slender gain. “A few parched fruit I bring,” it might be, or, “This cup of earth-nuts must suffice,” perchance. Soon, “Naught remains now but bitter-tasting herbs,” he was compelled to say, and Lan-yen waited for the time when there would come the presage of their fate, “There now is nothing more.”

In the most distant corner of the garden there stood two shrubs of a kind then unfamiliar to the land, not tall but very sturdy in their growth. Once when they walked together in that part, Lan-yen had drawn Wan aside, and being of a thrifty and sententious mind, had pointed to them, saying:

“Here are two shrubs which neither bear fruit nor serve a useful purpose in some other way. Put out your hand, proficient one, and hew them down so that their wood may feed our scanty hearth and a more profitable herbage occupy their place.”

At this request Wan changed countenance, and although he cleared his throat repeatedly, it was some time before he could frame a suitable reply.

“There is a tradition connected with this spot,” he said at length, “which would make it extremely ill-advised to do as you suggest.”

“How then does it chance that the story has never yet reached my all-embracing ears?” inquired Lan-yen in some confusion. “What mystery is here?”

“That,” replied Wan tactfully, “is because your conversation is mainly with the ephemeral and slight. The legend was received from the lips of the most venerable dweller in this community, who had in turn acquired it from the mental storehouse of his predecessor.”

“The words of a patriarch, though generally diffuse and sometimes incoherent, are worth of regard,” admitted Lan-yen gracefully. “Proceed to unfold your reminiscent mood.”

“Upon this spot in bygone years there lived a pious anchorite who sought to attain perfection by repeating the names of the Pure Ones an increasing number of times each day. Devoting himself wholly to this sacred undertaking, and being by nature generously equipped toward the task, he at length formed the meritorious project of continuing without intermission either by night or day, and, in this tenacious way outstripping all rival and competing anchorites, of being received finally into a higher state of total obliteration in the Ultimate Beyond than any recluse had hitherto attained. Every part of his being responded to the exalted call made on it, save only one, but in each case, just as the permanent achievement lay within his grasp, his rebellious eyelids fell from the high standard of perfection and betrayed him into sleep. All ordinary methods of correction having failed, the conscientious solitary took a knife of distinguishing sharpness, and resolutely slicing off the effete members of his house, he cast them from him out into the night. The watchful Powers approved, and to mark the sacrifice a tree sprang up where each lid fell and by the contour of its leaf proclaimed the symbol of its origin.”

This incident occurred to Lan-yen’s mind when their extremity had passed all normal bounds and every kind of cultivated food had ceased. The time had now come when Wan returned an empty bowl into her waiting hands, and with mute gestures and uncertain steps had sought to go, rather than speak the message of despair. It was then that Lan-yen detained him by her gentle voice to urge a last resort.

“There still remain the two mysterious trees, whose rich and glossy leaves suggest a certain juicy nourishment. Should they happen to prove deadly in effect, then our end will only be more sharply ruled than would otherwise be the case; if, on the contrary, they are of innocuous growth, they may sustain us until some other form of succour intervenes.”

“If you are willing to embark on so doubtful an adventure, it would cover me with secret humiliation to refrain,” replied Wan acquiescently. “Give me the bowl again.”

When she heard his returning step, Lan-yen went out to meet him, and seeing his downcast look she hailed him from a distance.

“Do not despond,” she cried. “The sting of a whip indicates its end and your menial one is inspired to prophesy a very illustrious close to all our trials. Further, she has procured the flavour of an orange and a sprinkling of snuff wherewith to spice the dish.”

“In that case,” replied Wan, displaying what he had brought, “the savouring will truly be the essence of our feast. The produce of the shrubs has at length shared the common fate,” and he made to throw away the dry and withered leaves that the bowl contained.

“Forbear!” exclaimed Lan-yen, restraining him. “ ‘It is no farther on than back again when the halfway house is reached.’ Who knows what hidden virtues may diffuse from so miraculous a root?”

In this agreeable spirit the accomodating person took up the task, and with such patient skill as if a banquet of ceremonial swallows had been involved, she prepared a dish of the withered leaves from the unknown shrubs. When all was ready, she set the alien fare before Wan and took her place beside the chair to serve his hand.

“Eat,” she exhorted, “and may the Compassionate Ones protect you.”

“I lean against their sympathetic understanding,” responded Wan devoutly as he looked beneath the cover. “Nevertheless,” he added graciously, “on so momentous an occasion priority shall be yours.”

“By no means,” replied Lan-yen hastily, at the same time pressing him back into the seat he would vacate. “Not until you have slaked your noble appetite shall my second rate lips partake.”

“It is proverbial that from a hungry tiger and an affectionate woman there is no escape,” murmured Wan, and taking up a portion of the food he swallowed it.

“Your usually expressive eye has assumed a sudden glassy lustre,” exclaimed Lan-yen, who had not ceased to regard him anxiously. “What is the outstanding flavour of the dish?”

“It has no discernible flavour of any kind,” declared Wan, speaking with considerable emotion, “but the general effect it produces is undistinguishable from suffocation. A cup of water, adored, before it is too late!”

“Alas,” admitted Lan-yen, looking round in a high-minded access of refined dismay, “none now remains! There is nothing here but the dark and austere liquor in which the herb has boiled.”

“So long as it is liquid it suffices,” replied Wan in an extremity, and seizing the proffered vessel from her misgiving hand he took a well-sustained grasp of its contents.

“The remedy would appear to be a protracted one,” remarked Lan-yen in some surprise, as Wan maintained the steady rhythm of his action. “Surely the obstruction is by now dispersed?”

“Phoenix-eyed one,” replied Wan, pausing with some reluctance; “not only is that obstruction now removed, but every other impediment is likewise brushed away. Observe this person’s sudden rise of vigour, his unexpected store of energy, the almost alarming air of general proficiency radiating from his system. It becomes plain now that from the beginning of our oppression everything has been working in an ordered scheme to lead us to an end. This is no earthly liquid, such as you might brew, but a special nectar sent down by the gods to sustain mankind in every sort of trial. From this moment our future prosperity is assured.”

As he finished speaking, there was a sudden outcry from the Way beyond, a blending of heavy steps and upraised voices; the door was thrust widely open, and with a deplorable absence of seemly ostentation the sublime Emperor of the land, accompanied by a retinue of agitated nobles, pressed into the room.

IV

Let it be freely admitted that a really capable narrator of events would have led up to this badly arranged crisis more judiciously and in a manner less likely to distress the harmonious balance of his hearers’ feelings. Yet there is a certain fitness in the stress, however ineptly reached, for that august sovereign now involved was so rapidly outlined in all his movements that between his conception of a course and the moment when he embarked upon it there was very little opportunity for those chiefly concerned to engage in preparation. Thus steps into the record Ming Wang, last of his royal line.

When the famine had cankered the land for seven full moons, there appeared before the Palace gate a stranger clad in fur. Without deigning to reply to any man of those confronting him with words of this or that, he loftily took down the brazen trident from among the instruments that hung there and struck on it a loud, compelling note with the fingers of his open hand. At this defiant challenge, in compliance with the Ancient Usage, he was led into the presence of Ming Wang at once.

“Speak without fear,” said the sympathetic ruler affably, “for the iron law of Yu protects you.”

At the mention of this heroic name, the stranger’s expression varied in its tenor, and he drew up the covering of his face a little, although the day was warm.

“In the north and the south, on the east and the west, there is a famine in the land, for the resentful gods withhold their natural moisture,” he proclaimed; and it was afterward agreed that the sound of his voice was like the whetting of a sickle on a marble hone. “For seven moons and seven more days has this affliction been, and you who stand regently between the Upper and the Lower Worlds have suffered it to be.”

“What you say is very surprising,” replied Ming Wang, “and the more so as no appreciable scarcity has been apparent at our royal table for the time you name. Be assured that due inquiry shall be made however.”

“Let it be made forthwith and justice measured out,” said the intruder sternly, and he turned away and stood so that none might see the working of his complicated thoughts.

“When two minds are agreed, what matter which tongue speaks?” remarked the liberally endowed monarch to the scandalized officials hovering round, and with truly imperial large-handedness he ordered the immediate presence of the four chancellors of the regions named, despite the fact that they were then residing in their several distant capitals. No stronger proof of the efficiency of Ming Wang’s vigorous rule need be sought, for no sooner was the command issued than four chancellors immediately appeared.

“It is obligingly reported by an unnamed well-wisher that a scarcity exists in all the corners of our boundless realm,” remarked the Illimitable, in so encouraging a voice that the four chancellors began to beat their heads upon the granite floor in an access of misgiving. “Doubtless each has a wholly adequate reply?”

“Omnipotence,” pleaded the first, “there has been a slight temporary derangement of transport in the Province of the North, with the unfortunate arisement that here and there a luxury is scarce.”

“All-seeing,” replied the next, “certain grain in a restricted area of the Province of the South has been consumed by subterranean Beings. Yet what are southern men that they should not turn from rice to millet with a cheerful face?”

“In the Province of the East, Benevolence,” declared the third, “a fiery omen shot across the sky, corroding the earth to barrenness that lay within its sphere. To judgments such as this the faithful can but bend an acquiescent neck.”

“Father of all mercies,” stammered the last, who being slow-witted had no palliation ready to his tongue, “that same blazing menace then passed onward to the Province of the West where it wrought a like disaster.”

“Nothing could be more convincing,” agreed the Mouthpiece of Wisdom heartily. “We were sure that something of the sort would be at once forthcoming. It will certainly be a fountain of consolation to your sorrowing friends, even in the most poignant moments of their grief, that your crime — despite its regrettable consequence — was purely of a technical description.”

“High Majesty?” besought the four in harmony.

“It would appear,” explained the Supreme indulgently, “that by withholding all mention of this distressing state of things (doubtless to spare our too warmhearted ears) you have each inadvertently come within the Code of Yao-u and Shun, under the Section: ‘Conduct in an official whereby disaffection of the Outer Lands may be engendered.’ In that imperishable Statute every phase of misdoing is crystallized with unfailing legal skill into this shining principle of universal justice: one crime, one responsible official. That firmly grasped, the administration of an otherwise complex judicial system becomes purely a matter of elementary mathematics. In this case, as there are clearly four crimes to be atoned, four responsible officials suffer the usual fatal expiation.”

“Enough,” exclaimed the stranger, emerging from his reverie and confronting Ming Wang again. “In that respect, no doubt, a fit example will be made. But what of the greatest need besetting you, or who will persuade the seasons to resume their normal courses?”

“As to that,” replied the Emperor agreeably, “we are waiting to tread in your illuminating footsteps in whatever direction you may indicate.”

“He who brings the word is not thereby required to go the way,” replied the one who thus described himself. “You, Younger Brother, hold the Line of the Immortal Eight. See to it that you do not fail their now expectant eyes.”

“It is one thing to hold the line; it is quite another to obtain a message from the farther end,” murmured the Sublime rebelliously, but when he would have again applied for more explicit guidance, it was discovered that the stranger had withdrawn, though none had marked the moment of his going.

“All-knowing,” urged a faithful slave who bore the Emperor’s cup, “if you seek enlightenment, wherefore are The Books?”

“It is well said,” exclaimed the Monarch, casting off his gloom. “What more in keeping with the theme than that a vassal youth should recall what the trusted keepers of our Inner Council have forgot!”

“Revered,” returned the spokesman of the Elder Branch, by no means disposed to have their prescience questioned thus, “if we who guard the dark secrets of the Books forebore, it was not that our minds were tardy in your need, but rather because our passionate devotion shrank from the thought of finding what we may.”

The Divine made a gesture of reconciliation.

“Your loyalty is clear and deep, Tso Paik, nor has its source yet been reached,” he admitted freely. “But what does the somewhat heavily scored music of your genial voice forecast?”

“That is as will presently appear,” replied the other sombrely, “for since the day of your great progenitor Shan-ti (who chose self-ending in consequence of what he learned) the restraining cords have not been cut nor the wisdom of The Books displayed.”

“Certainly there are strong arguments against doing anything of the sort in an idle spirit,” admitted Ming Wang hastily, at the same time spilling the larger portion of his wine upon the kneeling cupbearer. “Perhaps after all—”

“The requirement has gone forth: the issue must be met,” pronounced the custodian firmly. “Even the lower-class demons have their feelings in such matters.” Then, raising his voice, as his especial office permitted him to do, he called for the attendance of all his satellites and for the bringing of The Books. At this unusual cry, general business of every sort was immediately suspended within the limits of the Palace walls and an interminable stream of augurs, sorcerers, diviners, astrologers, forecasters, necromancers, haruspices, magicians, incantators, soothsayers, charm-workers, illusionists, singers and dancers, thought-readers, contortionists, and the like rallied to his side, bringing with them birds, serpents, fruit, ashes, flat and rounded sticks, cords, fire, entrails, perfumed wax, salt, coloured earth, dung of the sacred apes, crystal spheres, and the other necessary utensils of their enlightened arts. So great was the press that very few ordinary persons gained admittance, and of these only the outspoken and robust. When order was restored, the splendid ceremony of Bringing in The Books was formally observed, the casket opened, and the cords released.

“Ming Wang,” pronounced the one who had made himself conspicuous throughout, “this is the Wisdom of The Books and thus stands the passage on the bamboo slip to which my necessarily inspired finger has been led: ‘Drought, excessive, to assuage. Should a pestilential drought continue unappeased, a palatable extract may be made of the fermented grain of rice—’”

“Tso Paik,” muttered another of the Inner Council, from about his sleeve, “what the Evil Dragon has assailed your mental balance?”

“Imperishable,” pleaded Tso Paik in servile confusion, “dazzled by the brilliance of your shining condescension, this illiterate person misread the initial sign and diverged to an inappropriate line. Yet his arresting finger was not deceived, for the jewelled passage that relates appears on the next slip.”

“Continue, discriminating Tso Paik,” said the Emperor pleasantly. “Nor suffer your finger yet to lose that selfsame place.”

“Sublimity, the guidance sought is that entitled: ‘Drought, caused by Good or Bad Spirits, to disperse,’” resumed Tso Paik in a less compelling voice. “Thus and thus the message is pronounced: ‘He who stands between the Upper and the Lower Planes alone can intervene when the Immortals have so far declared their wrath’ — there follows much of a circumlocutory nature connected wit the Inherent Principle of Equipoise, and so forth.”

“That can fittingly be served for our leisurely delectation at some future date,” put in the Highest. “Insert your chop-stick in the solid meat, Tso Paik. What have we got to do?”

“Putting aside these gems of philosophical profundity, Benign, the nature of your submission is neither palatable nor light.” At these foreboding words a thrill of apprehension swayed the vast concourse, but it was widely noticed that the crude Tso Paik’s lamentable voice took upon itself a pleasurable shade. “Decked to the likeness of a sacrificial ox, shorn both of hair and rank-denoting nails, and riding in a farmyard cart, it is your unpleasant lot to be taken to the highest point of the sacred Ia-ling range and there confess your sins to Heaven and undertake reform. When this humane sacrifice has been achieved (providing no untoward omen intervenes meanwhile) the healing rain will fall.”

At the full understanding of this direful penance, an awestruck silence fell upon the throng. The first to break it was the captain of the Emperor’s chosen guard, and although he was incapable of producing more than an attenuated whisper, his words expressed the thoughts of every loyal subject there.

“Sins! Who speaks of sins?” he murmured in a maze. “How can that which is not, be? The Ever-righteous has no sins!”

Never was the profundity of the All-grasping more lucidly displayed than in that exacting pause when, whatever else happened, a popular rising, in one direction or another, seemed inevitable.

“Peace, worthy Sung,” he cried, in a voice that carried to the public square outside, where it was rapturously acclaimed, although at that distance it was, of course, impossible to distinguish a word he said; “restrain your generous zeal and whet your docile ears to an acuter edge. The obligation is to confess sins: not to possess them. Admittedly we have no sins, for, little as the censorious credit it, your Unapproachable is often denied what the meanest outcast in his realm can wallow in. Nothing that we may do is, or can be, wrong; but the welfare of the people is our chief concern, and to secure that end there is no catalogue of vice that we shall not cheerfully subscribe to.”

So unutterable was the effect produced by this truly regal magnaminity that all who heard its terms were rendered speechless. Those outside, on the contrary, hastily assuming that Ming Wang had said all that he had intended, testified their satisfaction more joyfully than before, and loud cries of “A thousand years!” filled the air.

“In the detail of promising amendment, also, there is nothing to which the most arbitrary need take exception,” continued the enlightened Monarch when his voice could once more be heard. “What, after all, is a promise of amendment but an affirmation that the one who makes it will be more worthy of homage tomorrow than today? There is nothing new about that in your Immaculate’s career; every day finds him better than before.”

“Your words are like a string of hanging lanterns, when the way has hitherto been dark,” fervently declared an aged counsellor. “But, Pre ¨

eminence, your polished nails, your cultivated hair — !”

“It is better to lose two spans outward than one span inward,” replied the practical-minded Sovereign, dropping his voice for that one’s ear alone. “Yet,” he continued, turning to Tso Paik again, “in one respect the limit of compliance has been reached, and he who opens a hand so freely on the right may close one as tightly on the left. ‘The likeness of an ox,’ is doubtless a picturesque analogy, and the similitude is not bereft of a certain massive dignity. But if at the extremity of your prolific mind, Tso Paik, you cherish the questionable ambition of displaying your confiding Ruler to a superstitious though by no means simpleminded populace, wearing horns—”

“Mirror of felicity!” protested Tso Paik, as one who is maligned; “if my crude tongue offends, let it cease. You wear a sword and my head has but a single neck.”

“In our romantic land there should be room both for your tongue and my sword to move without any overlapping,” reassured Ming Wang. “Proceed, in your sublime office, therefore, to the exactitude of detail, and let harmony prevail.”

V

Thus in the third year of his short but glorious reign the well disposed Ming Wang set out to free his people from the evil that oppressed them, draped in the semblance of a sacrificial ox (the metaphor, it was found, did not demand more than a screen of rushes to enclose his lower half), shorn, and riding in a dung-cart through the land. With so liberal-minded a prince, in so ambiguous a guise, it was impossible that the journey should be devoid of incident, but this is the essential story of Wan, and he who, while gathering mast, suffers his mind to dwell on the thought of peaches, will return with an empty sack.

In due course the company reached the lower slopes of the Ia-ling Mountains and thenceforward all progress was on foot. Tso Paik, who was gross by nature and very sluggish on his feet, would willingly have remained below to offer up (he said) an invocation to the gods, but Ming Wang would not suffer this, claiming that if he did their appetites might become satiate before his own chance came. Being of a slight and strenuous cast, this mode of progress was more congenial to the Emperor’s taste than the restricted freedom of the dung-cart, and from time to time he inspired his train by pointing out to them that what they deemed to be the highest point was an imposition of the eye, and that yet another peak lay beyond. Finally, Tso Paik rolled bodily on the ground and declared that, as he could go no farther, where he lay in his official rank as Chief Custodian of The Books must constitute the limit, and this was then agreed to.

No complete record of Ming Wang’s confession now exists, all those who accompanied him having entered into a deep compact to preserve a stubborn silence. It is admitted, however, that it was of inordinate length, very explicit in its details, and that it implicated practically every courtier and official of any standing. In a final access of self reproach, the Emperor penitently admitted that he was the guilty head of a thoroughly decayed and criminal autocracy, that he weakly surrounded himself with greedy and incompetent officials, and that he had thoughtlessly permitted sycophantry, bribery, and peculation to abound.

Almost before he had begun to speak, heavy clouds were seen to drift up from the west; with the final words of definite submission, a few drops fell, and the ceremony was concluded in a steady downpour. The conscientious Monarch did not allow the undoubted discomfort of all concerned to stem the flow of his inspired penitence, but when the last atrocity that he could lay to his own and, even more pointedly, to his ministers’ charge had been revealed, he called up on Tso Paik.

“You, Tso Paik, as Ceremonial Director of the Enterprise, have accomplished an end. Yet, no longer to maintain a poise, does not the copious promptness of the response astonish even you?”

“Omnipotence,” replied Tso Paik, looking steadily before him, “my faith was like an elephant tethered to a rock.”

“It is well,” agreed the Greatest, endeavouring to shake his scanty outer garment free of moisture. “Bring forward now our largest state umbrella.”

At this sudden but in no way unreasonable command, a very concentrated silence engaged the company, and those who had not the opportunity to withdraw in unstudied abstraction sought to anticipate any call upon themselves by regarding the one involved expectantly.

“Alas,” confessed the dense Tso Paik, “it had not occurred to this one’s bankrupt mind that there would be any likelihood—” But at that point, understanding the snare to which he had enticed himself, he stopped ineptly.

A passing shiver disturbed the royal frame, though with high-born delicacy he endeavoured to conceal it. Only a faint elevation of the celestial eyebrows betrayed the generous emotion at the painful obligation laid upon him.

“It wrings my tenderest parts with hooks of bitterness,” he said, “that so loyal and trustworthy a subject should have brought himself within the Code of Yao-u and Shun, under the Section: ‘Conduct in an official whereby the wellbeing of his Sovereign is directly or indirectly menaced.’ Li Tung, you are a dignitary of high justice; receive the unfortunate Tso Paik into your charge until the Palace executioner shall require him at your hands. Let us now strive to avert, so far as we can, the ill consequences of this fatal indiscretion by seeking the nearest shelter.”

VI

In this remarkable manner, two of the most notable characters of any age, Wan the son of Ah-shoo, and Ming Wang (to whose memory posterity has dedicated as a title “The Knowing”) at last encountered, for it was to the penurious home of the former person that destiny inclined the Emperor’s footsteps. Recognizing the languished fortunes of the one whose roof he sought, the considerate Monarch forebore to stand on ceremony, merely requiring a reclining stool before the charcoal fire.

“Beneficence,” exclaimed Wan, falling on his face to the best of his ability as he offered a steaming cup, “admittedly the hearth will warm the muscles of your lordly body, but here is that which will invigorate the cockles of your noble heart.”

For a perceptible moment the Imperishable wavered — certainly the balance of the analogy might have been more classically maintained, or possibly he remembered the long succession of food-tasters who had fallen lifeless at his feet — but in that pause the exquisite aroma of the fragrant liquid assailed his auspicious nose. He took the cup and emptied it, returned it to Wan’s hand with an appropriate gesture, and continued thus and thus until the latter person had to confess that his store was destitute. Not until then did Ming Wang devote his throat to speech.

“What is this enchanted beverage?” he demanded, “and why has it been withheld from us until now?”

“It is the produce of a sacred tree, high Majesty, and its use but lately revealed to me by special favour of the Powers. Never before, from the legendary days of the First Man until this hour, has it been brewed on earth, and save for the necessary tests, your own distinguished lips are the first to taste it.”

“It is certainly miraculous,” agreed Ming Wang ecstatically, and unable to contain himself he began to cross and recross the room, to the embarassment of the assembled nobles who were thus also kept in a continual state of flux. “It has a perfection hitherto unknown among the liquids of the world. It cheers yet without any disconcerting effect upon the speech or movements. It warms where one is cold and cools where one is hot. Already every trace of fatigue and despondency has vanished, leaving us inspired for further deeds of public usefulness, eager to accomplish other acts of justice. It stimulates, invigorates, rejuvenates, animates, lubricates—”

“Sublimest of Potentates,” pleaded the recorder of his voice, “retard the torrent of your melodious soliloquy! How else shall this clay-fingered menial take down your priceless words which it is his design presently to set to appropriate music?”

“It will be as acceptable at the earliest gong-stroke of the yet unawakened morn, as it will become the inevitable accompaniment to the afternoon rice. Into the inner office of the commercially inclined it will be brought to smooth the progress of each bargain, and in the dim recesses of our departmental activities it will produce harmony and discreet mirth among the abstemious yet sprightly of both sexes. In the chambers of our lesser ones its name is destined to rank as a synonym of all that is confidential and inexact. The weary student, endeavouring to banish sleep; the minor priest, striving to maintain enthusiasm amid an inadequacy of taels; the harassed and ill-requited inscriber of the spoken word—”

“Proceed, O Taproot of Eloquence, proceed!” murmured the one who plied a hurrying brush. “To an accompaniment of drums, horns, and metallic serpents—”

“To cope the final pinnacle, it is an entirely new thing; indeed it is the new thing, and unless our experience of an imitative and docile people is signally astray it will soon become ‘the thing.’” It is hardly necessary to insist at this late date how noticeably the prescient Ming Wang’s words have been literally fulfilled. Known for many centuries as “the new thing,” the popular decoction passed by a natural stage into “the thing,” and then, in affectionate abbreviation, to “the.” By this appropriate designation it is recognized in every land to which our flowery civilization carries, though doubtless on barbaric tongues the melodious word is bent to many uncouth similarities.

“It now only remains,” continued the evenhanded lawgiver, “to reward virtue and to eradicate vice. The former is personified before us — the latter we shall doubtless very soon discover in some form or another. What, O benefactor of mankind, is your upright name?”

“My low-class appellation is Wan, that of my mentally defective father being Ah-shoo, we springing from the lowly house of Lam,” replied the other suitably. “The inconspicuous shadow lurking in the background is Lan-yen, whose name entwines with mine.”

“Yet how comes it that you, who are evidently under the direct protection of the higher Forces, are in so — as it may be expressed — ?” and with commendable tact the humane Emperor merely indicated the threadbare walls and Wan’s immemorial garb.

“Formerly, Magnificence, my state was thus and thus, lacking nothing and having slaves to stand before my presence,” admitted Wan. “But of late one in authority has oppressed me for no cause, save that the proverb aptly says, ‘Should you touch a rat upon the tail be assured that he will turn and bite you,’ and in this latter end his malice has prevailed.

“Ah,” commented the Enlightened with a meaning nod at each of his suite in turn, to which they duly responded an apt glance of cognizance. “What is this corrupt official’s name and the sign of his condition?”

“He is of the crystal button, lord, and his forbidding name is Hin Ching. Furthermore, led on by an insatiable curiosity, he is at this moment standing about this person’s crumbling gate, striving to peer through the prickly hedge toward us.”

“Let him be brought in at once,” was the command, and with no opportunity to prepare an evasive tale Hin Ching was hurried forward.

“Hin Ching,” said the Emperor, who had meanwhile taken up an imposing station, “all your duplicity is known to us and no defense will serve you. How comes it that you have so pursued this meritorious youth who has our royal favor?”

“Tolerance,” pleaded the terror-stricken culprit, seeing no other course before him, and kow-towing so passionately that his words could scarcely be heard above the steady clashing of his head upon the sonorous floor, “be clement in your strength, for it has long been suspected that this person’s heart is touched.”

“In that case,” decided the Sun of Impartiality, “the marks should certainly be visible so that the innocent may be warned thereby.” Then turning to his retinue he continued: “Procure a reasonable abundance of supple bamboo rods, and without disturbing the afflicted Mandarin from the position which he has so conveniently assumed, remove his lower robe.”

At this awful presage of the nature of the correction shortly to be laid upon Hin Ching, a shudder went up from the assembled host and even Wan vacillated in his strict resentment.

“Brother of the peacock,” he pleaded, “suffer justice this once to drowse. He is a man of middle years and obese beyond his age.”

“It has ever been the privilege of the wronged to condone the guilty,” replied Ming Wang, “and to that extent your plea must hold. Yet wherein shall Hin Ching’s penance lie, in this case being outside the Code of Yao-u and Shun? What, Mandarin, is your strict equivalent?”

“Your entirely humble ranks equal with a district prefect, High Excellence — equal and above.”

“Henceforth you will rank equal and below, thus degrading you appreciably and at the same time enabling you to save a portion of your face. On the unbending line of pure romantic justice all your belongings should divert to Wan, but as this would probably result in your becoming a dangerous criminal, the special requirements will be met by allotting to him half. To prevent any mutual delusion, you will divide all you possess into two equal mounds — and Wan will make his choice.”

“May your life span ten thousand ages and your grandsons rule the world!” exclaimed Wan. “It is enough to have seen this day.” And even Hin Ching contributed an appropriate, though a shorter, blessing from within his teeth.

“It only remains to define your duties,” continued the Ever-thoughtful, addressing himself to Wan. “Your style will be that of ‘Protector of the Tree,’ and the scroll confirming this will follow in due season. Your chief function will, of course, be that of assuring an unfailing supply of the beverage to your royal Palaces at all times. In your spare moments you can transmit offshoots of the trees to every point of our boundless Empire, so that the seed shall never fail. The office, which will be strictly hereditary, will naturally be quite honorary, what you receive from Hin Ching being sufficient to maintain your state. It will, however, carry with it a salute of three trumpets and the emblem of a steaming cup.”

“Majesty,” reported an attending slave, entering at this pause, “a relay of swift horses from the Capital awaits your commanding voice without.”

The All-accomplishing rose and moved toward the door with the well-satisfied smile of a person who has achieved his worthy end.

“Everything has been set right here,” he remarked pleasantly, “and the usual edicts will follow within a moon.” Then to his suite: “Come, let us press forward with all haste to scatter the germs of promiscuous justice elsewhere.”


CHAPTER III. The Further Continuance of Kai Lung’s Quest and His Opportune Encounter with an Outcast Band, All Ignorant Of The Classical Examples of the Past
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THE NEXT DAY, as soon as it was light, Kai Lung resumed his toilsome way, sustained by the cordial leave-takings of the villagers to whom his unassuming qualities as a relater of events had proved of interest, and no less encouraged by the tactful bestowal of such gifts as they had no further use for.

“Even a meatless bone should be tendered with both hands,” apologized one bereft of reason, as he indicated all that he could offer — a pipe containing only ashes, and in the same harmonious spirit Kai Lung placed the stem between his lips for a few moments with the equally polite assurance, “It is not necessary to pluck the fruit in order to admire the tree.”

At the parting of the roads a patriarchal figure was seated on the earth. As the one with whom this narration is essentially concerned approached, the inopportune person indicated that the other should retard his footsteps so that they might converse at leisure and with ease. Unwelcome as the delay would prove, Kai Lung had no alternative but to defer to the wishes of a venerable whose long white moustaches almost touched the ground. He stopped and saluted him with deference.

“What is passing through your mind is by no means so hidden as you may think,” remarked the stranger, with a penetrating glance; “nor, considering the mission upon which you are embarked, is your reluctance to be wondered at.”

“Your insight is both clear and deep,” confessed Kai Lung. “What you infer is all the more surprising, as no word of this has so far escaped my docile tongue.”

The ancient smiled slightly in a self-approving manner and caressed the more accessible portions of his virtuous moustache.

“It is not necessary for a philosopher to light a torch to catch glow-worms at midday,” he replied profoundly. “The one before you, in spite of his admittedly quite ordinary appearance, is really an experienced wizard. Last night, in return for the gratifying entertainment afforded by your study of the vicissitudinous Wan, he spent the hours of darkness in drawing up the fundamentals of your lucky system. From these it would appear that the numbers 4 and 14 are inimical to your prospects, while 7 and 41 point directly to success. The mango is a tree to be avoided, but a golden bud set on a leafless stem leads to your achievement. Finally, should you encounter two hyenas and an infirm tiger disputing for the possession of a sick cow’s bones, do not hesitate.”

“It is well expressed,” replied Kai Lung gratefully. “Yet in what precise direction should the recommended lack of indecision tend?”

The gifted necromancer raised his inspired eyebrows somewhat, as though this stress of detail did not altogether merit his approval.

“It is one thing to forecast contingencies,” was his reply; “it is another branch of the occupation to explain what takes place thereafter. If you have led a consistent life, doubtless some benignant Influence will be told off to direct you in the crisis.”

“I can make no particular claim to anything excessive,” admitted Kai Lung with due humility. “My usual practice has been to avoid treading on bees, ants, silkworms, and industrious creatures generally, and there is a suitable hole cut in my outer door and a bowl of rice always set within so that any passing homeless ghost need not go hungry through the night. The care of ancestral spirits need not be specified.”

The aged made a gesture expressive of some doubt.

“It may be deemed sufficient in your hour of trial,” he conceded, “but a few authentic charms, written with perfumed ink and worn at the more vulnerable angles of the body, might well be added.”

With this warning in his ears, the storyteller passed forward on his way, for the pious anchorite had immediately fallen into a deep introspective haze from which it would have been unseemly to recall him. Profiting by the directions readily disclosed to him by dwellers in those parts, Kai Lung steadily followed in Ming-shu’s offensive wake, not forming any very clear perception of how to act when the moment of their meeting should arrive, but content meanwhile to leave the matter to the all-directing wisdom of the forerunners of his Line.

After enduring many hardships and suffering occasional inconvenience through the really flattering but too excessively persistent attentions of brigands, outlaws, underling officials, wild beasts of various kinds, snakes and scorpions, swollen rivers, broken paths, and thunder-stones, Kai Lung came on the seventh day at evening to the outskirt of a trackless morass that barred his further progress. The scanty dwellers in that sterile waste were persons of a low standard of intelligence whose sole means of livelihood consisted of the occasional wayfarer who sought their aid. These it was their custom, by immemorial use, to rob and then fatally dispose of, or to guide along the secret morass paths for an agreed reward — according to the arrangement which they found the more convenient. The appearance of Kai Lung was disconcerting to a tribe of so regular a habit.

“For here is one who has nothing in his sleeve and whose apparel is inferior to the worst among ourselves,” they said. “Thus he is secure from our extracting thumbs, and having no complaint to carry hence against us there is no reason why we should put ourselves to the trouble of disposing of him fatally,” and they continued to look at one another askance.

“That is a matter very easily arranged,” interposed Kai Lung. “In accordance with a certain vow, it is necessary that I should cross these voracious swamps in pursuit of Ming-shu’s host. By guiding me among the secret ways, you will fulfil one of your essential purposes, and by supplying me with such meagre food as will enable me to justify my oath, you will acquire merit of a very special kind.”

To this solution of their difficulty, the better-class murderers at once agreed, but some of the more sordid-minded, who by reason of their deficient literary attainments could not follow the balance of the synthesis, began to murmur from behind their fanlike hands.

“It is all very well,” they implied, “but Ming-shu, who began by putting us to death to exact our service, was forced in the end to succumb to our terms. Why, then, should we guide this alien wayfarer, who is plainly banded with Ming-shu, merely to gain some hypothetical distinction in a future state?”

“The reply to that is easy and concise,” was Kai Lung’s ready answer. “This being the seventh day of my pursuit, it falls within my lucky zone, and thereby I cannot fail. Should you neglect to profit by my auspicious presence here, another will snatch this godsend from your grasp, for in the circumstances a powerful friend will certainly arise to foster me, even as that high official the Mandarin Wong Tsoi came to the aid of Keu Chun, the needy actor.”

“We who are men of the bog land of Ying-tze pay allegiance to the Mandarin Ho Hung alone,” the ill-contents replied. “What is this new official with whom you threaten us?”

“The word is inexact,” maintained Kai Lung, “nor would a throat so obsequious as mine bend to the line of menace. The Mandarin Wong Tsoi is one who had no actual existence in this world, he being but a fictitious creation of an imagined tale.”

At this the tribesmen conferred together apart and it was plain that even the boldest were shaken. Then the spokesman stood forth again.

“If the Mandarin Wong Tsoi was such as you affirm, how is it possible to say what words he used or the manner of his behaviour in any contingency of life?”

“That constitutes the storyteller’s art,” replied the one before them, “and therein lie the essentials of this craft. But is it possible,” he added, scarcely daring to voice so incredible a thought, “that you are unacquainted with the crystalline scintillation and many-petalled efflorescence of a well-related legendary occurrence?”

“We are but the untutored brigands of this lonely waste, whose immature ideas have hitherto been bounded by the arrival of inoffensive travellers from the east and the manner of their passing out toward the west,” confessed the tribe. “The form of entertainment to which you allude lies quite beyond our sphere.”

“Yet it would seem incredible,” lamented Kai Lung sadly, “that within the furthest confines of our classic-loving Empire there should be tribes so barbarous and deficient in the rudiments of a literary veneer as not to be acquainted with the ‘Romance of Three Kingdoms’ or the more austere ‘Wilderness of Pearls,’ and to whom the graceful apophthegm-spangled masterpieces of the sublime period of T’ang are a never-opened book.”

“We certainly begin to become conscious of a hitherto-unsuspected void,” agreed the leaders. “But how can a community living so remote aspire to correct our fault?”

“As to that,” replied Kai Lung modestly, “the one before you is himself a very third-rate relater of fabricated legends. On the understanding that you will guide him through the hidden byways of your prepossessing swamp and will supply his present need, he will, to the best of his quite unsatisfactory ability, endeavour to waste your priceless time with the narrative entitled ‘The Story of Wong Tsoi and the Merchant Teen King’s Thumb.’”

“Is that a noteworthy example of your inimitable style?” asked the chieftain of the band politely.

“It is neither better nor worse than any other threadbare makeshift of my superannuated stock,” replied Kai Lung no less reciprocally. “It maintains, however, a certain harmonious parallelity to our existing state in that a discreditable outcast finds a beneficent protector in his hour of need, and the one who thus upheld his cause is himself rewarded for his virtuous action.”

“If that is the case, we will constitute your circle,” agreed the others, “and when you have honourable fulfilled your word you will find no disposition on our part to recede from ours.” Kai Lung accordingly unrolled his well-worn mat and indicated that his simple preparation was complete.



The Story of Wong Tsoi and the Merchant Teen King’s Thumb

It was the custom of the Mandarin Wong Tsoi to move about the streets of Hoo-Yang at night unattended and by stealth. Sometimes he chanced upon an encounter of a kind that was not strictly within his province as a magistrate, at others he heard a whisper that enabled him to influence justice toward those whom he distrusted without the necessity of invoking the more elaborate forms of law, and upon one occasion — But having thus brought to the notice of a select and proverbially open-handed band of listeners the most distinguished person of this very ordinary recital (according to the dictates of the refined models of the past), it is now permissible to begin in a more convenient manner.

When Chun, the son of Keu, returning to his father’s house from a lengthy absence, made his first inquiry, after the protestations of regard and filial devotion, it was of Fragrant Petal he spoke. Recalling little of what had gone before, they told him freely, with, perchance, an added jest that one so old and unwieldy in his bunk as Teen King, the rich produce merchant, should seek to possess a butterfly. When he knew all, Chun reached for his hat and staff and unlatched the door.

“I would look again upon the Ways and well-remembered quarters of the city,” he remarked evasively.

“Yet it is now dark,” they reminded him, “and you are but just restored to us. Tomorrow—”

“There is still light enough to show me what I seek,” was his reply.

As Chun turned into a convenient byway that led down to one of the deep places of the river, he met two men running and heard a cry from the darkness of the water. The great sky lantern at that moment directing a propitious beam, he discovered one struggling vainly to regain the shore, and thrusting a long pole toward him, Keu Chun succeeded at length in bringing him to safety.

“Your aid was timely,” remarked the stranger when he was somewhat recovered, “and the measure of this one’s gratitude will not be stinted. In what particular direction does your necessity lie?”

“This is in the nature of things, seeing that the origin of our meeting is your desire to avoid drowning and my determination to encounter it,” replied Keu Chun sombrely. “Thus the foreshore of the river on which we stand becomes, as it were, a common ground to both. If you will but continue your footsteps to the north and leave me equally to press forward to the south, our various purposes will thereby be effected.”

“What you say is sufficiently surprising, and I would gladly learn something more of your condition,” exclaimed the other. “The dilapidated hut that shelters me stands but a short li distant from this spot. Even if your mind is set on drowning, courtesy demands that I who am concerned shall at least provide you with a change of dry apparel in which to do so more agreeably. Should you still be in the same mood after this slight civility, there will be nothing lost, for, as the proverb says, ‘Felicity slips quickly by, but affliction walks side by side along our path.’”

“If you feel that the omission would leave you under an intolerable obligation, I cannot reasonably deny you what you ask,” admitted Chun with an emotion of no-enthusiasm toward any arisement. “Therefore, lead on.”

With this encouragement the stranger professed himself content, and together they sought the higher ground. Presently the more noisome district of the city, where beggars, criminals, and the literary classes had their quarter, was left behind, the better-reputed parts frequented by the industrious and sincere were likewise passed, and soon the spacious ways and well-spread gardens of successful merchants and officials marked their further progress.

“Admittedly the path that seems long to a person when fleeing from justice appears incredibly short when he is led down to execution,” remarked Keu Chun at length. “Nevertheless, this small li of yours—”

“We are even now at the poverty-stricken gate,” replied the guide, stopping before the largest and most lavishly ornamented of the mansions, and with a key that he drew from his inner sleeve he unlocked a door leading to the courtyard and stood aside. “Pass in, nobility.”

“Before one whose ancestors doubtless wore the peacock feather?” protested Chun no less agreeably. “These rebellious knees would refuse their sustenance should I attempt so impolite and act,” and he also moved farther away.

“The circumstances are not happily arranged for a really well-kept-up display of mutual refinement,” remarked the other, speaking with some discomfort through his chattering teeth and at the same time stooping to wring an excess of moisture from his body-cloth. “In the name of the Viceroy of Hades let us go in together.”

On this understanding, they went forward side by side, though with some difficulty, the way being narrow and the one who led Chun a person of outstanding attitude.

“This is evidently an underling in the service of some noble,” thought Chun. “His easy manner proclaims that he is not altogether without influence.” But the one concerned did not turn aside toward the living huts. He led the way up to the great house itself, and again drawing forth a key, he unlocked a door.

“This is certainly a personal attendant upon a high official,” next considered Chun, “and unless my memory is grossly is at fault, the ya-men of the district mandarin should he hereabout. If I have rendered this service to one who has the ear of Wong Tsoi, it may turn, if not actually to my advantage, at least to the disadvantage of Teen King.”

“Let us now rearrange ourselves more in comfort,” said the stranger affably, and with the tone of authority, he struck an imperious gong. “Two changes of fine raiment here without delay,” he cried to the slave who hurried at the call. “Later, let a repast be laid out in my inner room — a display suited to the entertainment of an honoured guest.”

“I hear and obey, high excellence,” replied the slave, retiring.

“Excellence!” repeated Keu Chen, falling back several paces from so august a presence. “Can it be that you are — ?”

The broad minded official made a gesture implying caution.

“The wise duck keeps his mouth shut when he smells frogs,” he remarked significantly. “Be discreet, and you may rely upon the advancement of your righteous cause. But should you be so shortsighted as to maintain a special claim on this one’s succour it would be his duty, as an incorruptible upholder of the law, to sentence you to a variety of unpleasant exertions for attempted blackmail.”

“So presumptuous a thought never entered this ill-nourished mind,” replied Keu Chun.

“It is well said,” agreed Wong Tsoi; “and among virtuous friends a slight inclination of the head is as efficacious as the more painful admonition from an iron-shod foot.”

With discriminating courtesy, the tolerantly inclined mandarin forebore to question Keu Chun more closely until a rich and varied abundance had restored their energies. Then, reclining with dignified ease among the cushions of his couch, Wong Tsoi indicated to his guest that he should seat himself upon the floor at a respectful distance away and disclose his past.

“For,” he added, “it concerns one who is responsible for the administration of the best-regulated city of our Celestial Empire to discover what flaw in an otherwise perfect judicial code prompted you to so distressing a remedy.”

“Yet, eminence,” Chun ventured to remind him, “if your benevolent condescension is moved by so slight a matter as this obscure person’s mere misfortune, with what refined anguish must you regard actual crime! The two unseemly outcasts who ventured to lay their sacrilegious hands upon your honored person—”

“Cherish no apprehension on that score,” replied the farseeing Wong Tsoi capably. “In cases of absolute wrongdoing, it is impossible for even the least experienced official to deviate from the iron rule of conduct. Cause and effect; effect and cause: these two facets of an integral system corollarate with absolute precision. Two persons having committed a Category One crime, two persons will automatically suffer a Category One punishment, and the Essential Equipoise of Justice will thereby be painlessly maintained.”

“It is what the scrupulous would look for,” assented Chun.

“It is what they will inevitably see,” replied Wong Tsoi. “Should your leisurely footsteps chance to turn in the direction of the public execution ground on the occasion of the next general felicity, your discriminating eyes will receive assurance that the feet of the depraved find no resting-place on the upright soil of Hoo-yang.”

“It is indeed a matter for rejoicing that your penetrating gaze recognized the degraded miscreants who will thus be brought to an appropriate end.”

A faint absence of agreement for the moment obscured the well-balanced exactness of the lawgiver’s expression.

“If,” he remarked profoundly, “so sublime a principle as Justice should depend on so fallible a thread as a single human attribute, all feeling of security would be gone forever. The two misbegotten harbingers of shame who submitted this hard-striving person to the indignity of thrusting him down into a polluted stream will sooner or later meet with a fate that will be both painful and grotesque. In the meanwhile, the wholesome moral of retribution will be inculcated in the throng by two others (doubtless quite as abandoned in their several ways) demonstrating that authority does not slumber.”

“It has been claimed that there is equally one law for the just and for the unjust,” assented Chun, “and in a certain guise—”

“Your loyal approbation nourishes the roots of our endeavour,” interposed Wong Tsoi, rewarding the speaker with a handful of melon seeds cast in his direction. “Now disclose your own involvement.”

“Beneficence,” replied Chun readily, “my obscure happening may be likened to a scorpion’s tail, in that it is short but sharply pointed. My lowly name is Chun, that of my father’s meagre house being Keu, and having ever been of a wayward bend, I earn my scanty rice as an inefficient Brother of the Peach Orchard.”

“An actor,” exclaimed Wong Tsoi, regarding his guest with a special interest.

“Alas, exalted,” confessed Chun, “such is my offensive calling.”

The leniently inspired official made a gesture of dissent, after satisfying himself that no attendant lingered.

“That which would brand you as an outcast in the eyes of the tightly buttoned, to me contains an added flavour,” he admitted. “In the security of this inner chamber I will confide to your specific ear that I also am of a straggling and romantic nature, though the dignity of office makes it impossible for me to go very far in any impropriety. Nevertheless, half a cycle of years ago, when I had failed for the third time to attain the degree of Budding Genius in the competitions, I had all but decided to throw up an official career and go upon the wooden platform. . . . Does your refined gift lie in the portrayal of noble youths of exalted lineage who are for a time alienated from the path of happiness by the machination of an elderly vampire?”

“At one time my ambition reached in that direction, but, as the saying has it, ‘One learns to itch where one can scratch,’ and my unworthy talents are considered most effective in the delineation of club-armed guardians of the street who slip heavily backward on over-ripe loquats, and similar devices of a gravity-removing nature.”

“Proceed with the recital of your story,” commanded the Mandarin briefly.

“Over against my lowborn father’s bankrupt hovel there stands the home of Fragrant Petal, the graceful and entrancing offspring of the autumnal widow Le-she. From an early period it has been the habit of the sympathetic maiden and the calamitous earthworm now before you to meet unostentatiously in a convenient spot that was suitably screened from the windows of both houses. Here a binding arrangement was mutually exchanged, that each would remain faithful to the other. Fortified with this incentive, nothing seemed too excessive, and a score of moons ago the one who is now relating his sordid experience set forth to achieve distinction and to win an agreeable superfluity of taels. Today he returned—”

“Doubtless to entrust a few bars of gold to a discreet friend’s keeping?” suggested Wong Tsoi politely, as the other paused.

“To recover a still serviceable pair of sandals that he remembered leaving in an outer shed, esteemed,” replied Keu Chun with conscious diffidence. “Then only did he learn of the grossly unfit-to-live Le-she’s perfidy. Taking advantage of this one’s absence and of the obscene Teen King’s infatuation, she had bartered Fragrant Petal to be that glutinous-eyed produce monger’s possession at the price of a hundred taels of silver.”

“In these close-handed times, a hundred taels are not to be spat at,” remarked the Mandarin judicially.

“Excellence!” cried Keu Chun springing to his feet, “it is not the equivalent of a single hair among the ten thousand glossy ones that go to crown her high perfection. When she smiles, her eyes throw out continuous beams of violet light — even sideways. At every step her classically proportioned feet leave the impress of a golden lily. The Imperial treasury within the Purple City does not contain sufficient store to buy one glance of approbation—”

“It was thus with this one also in the days of his own brightly coloured youth,” sighed Wong Tsoi reminiscently, as he removed the outer skin of a choice apricot. “There was Che-Che who danced on pigeon’s eggs at the ‘Melodious Resort of Virtue’ in Chiang-foo, and another, whose attractive name has escaped my weed-grown memory, who was reputed to have invisible wings, for in no other way could her graceful unconcern, as she progressed upon one foot along a distended cord, be accounted for. But maidens are no longer what they were in the days before they gummed their hair. Doubtless this Fragrant Petal—”

“If your own distinguished eyes could but see—”

“Enough!” interposed Wong Tsoi decisively. “Shall one measure the bounty of the Yangtse-kiang by a teacup? But for your graceful versatility with a perverse-willed steering pole, the misshapen eyes to which you so fittingly allude would at this moment be unable to regard anything beyond the ill-made bed of an offensive watercourse.”

“Then, benevolence — ?” begged Chun, stirred by new hope.

“The engaging qualities you display — added to the fact that the low-conditioned Teen King recently deluded this confiding person in a matter affecting the quality of some reputed swallows’ nests — establish the justice of your cause. How to proceed is another matter, for the contaminating refuse-blender has both wealth and legality on his side. Speaking strictly as one loyal subject to another, it may well be admitted that it is not infeasible to outstrip legal forms by means of a well-lined sleeve, nor yet to get the better of mere riches by a dexterous use of lawful methods. But to defeat both of these while possessing neither would melt the tenacity of demons.”

“Could you not,” suggested Keu Chun helpfully, “in the exercise of your exalted office, denounce the unclean Teen King to vigilant authority as one worthy of immediate death, without disclosing too exactly the nature of his crime?”

“Undoubtedly,” agreed Wong Tsoi. “It is by no means as unusual course, and it has the merit of ruling out a mass of evidence which is wholly irrelevant when the result has already been decided. But by a most corrupt enactment, it is necessary for any official submitting a complaint to begin it with a full recital of the various times that he himself has been degraded.”

“Degraded!” exclaimed Keu Chun, incredulous of so harsh an infliction toward one so spotless. “Surely these blameworthy ears—”

“On seven misjudged occasions — thrice charged with ‘ordinariness of character’ and on yet four times more for ‘displaying originality of conduct unseemly in a high official.’ “ replied Wong Tsoi dispassionately. “Rearrange your composure, worthy Keu Chun; these are but formalities in the daily life of a zealous servant of the state and merely indicate that another would gladly wear his button.”

“Why, then, graciousness — ?”

“It nevertheless bars your well-meant plan. So inauspiciously sired a plaint would be consigned by the merest official pencil-moistener to the eternal oblivion of the dove’s retreat,” explained the Mandarin, with a meaning flicker of his wrist. “If you hope to look forward to a hundred strong sons to venerate your name, Keu Chun, something more apt must emerge from our mutual endeavour.”

“Benevolence,” confessed Keu Chun with some dejection, “the one before you would cheerfully face the torments to achieve his quest, but in matters involving guile he is as devoid of wisdom as a new-laid egg is destitute of feathers.”

“Certainly the enterprise will need qualities of no common order,” agreed Wong Tsoi ungrudgingly. “To your knowledge, did the maiden go unwillingly, and is she still allegiant to your cause?”

Chun put a hand within his sleeve, and from a hidden fold he offered to the Mandarin a sheaf of polished bamboo slips tied together with a crimson thread. A score and five there would be in all, or even more.

“This missive awaited my discovering thumb within a certain hollow cypress which often served our need,” he said. “Read freely, excellence, of her gracefully expressed affection and of the high-minded repugnance with which she regards her detested lot.”

“Your meritorious word suffices,” replied the Mandarin hastily, as he recognized the formidable proportion of the letter. “It is scarcely meet that another eye should rest upon the context of so privileged a message. Doubtless, after this avowal, you sought to approach beneath Teen King’s inner window?”

“That would have served no profitable end, esteemed. For a reason not yet clear, Fragrant Petal has been straightway conveyed to that corrupt spice adulterator’s summer seat, a lonely tower lying off the northern earth-road, where she is strictly held.”

“Yet Teen King himself has not passed beyond the city gates during the present moon,” observed Wong Tsoi shrewdly. “His ardour has a strangely tardy bend that it must loiter so.”

“Perchance the chief one of his inner chamber has raised a contentious voice—”

“There you have struck the wooden skewer on its thicker end, Keu Chun!” exclaimed the other with conviction. “Her forbidding name is Tsoo, and hitherto she has allowed no secondary to share her place. Teen King, stricken with this corroding passion of his unsavoury old age, has acted thus and thus, hoping doubtless to sway Tsoo on one plea or another, or, perchance, failing that, to dispose of her inoffensively by some simple but well-tried method.”

“If that is indeed the case, then Fragrant Petal may still—”

“May still be yours, you would say? Yet, should that come to pass, is there any secure retreat into which you and the ornamentally described one could imperceptibly fade? Assuredly, in so amiable a cause, some unnamed well-wisher would be forthcoming to contribute a double hand-count of taels to your virtuous success.”

“Munificence,” replied Keu Chun, “to elude pursuit would then be easy. A propitious friend, lying at no great distance from this spot, trades a commodious junk far into the lower reaches of the river. Once there—”

“Truly. As well look for an eel in a cartload of live adders. Forego despair, Keu Chun. I am by no means desirous that my care-word ghost should be under the burden of this obligation to your exacting ghost in the Hereafter. What a far from slow-witted official can do to readjust the balance now will be discreetly effected.”

“I am in your large and never-failing hand,” replied Keu Chun submissively.

Wong Tsoi waved a gesture of benevolent dismissal and closed his eyes to indicate tactfully that a concentrated reverie was necessary in which to mature his plans. So deep indeed became the profundity of his thoughts that neither Keu Chun’s deferential leave-taking nor yet the various gong-strokes of the night were suffered to obtrude, and the early light of dawn found him with his eyes still closed in meditation and his body in the same pliant attitude of introspective calm.

Let it be freely admitted that, when Wong Tsoi stepped forth from his ya-men on the following day, he had not the most shadowy idea of how to bring about Keu Chun’s desire and thus fulfil the obligation that the saving of his life — at the risk of incurring the malignity of the presiding demon of the river — had imposed upon him.

“Yet,” he remarked self-reliantly as he set out, “I am pledged to the undertaking, and as the wise philosopher of Ts’i has so observantly remarked, ‘Where the head has already gone, the hind quarters are bound to follow.’”

In pursuit of a guiding omen, the scrupulous official dismissed his chair and bearers presently and bent his not entirely reluctant feet in the direction of the “Abode of Harmony and Well-seasoned Dishes” at about the time of the evening rice. Beneath this auspicious sign might be found at that hour many of his more opulent and mentionable neighbours within Hoo-yang. The honour of an unceremonious visit from so high a dignitary was a conspicuous event, and the gratified Comptroller of the Table, meeting Wong Tsoi at the door, preceded him backward to his place, chanting meanwhile a happily arranged song in his honour, into which the versatile person gradually blended the names of the various delicacies available as they neared the highest seat. Wong Tsoi having made an appropriate choice, the one who had attended him retired in the same becoming order, extolling the guest’s discernment in another set of verses, wherein he pronounced the selected viands in a louder key, thus to apprise the Custodian of the Grill of what was required of him. When the first dish duly arrived, following the dictates of ordinary courtesy, the latest guest stood up and pressed everyone around to join him in partaking of it.

“The one before you is a thoroughly inadequate host,” he announced, bowing graciously in the four directions; “a worse combination of courses than those that he has chosen could not well be hit upon, and, as is quite befitting, the most inferior portion of each dish has been specially reserved for him. How great, therefore, will be your amiable condescension if you will but leave your own attractively arranged tables and endure the unappetizing deficiencies of his.”

“On the contrary,” came from every side, “your nimble-minded wit makes you so desirable a guest that we must really implore your company here with us instead. As for the assorting of the dishes and the quality of the food, we can assure your high excellence that you are pleasurably mistaken in thinking that yours are worse than ours. Do, therefore—” The remainder of the graceful compliment was lost in the agreeable rattle of chopsticks as all resumed their interrupted occupation precisely as before.

Now, although Wong Tsoi had evolved no definite plan, he had come to the “Abode of Harmony” in the full expectation of finding the unsightly produce merchant also there. Toward the outcome of that incident he had not neglected to burn a liberal supply of joss-sticks, so that, when his entirely expressionless gaze noted the gross outline of the objectionable Teen King seated at no great space away, he recognized that, so far as the Doubtful Forces were concerned, he was not ill-equipped for an encounter.

Teen King, for his part, fancied that the dignified inclination sent in his direction was perceptibly warmer than the other three. Wong Tsoi recognized as the loudest voice raised in complimentary greeting that of Teen King. The omens pointed to the mutual recriminations in the matter of a few kin of debatable birds’ nests being forgotten, but so far neither was committed beyond one side of his face.

When Teen King rose to go, it was not inevitable that he should pass Wong Tsoi’s table, but with absentminded detachment he took that course. Seeing this, the Mandarin’s preoccupied foot thoughtlessly moved a vacant seat so that it barred the way.

“Ten thousand sincere regrets that your honourable progress should be impeded in this manner,” exclaimed Wong Tsoi, drawing the chair aside with his own obliging hand. “Have you appeased your virtuous stomach?”

“Rather it is my own incommodious bulk that disturbs your well-intentioned chair,” replied Teen King deferentially. “Are they gratifying your enlightened palate?”

“Since an unlooked-for felicity has delayed you at this spot, will you not occupy the seat so auspiciously provided?” suggested the other. “After your laborious passage of this badly arranged room, doubtless a moment’s rest—” and he pushed his snuff-bottle of priceless jade across the table for Teen King’s use.

“Excellence,” began Teen King, after he had helped himself liberally from the snout of the recumbent pig that formed the bottle, “with the exception of ordinary business transactions, the one before you had led an integritous life. Why, then, should the path of his endeavour be edged with sharp afflictions?”

“It is truly said that a rogue may sit under a scaffolding all day, but if a righteous man ventures to pass beneath a ladder, something offensive is sure to fall upon his meritorious head,” remarked Wong Tsoi with ready sympathy. “Unload your overweighted mind, Teen King.”

“Your warm compassion melts the crust of my underbred reluctance,” confessed the merchant. “Furthermore, I desire to lean somewhat upon your official counsel.”

“Speak freely,” replied Wong Tsoi, with but one thought, “for in matters affecting the relationship of the inner circle—”

“That is a crow of quite another colour,” interrupted Teen King, his face not entirely gladdened by the plain allusion. “Upon questions of that sort, it is seldom necessary for a really humane and affectionate head to raise the shutter of his domestic interior.”

“Yet,” urged the exalted, “the one before you, as high official of the district, stands in the position of a benevolent father toward every family within his province.”

“Assuredly,” agreed Teen King, “but the truly considerate son hides a great deal of what might be unnecessarily distressing from a venerated parent’s eyes. In the direction to which you are obviously leading, excellence, be satisfied that by patience and the use of a stick no thicker than that which is legally permissible, the most opinionated of our lesser ones can ultimately be persuaded to bask in the light of reason.”

“This concerns Tsoo and the one called Fragrant Petal,” reflected Wong Tsoi in the pause that followed, “and it clearly indicates that I was right in my conjecture. But with what other adversity is the misshapen thing before me harassed?” Aloud, however, he said:

“With your usual crystalline logic, Teen King, you compass an entire social system to within the narrow limits of an acorn-shell. Yet you spoke—”

“It is of it that I would speak further,” replied the merchant, lowering his naturally repulsive voice and arranging his ill-balanced form so that they should not be overlooked. “Pass your esteemed judgment upon this obligation, highness.”

Wong Tsoi took the folded parchment that was offered him and submitted it to the test of a close scrutiny, even to the length of using an enlarging-glass to supplement his eyes.

“There is no ambiguity at any point of this, Teen King,” he said, courteously veiling his regret that it was not some tiding of disaster. “Herein you authorize your secondary to recompense ten taels of silver and a like amount of store to the one presenting this, he having already rendered its equivalent to you.”

“Do you find no questionable line about the thumb-sign?” almost implored the merchant.

“I am as familiar with the signet of your pliant thumb as with the details of your prepossessing face,” freely replied Wong Tsoi. “Should I fail to recognize you when we encounter in the Ways, or would I greet another by your ever-welcome name? Thus and thus. In every thread and indent is this your accepted impress.”

“Yet,” protested Teen King, so overwrought because he dare not shout aloud his frenzy or kick any of the lavish arrangements of the room that his always unbecoming neck increased to several times its wonted thickness, “yet, high puissance, it is not the impression of my own authentic thumb, nor had I ever seen the thrice accursed draft until the mentally weak-kneed Chin discharged the obligation. What an infamy is here residing within Hoo-yang!”

At this disclosure, Wong Tsoi achieved a sympathetic noise among his teeth, but he bent his face above the writing so that Teen King should not misread the signs of his compassion.

“This is an unheard-of thing to come about,” he remarked impartially. “Hitherto it has been assumed that by a benevolent dispensation for the safeguarding of commercial intercourse, no two thumbs would be created of identical design. It now becomes evident that something essential has been overlooked. Is there any more of this, as it were, questionable paper upon the market, merchant?”

“It is that qualmous thought that is eroding the walls of my tranquility,” confessed the effete Teen King. “Three misprocured drafts have I so far honoured, and I tremble at the possibility of what may yet appear.”

“But,” objected the Mandarin, “if you are the victim of a well-laid plot, why should you not proclaim the falsity, repudiate the impression of this alien thumb, and warn the merchants of our city to be alert?”

“Therein you speak as an official and not as a man of commerce,” replied Teen King with feeling. “Were I to do as you advise, I might as well throw open the doors of all my marts for the four winds to blow in and out. My thumb-sign is the evidence of an inviolable word. To proclaim openly that it is henceforth more than doubtful would be to put the profitable house of Teen into the ‘formerly existed’ class.”

“What then do you contemplate? To submit to this iniquity forever?”

“That is the purpose of my confidence in you,” replied Teen King. “As the ruler of the city, you will assuredly put forth your straightforward hand and the sacrilegious dog will cease to prosper.”

Wong Tsoi thought for a few moments under the pretext of having inhaled a superfluity of snuff. Then his face resumed its usual expression of inscrutable profundity, and he turned toward Teen King with a gesture of open-minded assent.

“Agreeably so,” he replied pleasantly. “Deliver the abandoned leper into my keeping, and your unblemishable name will be free from the shadow of this taint forever.”

“Therein lies the key of this one’s hardship,” exclaimed Teen King with some annoyance, for he began to describe Wong Tsoi to himself as a person of very stunted outlook. “Could I but discover and take the offender myself, one of my refining vats would very quickly adjust the difference between us. As it is, I rely on your authority to transact justice.”

“The one before you is a high official,” returned Wong Tsoi with appreciable coldness. “Were he a dog, doubtless he could follow a trail from this paper in his hand to the lair of the aggressor. Or were he a demon in some barbarian fable he might, perchance, regard a little dust beneath an enlarging-glass and then, stretching out his hand into the void, withdraw it with the miscreant attached.”

“Nevertheless,” persisted the merchant stubbornly, “it behooves you for your own wellbeing not to suffer the rice to grow around your tardy ankles in the matter.”

“Teen King undoubtedly has something in his sleeve, or he would not press me to this limit,” pondered Wong Tsoi. “Perhaps it would be as well to tempt the distressing mountebank into disclosing himself more fully. An apt saying should serve here.” Accordingly he added: “Anything to do with your graceful personality admittedly has weight, Teen King, but in questions of authority mere bulk is not everything. It might be prudent to take to heart the adage, ‘A toad has to pass a very severe examination before he can become a dragon.’”

At this allusion, Teen King changed colour several times and for a moment it seemed inevitable that the chair in which he sat must fail incapably under the weight of his displeasure. Seeing this, the one concerned rose abruptly to his feet.

“It is also written, ‘A pointed tongue, however keen a sword, makes an insufficient shield,’ and you, O contemptible Wong Tsoi, will soon be putting the analogy to a desperate trial,” he replied with vigour. “Learn now how that incorruptible official, Kao-tse of the Board of Censors, has been deputed to visit Hoo-yang before the next full moon. As he is somewhat heavily in this person’s debt, the nature of his report, should you maintain your headstrong front, need not tax your imagination. It is one thing to be technically degraded seven times, Mandarin; it is quite another to be actually shortened at both ends, even once.”

With this illiberal forecast, the outrageous Teen King shook hands with himself in a disagreeable manner and withdrew his contaminating presence.

“A person of true refinement would have expressed much of that very differently, but nothing will ever make up for the lack of a classical education,” reflected Wong Tsoi when he was again alone. “However,” he added self-capably, “though it will obviously become necessary to do something to counteract his malicious influence, there is no reason why the incident should be allowed to mar an otherwise well-arranged repast. This business clearly concerns Ho Hung, and he will doubtless be at home throughout the night.”

Ho Hung now steps into the narration, and in order to explain the unfolding of events, it is as well to describe his outline. He was of middle stature and not ill-cast, but with the essentials of an appearance spoiled somewhat by his face. His ears were loose and ragged, his teeth as large as those of a moderate horse but of several different colours, while his nose resembled a toucan’s beak. One of his eyes was elsewhere; the other had a deceptive bend which enabled Ho Hung frequently to observe persons closely without their appreciation of the fact. At this period he was the admitted head and chief of all the thieves and assassins in Hoo-yang, but formerly he had conducted lotteries.

When Wong Tsoi, late that same night, knocked in a special way upon a certain door in the least reputed quarter of the city, it was opened by Ho Hung himself. When he recognized the one who stood outside, the natural repugnance of his features changed to a look of welcome not unmixed with an arising lack of gravity.

“You do well to greet me cordially, Ho Hung,” remarked the official as he glanced cautiously about before he entered, “for if I should be recognized in this doubtful situation, it would certainly cost me my button.”

“As to that, Mandarin,” replied Ho Hung with simple familiarity, “should you ever be put to it, there are half-a-dozen openings I could tell you of, in which dignity combines with ease, and in any capacity you would very soon excel us all. But will you not honour this one’s bankrupt home by entering, and there — if you can but put up with its longstanding deficiency — partake of tea?”

“ ‘For wine the top of the bottle; for tea the bottom of the pot,’” quoted Wong Tsoi pleasantly as he stepped within. “May worthiness never forsake your rooftree, valiant Hung.”

“May winning numbers come to you in dreams,” responded Ho Hung heartily, standing aside in hospitable respect.

As they sat together and drank, Ho Hung broached the subject that had shaken his dignity on the Mandarin’s arrival.

“Some word of the inept misadventure that involved your conscientious secretary last night has already reached my threadbare ears,” he remarked discreetly, affecting to turn aside to catch a passing winged insect as he spoke. “Doubtless it is upon that quest that you are here at all?”

“Up to a certain point the deduction is exact,” replied Wong Tsoi, sprinkling a little snuff into Ho Hung’s tea to mark his appreciation of that one’s tact. “But, as the saying is, ‘Although the T’ang road is long, it does not lead everywhere.’ What is this that is being told of one whose thumb simulates the natural signature of Teen King, the produce merchant?”

At this inquiry Ho Hung became so excessively disturbed in gravity that he could only with difficulty retain his seat, while his endeavour to imply the reason of his mirth by rapidly opening and closing his missing eye began to have a disquieting effect upon Wong Tsoi’s imagination.

“Thang-I the rogue’s name is, and he has but lately come among us from the Waste Lands to the south,” replied Ho Hung when he could speak with ease. “The witling has no ready parts beyond this facile thumb, he being of the mulish sort. But Tong, the fabricator of salt-due seals, who chanced upon this gift, has put the business through. Tong it is who does all Teen King’s resealing when he mixes — your nobility will understand — so that he was well familiar with that aggressive merchant’s thumb-sign.”

“This is likely enough,” replied Wong Tsoi, “but wherein lurks the essence of the jest?”

“It is not to be expected that a high official will have so gross an appetite for gravity removal as a mere sleeve-snatcher,” pleaded Ho Hung. “The obese Teen King has ever been wont to press down an acrimonious thumb upon the feeble in Hoo-yang so that now the way that it has been turned against him has passed into a variety of questionable sayings. Indeed, it is become the matter of a most objectionable song that is being taken up by the river boatman to the rhythm of their task.”

“Even the humblest of the muses is to be encouraged,” tolerantly observed Wong Tsoi. “Should a superfluous copy of that ballad come your way—”

“It shall reach your discriminating hand without delay,” promised the other, marking a sign upon his tablets.

“There still remains the question of justice,” continued the high official. “For the harmonious relation of our several interests, it is vital that the overstepping of certain limits should not be unredressed.”

“That is admitted,” agreed Ho Hung, with a dutiful obeisance. “Your hand is that of a benevolent corrector, eminence, and this one will not, for his part, fail.”

“In assaulting, as you have so correctly been informed, the person of the one who takes down my spoken word, two unmentionable outcasts have been guilty of an attack — by deputy — on me, thereby — obliquely — against the State, and thus — by analogy — have finally as it were submitted the venerated person of the Sublime Emperor himself to the extreme indignity of being projected into the tempestuous waters of an unclean stream. For this iniquity two malefactors must suffer the fullest penalty in order to appease the justly outraged feelings of a loyal people.”

“Authority must be maintained,” replied the congenial Ho, “or whereon do we stand? The very foundation of the Joined-together Band of Superfluity Adjusters and Excrescence Removers of Hoo-yang, with this one at its head, is menaced.”

“We have always so far been able to arrange these necessary formalities in mutual concord,” remarked Wong Tsoi. So amiable at these recollections became the condescension of this truly broad minded being that, after wiping the traces of tea from off his lips, he did not disdain to press the same cloth upon Ho Hung. “Nor,” he continued, “is there any reason why we should not now. As regards this slow-witted Thang-I: has the lowly clown friends of any standing?”

“He is a stranger among us here, and therefore not of our fraternity,” was the reply. “Had this case not been thus and thus, he would have been driven forth ere this. Disclose your mind, exalted.”

“To earmark Thang-I for this needful expiation would effect a double turn. Have I your acquiescent word?”’

“The dog has served an end, but the jest has all but run its course,” considered Ho Hung. “there is none to raise a voice against what you propose — save, perhaps, Tong, and he is of slight account.”

“Tong — would he so do? Then nothing could be better regulated. Two culprits are required: that being the case, why should not Tong be coupled with Thang-I and so still every murmur?”

“Eminence,” interposed Ho Hung, “even a goat and an ox must keep in step if they would plow together, and, as you have said, in matters of this sort we stand on a common footing. Let Thang-I fall to your deciding voice; for this one’s share The-tang will serve.”

Wong Tsoi accorded a motion of dignified assent, for he had no concern in Tong, the seal counterfeiter, either one way or the other.

“But The-tang?” he asked with polite interest. “Is not one of that name the prop of your right hand?”

“He was, he is, but he will not henceforth be. Of late Teh-tang’s eyes have been fixed on a point somewhat above his head. It is as well that he should be removed before his aspiring footsteps seek to follow.”

“That is a detail that concerns your own internal state, nor would this one seek to probe into the routine of your well-conducted band,” declared the liberal-minded official.

Then as he turned to go he gave the courteous farewell: “May your deserving path be smooth, even to the grave-side.”

“May your warmth and cold always be correctly balanced,” replied Ho Hung, with no less feeling.

It was at a later date that the keeper of the door of Teen King’s summer-house was roused from a profound meditation by an insistent knocking at the grille. The night being dark and stormy, the menial did not hasten to comply, but a still more urgent summons brought him to his feet.

“Should corrosion reward your acrimonious knuckles, this one will gladly attend your funeral rites,” was the burden of his welcome.

“Is this a time for mere verbal pleasantries?” demanded the one who stood there in the harrying rain. “Behold, the master whom you serve, stricken with an unlooked-for hurt, turns back home from your gate.”

“What is this that you say?” demanded the keeper sourly. “If there is a tale to be told, take hold at the beginning, friend, and not like the knife of some crafty juggler — haphazard as it comes.”

“My tongue and your ear stand on a different footing,” replied the other in a superior tone, “I being employed about the counting house and you a mere bolt-slider. Your offensively honourable name is Wang, doorkeeper?”

“That indeed is the mediocre style of my distinguished line.”

“Let it suffice then, Wang, that the merchant has received various scars by the instability of one of his bearers on this misconstructed earth-road. He would have remained here through the night but for this affliction. As it is, he requires the delivery now of the one you guard. Here is the discharge of your answerableness for her.”

The doglike Wang took the paper and held it to the light; then he compared the signature pressed on it with another that he had.

“This is well enough as far as the matter goes, but his memory is here at fault,” was the reply. “Only a while ago he sent an urgent message, saying ‘Accept no thumb-sign that is not made by me before your very eyes, for Dark Forces are about. This is my iron word.’ Yet now you say he waits?”

“This is beyond my office,” declared the stranger frankly, “and you had better make fast your bolts and then come to the gate. It may well be that this is a snare on Teen King’s part to try your firmness in his service.”

“If that is the case, he will find me grounded like a limpet,” was Wang’s crafty boast. “I make no pretence to any range of subtlety, but what is nailed into this head sticks there.”

“Bring your lantern,” said the messenger. “Things hereabout are none too bright.”

When they reached the outer gate, two chairs were to be seen by the custodian’s swinging candle. From the larger one a surfeit of groans and imprecations flowed, indicating, however crudely expressed, both pain and mental anguish. By the side of this a sombre-hearted carrier was still binding up his wounds.

“Commander,” pleaded the supine Wang, thrusting his head through the curtains of the chair, “there has come to me one who bears a certain message, this requiring—”

The grossly outlined person dimly seen within did not cease to roll from side to side and to press a soothing cloth against his disfigured face. When he spoke, it was with difficulty, by reason of a swollen lip.

“Why then does not compliance hasten, thou contumacious keeper of my door?” he demanded with rancour. “Is it not enough that I am to broken bodily within sight of the lucky symbols hung above my gate, but that my authority should also be denied? Where is she whom I require of you?”

“Yet, master,” entreated the abject Wang, “it may well be that this is but a snare to prove the tenacity of my allegiance. Was not your charge explicit: ‘Accept no sign that is not pressed before your very eyes?’ How then—”

“Enough,” was the reply, and the one who spoke stretched out a requiring hand; “it is not ineptly claimed. After all, you have a sort of stultish justice to protect you, loyal Wang. Now submit the paper for the full requirement.”

With this demand the keeper of the door at once complied, exultant that his stubbornness had been upheld before the others. The one whose authority he owned turned away for a moment as he searched about his sleeve for his pigment box. Then he pressed the paper and gave it back to Wang who saw against the former signature another, identical in every line and still moist from the attesting thumb.

“Nothing now remains but to execute your will,” he freely admitted; “my own part in the matter being amply hedged. Say on, chieftain.”

“In that I cannot stay, with my deep cuts unseen-to, Fragrant Petal must accompany me back, the affair having taken a prosperous turn,” replied the other. “Bring her out now, not staying for adornment, for my condition does not brook delay, but at the same time hastily put together all that she may have so that her face is not clouded among women.”

“It shall be done, O rewarder of great zeal,” exclaimed Wang, preparing to comply. “How does this blossom among peach trees journey?”

“There is a chair at hand” — indicating the second that stood ready. “My underling, who rode thus far, must make his way as may be.”

“Everything shall fall into place like a well-oiled mill at work,” chanted the subservient Wang. “I hasten to merit your extremely liberal bounty, princelet.”

“And this one,” murmured the underling, he who had first summoned the custodian to the grille, as he prepared to follow, “will meet the Embodiment of Beauty on the way and break to her ear the signification of the issue.”

“Unless,” came a guarded voice from behind the curtains, “unless your father should have been an elderly baboon and your mother a standing reproach among she-asses, you will, on the contrary, withhold your egregious face until we are well clear of this stronghold of oppression.”

“Your strategy has been consummate throughout, great excellence,” replied the other, “and this one bends an acquiescent knee to whatever you direct.” So that he faded into the imperceptible, nor was there anything to reassure the grief of Fragrant Petal when she was presently led forth.

“A thousand felicities, fountain of all largesse!” invoked the thirsty-handed Wang, as he stood at the opening of the first chair expectantly. “May the vigour of a leopard sustain your high endeavour.”

“Ten thousand echoes to your gracefully phrased parting,” was courteously wafted back from between the curtains, as the bearers raised their burden. “The moment is not propitious, but when next we meet do not fail to recall to me that the extent of my indebtedness cannot honourably be put to less than a full-weight piece of silver.”

Nothing could have been more in keeping than the greetings of Wong Tsoi and the merchant Teen King when they again encountered beneath the burnished roof of the “Abode of Harmony.” If the latter person had suffered a reverse in an unexpected quarter, he had the memorable satisfaction of having bent the mandarin to do his will in the matter of the unconscionable outlaw who had reproduced his thumb; if Wong Tsoi could not fail to recognize that in this affair the fullness of his countenance had suffered partial eclipse before the eyes of the superficial, he had the tangible offset that he had thereby been able to free his future of the Keu Chun obligation, and even yet he cherished an image that the one whose gravity would be the last to be removed might not prove to be Teen King.

Without waiting for any gracious intimation that his uninviting presence would be suffered, the mentally ill-nurtured huckster on this occasion thrust himself into the forefront of Wong Tsoi’s notice by sinking incapably into a chair at that one’s table. To cover his grotesque behavior, the deficient-minded pedlar at once plunged into the subject of their late contention with the absence of refinement that stamped his uncouth footsteps whenever he appeared.

“It nourished my heart to think that vice no longer triumphs about our city,” he remarked with annoying freedom. “The two bodies now displayed in the Hoo-yang Public Relaxation Space prove that you have at length bowed your stubborn neck to the justice of this one’s claim.”

“It is recorded of the enlightened Emperor Yu that on one occasion he rose from his bath and bound up his hair thrice uncomplainingly to listen to the doubtless unreasonable demands of quite negligible persons,” duly replied Wong Tsoi. “Why then should not I, who am in every way so inferior to the imperishable Yu, inconvenience myself to that slight extent to satisfy one in whom the parallelism is brought to an apt conclusion?”

At this well-guarded admission, the preposterous Teen King bowed several times, his wholly illiterate mind leading him to assume that he was being favorably compared to the great First Ruler.

“In one detail an element of ambiguity prevails,” resumed the aggressive merchant, unable even at that moment to subdue his natural canker. “Admittedly, the real offender in this case has suffered, for the thumb of one of the two bandits corresponds to the most rigid test against my own. Yet that extremity bears every sign of having been cut away and subsequently restored. Why—”

“It is, as you, merchant, must surely be aware, an essential of our pure code of justice that the offending member of any convicted felon should be summarily struck off,” replied Wong Tsoi dispassionately. “Later, to satisfy the ignoble curiosity of the vile — those who are notoriously drawn to gloat upon the accessories of low-class crimes — the parts were crudely united.”

“Be that as it may,” persisted Teen King stubbornly, as he began to regard the mandarin’s well-rounded form with an awakening interest; “someone has in the meanwhile counterfeited this person’s exact figure—”

“Forbear!” exclaimed Wong Tsoi, raising his face-cloth as though to shut out the vision of iniquity. “Such an atrocity is not possible among our chaste and grateful nation.”

“Yet, nevertheless, the fact exists,” continued the obtuse-witted condiment-blender, “and it is this one’s intention now that you, mandarin, shall obtain a swift redress. Not only was that which has been stated done, but under the cloak of this deception the sanctity of an inner chamber has been usurped, a trusty henchman baffled, an unopened bud torn from the protecting branch—”

“Doubtless,” interposed Wong Tsoi firmly, “but, as you would be the first to advance, merchant, in matters affecting purely domestic culture, it is hardly necessary for a really well-set and vigorous tree to disturb the soil that should conceal its roots.”

“Public action need not inevitably ensue,” maintained Teen King feebly, as he recognized the snare that he had contrived for his own misshapen feet. “You, as high official of the district, stand in the position of a salutary despot who can administer justice in discreet obscurity.”

“Assuredly,” agreed Wong Tsoi, “but the truly humane ruler turns a lethargic eye toward a great deal that might be actually pernicious in a cherished people’s conduct. Should you be so ill-advised as to press your grievance further, it would be as well first to recall the special application of the proverb, ‘It is better to lose nine changes of raiment than to win a lawsuit.’”

“Yet what remains?” pleaded the ineffectual merchant. “Shall these poverty-stricken hands be idly folded while an unending vista of spurious Teen Kings draws away my substance?”

“Suffer no apprehension on that score,” replied Wong Tsoi with meaning. “Not again shall your notorious mould be counterparted in Hoo-yang.”

“Can that be definitely assured?” asked Teen King cautiously.

“Subject to the usual clause against demoniac intervention, it can,” replied the mandarin. “For the rest, remember, ‘Even dragons know better than to appear too often.’”

“If this is actually the case, the prospect might have been worse,” admitted Teen King. “Indeed,” he added, with an unworthy impulse to ingratiate himself in the other’s regard without incurring the customary outlay, “had it been allowable, a substantial token of esteem would have been forthcoming to mark appreciation of your prolific efforts.”

“What is this barrier that stands in the way of so laudable a craving, amiable Teen King?” inquired Wong Tsoi in a very agreeable voice.

“Surely it is not unknown to your pure excellence that in order to discourage venality an official of your degree is strictly forbidden to receive any gift whatever, save only — not to exclude mere courtesy — an offering of fruit. But as an earnest of this one’s thwarted yearning, a basked of the choicest Hoo-yang hedge-berries shall reach your hand tomorrow.”

“Nothing could be more delicately flavoured than the compliment,” murmured the engaging voice. “Yet had not a wise provision set a check upon your open-handed spirit, what form would the tribute to which an explicit reference has just been made, have taken?”

“In that case,” replied Teen King, seeing no reason why he should restrict himself in a matter that could involve him in no outlay, “there would have been no limit to this one’s profusion. Throwing open the door of his needy hovel, he would have bidden you enter and accept what pleased you most, saying, ‘Put forth your hand on the right and on the left, and whatsoever it closes on is yours.’”

“It is no more than what would have been expected of your untarnishable father’s nimble-minded son,” replied Wong Tsoi, with a suitable display of appropriate emotion. “And now let your generous heart expand in gladness, Teen King. You would appear to have misread — though only slightly — a single character in the official prohibition. Not ‘save fruit’ but ‘save in the shape of fruit’ is the carefully thought-out exception.”

“Yet wherein does the variation lie?” asked the merchant, in a deeply agitated voice.

“Embellishing your high-born serving board there stands a lordly silver dish, its cover in the likeness of a cluster of rich fruit, its base befittingly adorned with nuts,” replied Wong Tsoi pleasantly. “Nothing could be more applicable or in severer keeping with the pronouncement of authority.”

At this disclosure Teen King rose up from his chair and then illogically sank down again until he was no longer capable of the exertion. His unbecoming mouth opened and closed repeatedly, but it was not until Wong Tsoi had charitably begun to fan him that he disclosed his power of speech.

“What was spoken in the light of a graceful compliment is too delicate to be translated into the grosser terms of commercial equivalent,” he stammered effetely. “The dish in question weighs not less than ten score standard taels, and its value in fine silver must be put at twice that indication. Why, then, should this almost bankrupt outcast tamely surrender it?”

“Nothing but the untrammelled purity of your upright nature could suggest so great a sacrifice,” replied Wong Tsoi.

“If that were all,” replied the other frankly, “I could sleep tonight in peace. But the extreme moderation of your manner prepares me for the worst. What remains behind, Wong Tsoi?”

“Alas, merchant,” admitted the compassionate official, “I had hoped to shield this latest menace from you. Know then how it is whispered in the Ways that the irredeemable Thang-I spent the last hours of his solitude thumb-signing countless sheets of unwritten parchment, which the dissolute hope to use from time to time as the occasions offer.”

“If,” considered Teen King, after a length pause, “if one from my house should in due course appear about your door bearing a weighty gift and crave your acceptance of it, what would be the nature of his reception?”

“That one so charitably employed should return empty handed would put a barbarian of the Outer Lands to shame,” replied Wong Tsoi. “The least that this person could do would be to send out into the Ways and beseech his many criminal friends, as a personal kindness to himself, to bring in all the offensive Thang-I’s fabrications.”

“Could a favorable response be relied on?” asked Teen King.

“It has already been successfully accomplished, and the package now merely awaits your accommodating slave’s arrival.”

“Would the third gong-stroke of the afternoon suit your distinguished leisure?” inquired Teen King, in very solicitous accents.

“Nothing could be more in harmony,” was the genial reply.

“Thus and thus,” remarked the merchant, rising. “The hour approaches when this one displays his shutters. Walk slowly.”

“May your profitable commerce spread like a banyan tree and take root on every side,” pronounced Wong Tsoi courteously.

“May swift promotion overtake your righteous footsteps and lead you to a more worthy sphere of usefulness,” replied Teen King, in a voice equally devoid of added meaning.


CHAPTER IV. At the Extremity of His Resource, the Continent Kai Lung Encounters One Who Leads the Unaffected Life
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AT A LATER period Kai Lung emerged safely from the waste marshes of Ying-tze and set his face hopefully toward the mountain range beyond, confident that somewhere about those barren heights he would overtake Ming-shu and (aided by the ever-protecting spirits of his approving ancestors) settle a final and exacting balance with that detested upstart.

But in the meanwhile an arid and unproductive tract of country lay between him and the valleys of Ki-che, and the cake of dried paste that had nourished him so far had shrunk to a state of no-existence. For a lengthy day he had sustained a precarious life on a scanty cup of disconcerting water extracted from a laboriously-dug hole, when, at evening, he espied one who wandered to and fro with a burden on his shoulders.

“This, doubtless,” considered Kai Lung, “is the forerunner of others, who may, by an expedient, be assembled as a crowd, and surely to that, on one pretext or another, an applicable story should not prove fruitless.”

He looked anxiously for the gathering signs of habitation that would indicate a village street (for a feeling of inadequacy in all his attributes was beginning to assail him), but finding none and fearing to miss the settlement on the one foot or to increase his weary march upon the other, he turned aside, meaning to greet the loiterer whom he had already noted. When he had approached sufficiently near to observe the detail, he saw that what the stranger carried was a coffin.

“Alas,” exclaimed Kai Lung, “is this, then, so insalubrious a region that, when a man goes about his daily task, he takes with him the equipment for his obsequies? What scope is there for the storyteller’s art in a spot so far removed from gravity-dispersal or the leisured amenities of life?” Yet, there being none else to question and no abode in sight, he continued on toward him. When the other perceived Kai Lung’s approaching form, he laid down the burden off his shoulders and advanced to meet him.

“Welcome to this unattractive wilderness,” he remarked hospitably. “Your becoming name and the number of your blameless years would be an agreeable subject for conversation.”

“I am of the worthless house of Kai, my forbidding name being Lung,” was the reply. “As regards my years — they have been few and quite devoid of interest, as this immature pigtail will readily disclose. Now, as regards your own distinguished self?”

“Thang am I, my father’s name being presumably illustrious but unfortunately misplaced,” replied the other. “My ill-spent age exceeds two-score by one. By ceaseless toil, I wrest a feeble livelihood from this tenacious soil.”

“The occupation is a venerated one in our enlightened land, being only second, both as regards honour and inadequacy of reward, to the literary calling,” replied Kai Lung. “And touching that same office — as between one necessitous person and another — is there within not too great a distance from this well-favoured spot a refined community who by some stratagem or other may be drawn together to listen to an epic from the masterpieces, with a reasonable outlook of the narrator being finally rewarded in one form or another?”

“A community!” exclaimed the stranger, enlarging both his eyes. “Know, traveler, that the one before you and those beneath his crumbling roof live so remote that they do not see an outside face from one moon to another. Whence, therefore, could even a sprinkling of bystanders be obtained to listen to your pleasing voice?”

“If this is so,” observed Kai Lung dispassionately, “the voice to which you so flatteringly refer will very soon cease forever. Yet how comes it that you who are an alert and vigorous man have selected a region at once so desert and remote?”

“That,” replied the peasant, “is to conform to the integral fitness of things. In his milk days, the one before you listened with becoming deference to the conversation of persons of every rank of life and studied what they said. From what he heard, when they were speaking freely, it was at once plain that he himself was so beneath all others both as regards the virtues and attainments that it was only seemly for him to withdraw and live apart. Accordingly, selecting a lesser one as unworthy as himself, he retired unpretentiously to this forgotten spot; for it is related of it that after the First Celestial Emperor had formed the earth, he wiped his toil-stained hands upon his heaven-born thighs, and this is what fell from him. Being neither earth, heaven, nor the region Down Below, it was ignored by the deities and protective Forces, so that here there are no winds, dews, spontaneous growth, nor variable seasons.”

“Are there then no evilly disposed Beings either?” inquired Kai Lung with interest.

“For some reason or other, they abound,” admitted Thang. “Thus, in spite of what a fostering care could do, our only he-child — one who seemed destined by his fearless and engaging nature to raise a squalid Line to something like an equality with others — came under the malign influence of a resentful Spectre that drew his breath away. . . . It is his coffined form that I am carrying from place to place to find, if possible, a spot immune from harmful spirits.”

“May the Many-eyed One guide your footsteps!” voiced Kai Lung with a look of wide compassion. “Your condition is a hapless one. For how, being thus bereft, will your weak and trembling shade, when you shall have yourself Passed Beyond, obtain either food or raiment?”

“That is very true, but is it not tolerantly written, ‘Even a mole can turn its eyes upward?’ Within my stricken hut, two sadly deficient she-children still remain. If some lenient-minded youth can be persuaded to marry one of these, he may, when in a charitable vein, include my shivering ghost in the offerings he transmits. As I am well inured to privation here below, it is only reasonable to suppose that what is, after all, little more than an unsubstantial outline, will be satisfied with even less.”

“It is aptly said, ‘The strongest tower is built of single bricks,’ and your steadfast attitude justifies the saying,” remarked Kai Lung. “Did I possess anything beyond a general feeling of concavity I would pleasurably contribute to your store. As it is, I endow you with the confident prediction that your upright House will flourish. Farewell, esteemed.” With these words and a deferential bow, in which he contrived to indicate his sympathetic outlook toward the other’s unenviable lot and a regret that the circumstances had not conspired toward their more enduring friendship, the weary storyteller turned to resume the hopeless struggle of his onward march. An unpretentious voice recalled him.

“Hitherto, a sense of insufficiency restrained me,” explained the lowly Thang; “for judging from the fullness of your garb and the freedom of your manner, I thought you to be a rich official, travelling at ease. If, however, as certainly your words may be taken to suggest, you are not really so well-equipped and can offer no reward for that which is really worthless, I am emboldened to beg your high-born acquaintance of the inadequate resources of my makeshift home. The more you can consume, the less will be this self-conscious person’s shame at the insipidity of what he puts before you; the longer you can tolerate his worn-out roof, the greater will be the confidence with which he can henceforth continue to dwell beneath it.”

“Yet your humane task?” urged Kai Lung, in spite of the despair of his position. “Should so slight a thing as the extremity of a passing stranger interrupt your rites?”

“About the city gate are many beggars, but on the plains all men meet as brothers,” was Thang’s reply. “Furthermore,” he added prudently, “were you to die about this spot, the duty of providing you with a suitable bestowal would devolve upon me, and even then your annoyed and thirsty ghost might haunt my door.”

“But you spoke of destitution. If less than a sufficiency for your own stock exists, how should another—”

“Where four can stand at all, five can just squeeze,” replied the accommodating Thang. “Unless my repellent face displeases you beyond endurance, the last word of ceremonious denial has been uttered.”

When they were come to the peasant’s hut, Thang excused himself on a simple plea for passing in before his guest. From the approaching path Kai Lung soon overheard the reason.

“It had been our natural hope to spend the night in grief and lamentation, but chance has sent another — even more faint and needy than ourselves — to share our scanty hearth. Sorrow must therefore be banished to a more appropriate time, and in the meanwhile nothing should escape to dim the lustre of his welcome in this stranger’s eyes.”

A lesser voice replied, graceful yet docile:

“Where the ox clears a way, the sheep can surely follow. . . . There is a little cake which I had secretly prepared of fruit and sifted meal, put by against the joy-day of our two remaining dear ones. This will to some extent disguise the leanness of our ill-spread board, and toward it we can ourselves affect a cloyed repugnance.”

“We,” said a still smaller voice, “will cheerfully forego our separate share to relieve the stranger’s need. . . . Have I not spoken with your polished tongue, Chalcedony?”

“Your fragrant words, O Musk, are my own feeble thoughts well set to music,” was the equally melodious answer.

“Then we are all agreed” — it was now Thang again. “Conduct the politely awaiting stranger to a seat beneath our ragged thatch, ye two uncouth afflictions, while I go hence to gather such decaying herbs as our stubborn ground affords.”

Kai Lung had moved to a more distant part — so that he should not seem to betray too gross an interest in the details of what was being prepared for his enjoyment — when the two sympathetic she-children approached together. Being dressed alike and so moulded that they varied in no single detail, it was beyond an ordinary person’s skill to discriminate between them. Their years were somewhat short of half a score, and with a most engaging confidence each took the storyteller freely by the hand and drew him forward.

“She who leads you by the right hand is Musk,” said the one who was thus positioned, “the other being Chalcedony. To me no special gift has ever come beyond a high discordant voice. Chalcedony can accompany this harmoniously with music blown on reeds. What is your attractive name, wayfarer, and are you as old as your meritorious aspect would lead one to suppose?”

When he had replied to these courteous inquiries in suitable terms, the one referred to added:

“Since it is inevitable that we should spend some hours together, how is it possible to know one from the other among you when both are perceptibly alike?”

“It is for that very reason that our sounds have been chosen so diversely,” was the capable reply. “Being two alikes, born at a single birth, we have been named so that it is impossible to mistake one for the other, nor do either of our revereds ever now fall into so culpable an error. . . . That one, remember, is Chalcedony, your base slave here being Musk.”

As Kai Lung reached the door, Thang’s lesser one came forth and with a look of gladness made him welcome. When he had been protestingly composed into the one chair that the meagre hut contained, Musk and Chalcedony again approached, and standing one on either side before him sought to beguile his weariness by the artless means within their simple power, Musk lifting up her resolute voice in a set chant— “The She-child’s Invocation” — and Chalcedony by no means lagging in the sounds that she extracted from an arrangement of pierced reeds. Nor did either desist until the rice appeared and was enticingly set out.

“It is less than would satisfy a family of midgets, and moderately self-respecting dogs would turn from it with loathing,” remarked Thang, bowing before his guest. “It is quite possible, however, that your excessively politeness will compel you to make something of a meal. Approach, therefore.”

“One hears of the lavishness of rich country nobles,” aptly replied Kai Lung, standing before the board. “But this—”

Afterward a small pipe, charged with dried herbs, was passed from hand to hand, and tranquillity prevailed. When it was dark and a single paper lantern had been lit, they sat upon the floor, and the storyteller claimed that, as a circle had been formed, it was, by ancient privilege, incumbent on him to gratify their leisure.

“So that,” he added, “the history of Tong So and the story of his ingenious rise to honours will linger pleasurably within your minds long after all thought of the large-mouthed Kai Lung shall have come to be forgotten.”

The discriminating Thang, however, understood that the other wished to make some small return for the compassion shown to him, in the only way he had. He therefore indicated to Musk and Chalcedony (who were on the point of blending their energies in the exposition of a well-laboured ballad entitled “The More-desirable Locality”) that they should restrain their acknowledged zeal, and admitted to Kai Lung that he has now favourable prepared for whatever might ensue.



The Story of Tong So, the Averter of Calamities

I


How There Fell to Him the Leadership of the Fraternity of Thieves within I-kang
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WHEN TCHENG THE Earless, the accepted head and authority of the company of thieves that dwelt about I-kang, suddenly Passed Above, all of that calling came together to appoint another who should take his place. Finally, by an equal choice, the matter lay between Tong So, because he was able and discreet above the rest, and Pe-hung, who, though gross and boastful, possessed the claim that he was of the House of Tcheng. Those who favoured the cause of Tong So dwelt on the need of skill and resource in the one who should direct their strategy, while the voices raised on behalf of Pe-hung extolled authority and a dutiful submission to the fixed order of events.

“Illustrious brothers,” exclaimed Tong So at length, for those who were to decide had by that time reached the pass of two wrestlers who are locked in an inextricable embrace where neither can prevail, “it is well said among us, ‘Although the door is locked the shutter may be pliant.’ The honey of smooth speech and the salutary vinegar of abuse having likewise failed to convince, it may be judged that the time is to explore another way.”

“Say on,” urged those around, for both sides were weary of the strife. “may the more integritous cause prevail.”

“What a thousand eloquent words cannot achieve, a single timely action may accomplish,” continued Tong So. “Let a facile test be set. In the innermost secrecy of the Temple of Autumnal Winds there reposes the Green Eye of Nong, surrounded by a never-sleeping guard. Whichever of the two shall bear it off, let him be acclaimed our head.”

“It is well said,” agreed the gathering. “He who performs that feat is worthy to be our leader. Furthermore, the value of the spoil will, when equally divided, add greatly to the dignity of all.”

Standing somewhat apart, the contumacious Pe-hung would have declined the test had that been possible, but to do so then would have involved a greater loss of face than even he could stomach, for in the past he had never failed to speak of his own skill approvingly. He accordingly sought to attain his unworthy end by a more devious line, and while seeming to agree he contrived a hidden snare.

“The trial is a suitable one,” he therefore said, “ and its accomplishment is well within my own indifferent powers. For that reason, and also because the idea sprang from the enriched soil of his productive mind, the distinction of the first attempt lies clearly with Tong So. Thereafter I will speedily outshine whatever glory he may obtain.”

Pe-hung’s words, however, were but as the sheaf wherein one holds a keen-edged blade, for his inner thoughts ran thus: Tong So will make the attempt and be slain by those who guard the jewel. Obviously, it is unsuitable for a dead person to be a leader, so that the choice will automatically revert to me. Or Tong So will fail in the attempt but escape alive. In that case, his ineptitude clearly unfits him to be our chief and there will no longer be any opposition to this one’s cause. If, however, by an unforeseen perversity Tong So should succeed, it will manifestly be impossible for another, no matter how competent, to carry away what is no longer there, and so the contest fails in its essential. To this end it is aptly written, ‘he who would feast with vampires must expect to provide the meat.’”

In the darkness of a stormy night, the door-keepers of the Temple of Autumnal Winds were aroused by the clash of conflict beyond the outer gate. As the repeated cries for help indicated that violence of a very definite kind was in progress, they did not deem it courteous to interfere until the sound of retiring footsteps and a restored tranquillity announced that the virtuous might prudently emerge.

Outside, they found Tong So bearing all the signs of a speedy departure Upward. His robe was torn and earth-stained, his eyes devoid of light, while the ground around had been lavishly arranged with bloodshed. To the ordinary passerby, finding him thus, only one question would present itself: had those who had gone before efficiently performed their sordid task, or was there, perchance, something of value still concealed about the unconscious body?

“Danger lurks here, unless we move our feet with caution,” observed the chief keeper of the door to the one who served his hand. “Should the inopportune wayfarer Pass Beyond in this distressing manner, his offended and vindictive ghost will continue to haunt the gate-house, regardless of our feelings and of the possible loss of custom to the temple itself which so forbidding a visitation may entail.”

“Alas, master,” exclaimed the other, “as it is, the gate-house has become overcrowded somewhat since the less successful deities have been thrust into our keeping. Would it not be well to take this distinguished personage, the one by the head and the other by the feet, and unostentatiously convey him to the doorway of another before it is too late?”

“If it could be prudently effected, such a safeguard would undoubtedly be wise; if, however, while in the act we encountered a company of his friends or the official watchers of the street, no excuse would serve us. Better endure the annoyance of another’s ghost than incur the probability of yielding up our own.”

“Nevertheless, there is the saying ‘He who fails to become a giant need not remain content with being a dwarf,’ and a middle way may yet be found. Beneath the innermost sacrary of the temple there is an empty vault. Should this ever-welcome stranger honour us by Passing while reposing in its commodious depth, his nobly born apparition will occasion no alarm, for by closing the upper and the lower doors we can confine its discreditable activities to that secluded region.”

To this proposal the chief doorkeeper turned an assenting ear. Together they drew Tong So through the lower door and along a narrow passage, until they reached the cave hollowed beneath the walls. Here they left him, first securing his robe and whatever else of interest he possessed.

When Tong So had thus penetrated beyond the outer limits of the temple, he allowed a sufficient interval to elapse, and then raised himself out through the upper door, using for this purpose a cord that had been wound concealed among his hair.

In the sanctuary above, a band chosen for their vigilance kept guard by day and night. It was dark except for the pale lustre round about the jewel, for it would have been held disrespectful to the brilliance of the Sacred Eye to deem it necessary to require an added light. This favoured Tong So’s strategy, but, as he crept forward, his benumbed foot struck against a column.

“One moves among us,” exclaimed the readiest of the band. “Let each man touch his brother’s hand, so that nothing may escape between us, and thus go forward.”

Tong So pressed back into the wall, compelling his body to merge itself into the interstices of the sculptured surface. He closed his eyes, ceased to breathe, and composed his mind into an alert tranquility. A hand swept across his face as the line moved past, but the rigorous confinement of the cave had frozen his outer surface so that its touch in no way differed from that of the marble images on either side. The searchers passed on, and presently they stood before the farther wall.

“Nothing can have escaped our discovering hands,” declared the leader. “He who was here has certainly crept out. Disperse yourselves around the inner courts, if haply we may yet take him.”

When they were gone, Tong So came forth from his place of refuge and quickly forced the Green Eye from its setting. The jewel secured, he took his stand behind the open door and in a simulated voice raised a disturbing cry.

“Ho, keepers of the Sacred Nong, to your stations all! That which we guard is assailed by treachery!”

Like a wave of the flood-driven Whang Ho, back swept the band into the darkness of the sanctuary. When all had passed inside and were surging about the statue of the despoiled god, Tong So slipped out, drew close the door, and made fast the bolt. From that point the way of his escape was easy.

Memorable in the annals of the heroic brotherhood of thieves within I-kang was the night when Tong So returned among them and displayed the great green jewel called the Sacred Eye of Nong. A feast was called for the next day, all cheerfully contributing from their own store, and when they were assembled, Tong So was installed upon a dais with flattering acclamation. Pe-hung alone maintained a secluded air, although his gluttonous instincts impelled him to push forward at the feast, to which, however, he had contributed less than a righteous share. “The larger the shadow grows, the nearer is the sun to setting,” was his invariable reply to those who taunted him with Tong So’s success, moreover adding, “And the lizard that essayed to become a crocodile burst at the moment of attainment,” until presently they ceased to molest him.

When the repast was over, the most elderly person among those present rose to express himself, at the same time pointing out the patriarchal length of his venerable pigtail in furtherance of his claim to lead their voices. As his remarks were chiefly concerned with the inscrutability of the gods, the uncertainty of the price and quality of rice-spirit, the insatiable depravity of the official watchers of the streets, and the unapproachable perfection of his own immediate ancestors, he was thrust somewhat impatiently aside and room made for another.

“The time approaches when the more industrious and less garrulous members of our praiseworthy craft would seek the Ways,” he reasonably declared, “nor is it necessary to procure a sack wherein to bear away a single coin. A searching test has been made, and Tong So has conformed to its requirements. Is it agreed that he should be our leader?”

“Haply,” interposed the foremost among those who had hitherto opposed Tong So’s cause, “yet Pe-hung still remains.”

“Inevitably — so long as any food likewise remains,” capably replied the other. “Does Pe-hung then raise a claim?”

“The inference is inexact,” retorted Pe-hung assertively, “nor is it necessary for this person to crave that which devolves by right. Out of a courteous regard for his youth and inexperience, Tong So was given the first essay, and by chance the jewel fell into his large open hand. Manifestly, it is contrary to our just rule that this person should now be set aside because through his benevolence the accomplishment of the test is no longer within man’s power.”

“It is but seemly,” declared Tong So, checking with a persuasive glance those who would have answered Pe-hung’s craft with ridicule. “Yet were the possibility still present would you now maintain your former boast that you likewise could bear off the jewel?”

“Assuredly,” replied Pe-hung, his confidence enlarged by the impossibility of submitting him to the test, “and that by so daring and ingenious a scheme that the lustre of the deed would have brought undying honor to our fraternity within I-kang.”

“Then let your unassuming heart rejoice at the prospect of our well-sustained felicity!” exclaimed Tong So. “Learn now, O fortunate Pe-hung, that the Green Eye of Nong again adorns his sacred face and awaits thy supple thumb!”

“It has been recovered?” cried those around. “You have suffered this ineptitude?”

“By no means,” replied Tong So, “but, foreseeing this entanglement, I caused it to be restored to its socket after displaying it to you, so that no ground for dissension should exist among our harmonious band.”

For a measurable space of time, all power of speech was denied even to the most fluent tongue. Then those who had favoured Pe-hung burst forth:

“But the loss to each one of us which this expedient entails — therein you have done evilly, Tong So. The value was that of a camel-load of jade.”

“Loss!” exclaimed Tong So reprovingly. “Who speaks of loss while Pe-hung still remains? Not only will he duly fulfill his spoken word, but with the jewel he will bring back the lusty matter for an offensive song, which Chi-ching shall set to music for our winter fires.”

“A full-throated verse shall therein be retained for your pestilential virtues, O ill-disposed Tong So!” replied Pe-hung with heavy-laden breath, as he made ready to depart. “Lo, I go to efface the memory of your puny efforts.”

When he had gone and there remained only Tong So and those who were wholly favourable to his cause, that broad minded person further disclosed the reason of his course.

“It is one thing to cast a noose about a tiger’s neck,” he remarked, “but it involves another attitude to conduct it to an awaiting cage. Had we retained the sacred relic, the undying enmity of the priests of Nong would have sought us out. That, perchance, we might have evaded had it not been that those who traffic in such stones one and all refused to face the risk of its disposal. Another outlet could doubtless have been found were it not that our spoil consisted of a worthless counterfeit, the real gem having been abstracted by an earlier one in the distant past. Thus the path of Pe-hung’s success is fringed by many doubts and harassments, against which it would have been well to warn him had he been a person of sympathetic outlook.”

In such a manner Tong So became the chosen leader of the company of thieves about I-kang. In this he had their unanimous voice, for Pe-hung was never seen again among their haunts. The better-disposed toward him contended that he had fallen beneath the vengeance of the priests of Nong during a valiant attempt to repossess the jewel. Others, however, claimed that in a distant city there was one resembling him in the grossness of his outline who endeavoured to extort a meagre livelihood from the large-hearted by publicly beating his head and body with a brick. But this does not concern Tong So.

II


Showing How Slight a Matter Went Hand in Hand with Tong So’s Destiny
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AT A CONVENIENT spot outside I-kang, where it was well protected from the attacks of passing demons by an intersecting gorge, stood the ornamental residence of Fan Chin, a retired ginseng merchant.

In spite of this, Fan Chin did not enjoy an immunity from every kind of evil, for, as the proverb says, “however deep you dig a well, it affords no refuge in the time of flood,” and the distant and solitary position of the house encouraged those who were desirous of sharing in Fan Chin’s prosperity. No matter the fierceness of the hounds he procured or the vigilance of the watchers he employed, few moons ever passed without some industrious person penetrating beyond his outer walls. Indeed, the hounds frequently attached themselves to those who thus intruded, for the training of all creatures of this kind lay in the hands of Tong So’s associates, while the hired watchers were generally those of his company who had for the time found it desirable to seek a less violent manner of living owing to some injury received in the course of their ordinary occupation.

So convenient was it to despoil Fan Chin’s possessions that Tong So himself charitably refrained, in order to encourage deserving but inexperienced members of his band or to leave a facile certainty for the aged and infirm. It was by such considerate acts that the affection of his followers was nourished, so that in time Tong came to be regarded as the Father and the Elder Brother of all good thieves.

One night, toward the middle part of the darkness, Tong So was walking with the hunchback Chu when by chance they found themselves outside the walls of Fan Chin’s garden.

Up to that point, their discourse had been of a philosophical nature, concerned with the Essentials, the Ultimate Destinies, and the like, but discovering an iron implement within his sleeve Chu thereupon displayed it and began to speak to a more definite end.

“Ill fortune has of late attended all my efforts, while a misbegotten blow from a wooden staff, carried by an officious watcher of the street, has corroded my left thumb with acrimony. You also, Tong So, are but sparsely clad. Let us therefore accompany one another into the secluded part of this well-stocked mansion and there replenish our necessities.”

“The project is a worthy one, and this person would gladly enter into it and perform an allotted part, were it not that for a specific reason he has hitherto refrained,” replied Tong So candidly. “Nevertheless, without requiring any share of the expected profit, he will cheerfully remain here in an alert attitude and will at once fell to the ground any who should attempt to impede your intrepid progress.”

Upon this understanding, Chu went forward and quickly forced his way into the remoter portions of the house. The watchers whom he encountered greeted him familiarly and courteously indicated in which direction the path of safety lay. Thus guided, Chu had no difficulty in filling his sack with suitable merchandise, and was on the point of withdrawing when the avaricious Fan Chin, whom an unworthy suspicion had kept awake, suddenly appeared at an angle of the wall. He was heavily armed at every point of his attitude, while the hunchback’s movements were involved with the burden under which he staggered. In this extremity, it would have gone doubtfully with Chu had he not already resourcefully filled his mouth from a flask of Fan Chin’s raisin wine against such an emergency. The stream of this he now vigorously propelled into the other person’s menace-laden face, compelling him to drop the weapons in order to clear his eyes of liquid bitterness.

As Tong So and Chu again turned their steps toward I-kang, they resumed their former discourse, nor did either refer to the details of the undertaking until they reached the parting of their ways. There the latter person raised a detaining gesture.

“Although you have not actually shared in the full flavour of the adventure, yet by remaining aggressively outside and by sustaining me with your virtuous encouragement, you have undoubtedly played an effective part. Accompany me, therefore, to my criminally acquired hovel and there select from this much distended sack whatever is deemed worthy of your tolerant acceptance.”

“The suggestion is a gracious one,” replied Tong So, “and fittingly illustrates the high standard of benevolence which marks those of our band. Observe how the sordid-stomached Fan had been in possession of these goods for a score of years or more, but never during that period had he once invited this necessitous person to share the most attenuated fraction of his store; yet no sooner do they pass into your hands than you freely bestow on me the fullness of my choice.”

“Your indulgent words cover me with honourable confusion,” stammered the gratified Chu. “How should I divide an egg with you, who are my father and my elder brother too?”

Conversing in this mutually helpful manner, they reached the hunchback’s home. Here they quickly made themselves secure and then proceeded to display the rewards of their industry. These included wares and utensils of many kinds, silks and fabrics from the walls and seats, suitable apparel as well as coverings for the head, the ears and feet, food of the richer sorts, and here and there a silver-mounted carving.

“Beneath my decayed but hospitable roof all things are yours,” declared Chu, indicating by a gesture that he pushed the entire contents of the sack away from him.

“That which grows on the tree of enterprise should be eaten off the bough,” replied Tong So no less generously, and he was indicating by means of a like gesture that he renounced all claim to any part thereof when the vigour of his action laid bare an object which an inadvertent movement on Chu’s part had hitherto successfully concealed beneath the sack.

“ — Nevertheless,” continued Tong So as he took it up and regarded it with deepening interest, “a solitary fruit may sometimes legitimately fall into the basket of another. Whence blows this fragrant peach?” and he held out the depicted image of a maiden of surpassing charm, traced with inspired skill upon a plate of ivory set in a golden frame.

“Doubtless it was hidden away among the folds of a piece of silk and thus escaped our scrutiny,” replied Chu freely. “Humiliating as the admission is, this person will not deny that he had until now no inkling of this distinguished prize.”

“There will then be no sense of loss in its withdrawal,” observed Tong pleasantly. “Out of the bountiful flood of your opulent profusion, O worthy Chu, this one object alone will I accept. From this resolve do not attempt to move me.”

For an appreciable moment it seemed doubtful whether the hunchback would tamely submit to this decision, so deep and wide was the stream of his devotion, but at the sight of Tong So’s impassive face he bent an acquiescent neck.

“Truly it is written, ‘It is better to keep silence than yield wisdom,’ “ was his discreet reply. “I bow, chieftain.”

III


His meeting with Fan Chin and the Manner of His Many-Sided Qualities
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ON THE FOLLOWING day, Tong So again turned his footsteps in the direction of Fan Chin’s mansion, but this time he went alone. At the outer gate he spoke little, but that to a pointed edge, and the one who held the bolt admitted him, so that very soon he stood face to face with Fan Chin himself.

“Greeting,” remarked Tong So affably. “Have you eaten your meritorious rice?”

-

“So much of it as an ill-nurtured outcast has generously left behind him,” replied Fan Chin, indicating the despoiled confusion of the room. “Nevertheless, you are cheerfully welcome if you have anything to reveal.” He was a man of middle height, dispassionate in manner and evenly balanced in his speech. From time to time he caressed an eye with a cloth of some soft fabric.

“Your moments are as pearls, while my worthless hours are only comparable with lumps of earth; therefore I will trim short my all-too-wordy tongue,” was the reply. “In the deeper solitude of the night, this person chanced upon two who strove over the division of their spoil. By a subtlety he possessed himself of that which they most esteemed. This he would now justly return to the one who can prove his undisputed right.”

“What you say is very surprising, especially as you yourself have all the outward attributes of a hired assassin,” replied Fan Chin, after a moment’s thought. “Can reliance be placed upon your mere assertion?”

“There are four witnesses here to all that I declare; how then can anything but the truth be spoken?”

“Four witnesses?” repeated Fan Chin, to whom this form of testimony was evidently unknown. “Disclose yourself.”

“The heavens above, the earth beneath, and the two who here converse together,” explained Tong So.

“That is undeniable,” admitted Fan. “On the whole I am inclined to credit what you say.”

“Furthermore,” continued Tong, “here is the painted plate of ivory held in a band of gold,” and he displayed the painting that had been the mainspring of his actions. “Is not this a valued part of your possessions?”

“There can no longer be any reasonable scruple as to your integrity,” exclaimed Fan Chin. “You have restored that which alone occasioned an emotion of regret.”

“Doubtless,” assented Tong So; “yet there is an up and a down to every hill, and having convinced you of my virtuous sincerity it now devolves on you to satisfy me of yours.”

“The angle of your misgiving remains somewhat obtuse to my deficient mind,” admitted Fan Chin. “Fill in the outline of your distrust.”

“On the back of the plate of ivory there are traced these words in characters of gold, ‘Tsing Yung, of the righteous House of Fan.’ Produce, therefore, the one thus described so that the similitude may stand revealed, and the essence of your claim is undisputable.”

At this bold challenge, the nature of Fan Chin’s breathing changed and he walked round the room several times before he could frame his lips to a sufficiently discreet reply.

“The requirement is unusual,” he replied at length, “though the circumstances are admittedly out of the common. But, in any case, that which you ask is unattainable. The one depicted is the least of those of my inner chamber, and to add to the burden of this person’s harassment she now lies suspended in the vapours of a malign distemper.”

“Then it is not unlikely that my intervention has been brought about by the protecting powers, desirous of our mutual happiness,” declared Tong So with confidence. “In the past I rendered a certain service to a learned anchorite who in return disclosed to me many healing virtues of the hidden kind. What is the nature of the stricken one’s malady?”

“It takes the form of a dark stupor, whereby the natural forces of the mind and body are repressed. To counteract this, an expert healer from the Capital counselled a decoction prepared from tiger’s bones.”

“The remedy is well enough, but there are subtler and more potent drugs than tigers’ bones,” said Tong with some impatience. “Moreover, you who have been a ginseng merchant doubtless know that every bin has two components. Were the bones submitted to a searching test?”

“A lavish price was paid and a thumb-signed assurance of integrity was given. What added precaution could have been taken?”

“Do any still remain?” demanded Tong.

Fan Chin summoned an attendant and issued a command. This one quickly returned with some broken fragments, which at a sign he placed before Tong So. The latter blew shrilly from between his teeth, and the next moment the largest and fiercest of Fan Chin’s watchdogs leaped among them in answer to the call and fawned upon Tong So.

“Oiya!” cried the one in question and threw toward it the weightiest of the pieces; without a moment’s hesitation the hound caught it between expectant jaws and fled in the direction of its lair, closely followed by the bewailing Fan, striving to recover his possession.

“Restrain your ineffective zeal,” exclaimed Tong So. “You are pursuing the wrong dog if you look for restitution.”

“Which dog is that?” asked Fan Chin, gazing round expectantly. “I see no other than the hound escaping.”

“The one from whom these goat ribs were procured. Where does the usurious mongrel dwell?”

“He is Sheng, the son of Ho, carrying on his necessary traffic beneath the Sign of the Magnanimous Pestle, and spoken of as both upright and exact.”

Tong So drew a figured ring from off his thumb and gave it to the awaiting slave.

“Hitherto,” he remarked in an unsympathetic voice, “traffic with Ho Sheng has doubtless been on a somewhat mutual basis, thou equivocal bondman. Enlighten that obscene refuse chafferer as to what has taken place and displaying this very ordinary ring before his shortsighted eyes require of him a double measure in place of what he has fraudulently withheld. To this add that he who sends requires no thumb-signed bond, but should the fiercest hound not tremble and retreat before the bones he now provides, on the morrow the emblem of his sign will be changed from the Magnanimous Pestle to the Disconnected Hand. To this obsequious message append the name of Tong So, and let your sandals be in shreds on your return.”

“I listen and obey, high chieftain,” replied the submissive slave.

When they were alone again, Fan Chin turned toward his visitor and spoke with some reserve.

“Your name and your general line of conduct remind me of what I have heard concerning one who haunts the secluded Ways. Is it unreasonable to conjecture that you cast the same shadow as that of So, of the line of Tong, who is the admitted leader to the thieves about I-kang?”

“To deny it would be superfluous,” replied Tong So. “My revered father was of that craft before me, and his venerated sire likewise in turn. How then should I, without being unfilial to a criminal degree, seem to disparage their hallowed memories by rejecting what was good enough for them?”

“That certainly is a point of view which cannot lightly be dismissed,” confessed Fan Chin, who was a staunch upholder of tradition. “In the past this person himself had leanings toward the insidious craving of a literary career, until he saw, as in a vision, seven generations of ginseng-providing ancestors beckoning him to follow. Recognizing the brink on which he stood, the one who is now speaking immediately burned all that he had written, together with the varied utensils of the art, with the happy result that today he is able to command a congratulatory ode of any length whenever he feels the need of one, instead of merely having to compose them for the delectation of another.”

“It is well said that there are three of every man: that which he is, that which he only thinks he is, and that which he really had intended to become,” agreed Tong So. “In the meanwhile, this person would seek, by tracing the origin of the adorable Tsing Yun’s disorder to its hidden source and there controlling its malignity, to establish a claim on your approval.”

“It would be inept to spread a fabric of evasion between our mutually straightforward minds,” replied Fan Chin, as one who strives to be urbane and at the same time to disclose an unpalatable truth. “Already you have appreciably risen in my esteem since the first moment of our meeting, but your inopportune profession stands as an ever-present barrier against an alliance of a really definite kind. In any other direction, doubtless our congenial feet may continue side by side.”

“Yet,” pleaded Tong, “by the exercise of a frugal industry I should soon be in a position to lay before you an adequate proposal. Hitherto I have regarded the pecuniary side of our venture with a perhaps undeserved contempt, but the business is one that is admittedly capable of a wide development under more vigorous methods, and if only inspired by a well-founded hope of the one whom I have named, very soon the puny records of the past will be obliterated—”

“Forbear!” exclaimed Fan Chin in an access of dismay. “Already the insatiable rapacity of your never-tiring band is such that this careworn person would gladly submit to a yearly tribute of a hundred taels of silver to be preserved from their assault. If these activities should be increased, a flood deeper than the Yangtse will sweep over the awakening growth of our mutual esteem.”

“Yet if, on the other hand, you should be wholly freed from the exaction, would you then be impelled to regard this person in the light of a favoured suppliant for the lady Tsing Yun’s lotus hand?”

“That is a longer stride than one of my age can take forward at a single step,” said Fan Chin guardedly. “The tree of reciprocal goodwill would certainly be cherished by such an act, but the obstacle of the means whereby your rice is earned remains.”

“To change that, even were it possible in this strenuously competitive era, would risk alienating the protective spirits of my ancestors,” remarked Tong So. “Unless,” he mused thoughtfully, “unless, indeed, by some adroit syncretism the conflicting elements could be harmoniously reconciled so as to appeal to all.”

“My moss-grown ears — ?” interposed Fan Chin politely.

“A passing invocation to the deities,” apologized Tong So. “But touching a possible arrangement of our various interests. May the suggestion of five-score taels of silver be regarded as a concrete proposition?”

“The remark was more in the nature of a flower of conversation than a specific offer,” replied Fan Chin, somewhat annoyed that he had thus incautiously named so formidable an amount. “Even allowing for the most ruthless energy of your painstaking crew, the full annual tale of their depredation would not approach that sum.”

“Yet there are incidental contingencies from which an assured immunity cannot be weighed in a money-changer’s scale even against fine gold,” suggested Tong, meeting Fan Chin’s drooping eye sympathetically. “But among obliging friends a tael more or a tael less does not lead to strife. Assuming that five-score could be laid before my trustworthy gang as a basis for discussion — ?”

“You have spoken of your knowledge of the hidden qualities of healing things,” remarked Fan Chin, turning abruptly from both the subject and the path that they had been treading; “let us approach the one who stands in need of such an art and put your subtlety to a deciding test. Afterward, perchance, a jar of almond wine may be unsealed and matters of a varied kind discussed.”

IV


In Which He Becomes Both Virtuous and Esteemed
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WHEN IT WAS passed from mouth to mouth among the thieves throughout I-kang that an assembly had been called of the full Brotherhood, to which all were summoned on pain of ejectment from the Order’s protection and estate, it was understood that affairs of distinguished moment were involved. In the face of so emphatic a command none ventured to abstain, so that when Tong So entered he saw before him all who recognized his leadership, whatever their degree. His first act, after the ceremonious rite of greeting, was to require a written tablet of their names and attributes, and this being taken, it was thereupon declared to form a full and authentic record of the Guild, with all other thieves outside.

“Let each one present now declare against his name the yearly sum of taels that his industry procures, judging it as he reasonably thinks fit, but with the full assurance that the sum once set down stands for good or ill unchangeable.”

“Imperishable chief,” ventured one, whose calling it was to steal tribute rice on its passage to the north (voicing the dilemma of many of his fellows), “we be mostly men of stunted minds and alien to the subtleties that lurk in the casting of accounts. Could but an indication of the outcome of this affair be given, it would greatly assist our stolid wits.”

“One with enough wit to draw out an axle-pin while walking on his hands beside a cart, need not tremble at the task,” replied Tong So, amid a general melting of their gravity. “Whether it be to reward you according to your proficiency or to tax you in the light of your success will presently appear.”

“Doubtless you, as our ever-cherished leader, will be the first one to attest?” suggested another hopefully.

“Not first but last, according to my unconquerable regard for your superior virtues,” politely declared Tong.

Thus baffled, as it were, each one considered well and in the declared himself according to his exact knowledge, lest haply he might fall upon the wrong extreme. When this was done, Tong so stood up again.

“In the past, we of this Brotherhood have laboured strenuously for an inadequate reward and have had, moreover, to endure the maledictory word of every rival. The powerful mandarin, holding toward each suppliant three expectant hands, the lesser official, pursuing the tribute-payer with three unrelenting feet, the merchant blending among that which is costly that which is similar but cheap, the stall-keeper propelling a secret jet of wind against the trembling balance of his scale, even the beggar in the Way, displaying that upon his body which is not really there — all these do not hesitate to extend toward us the venomed tongue of calumny. Who considers the perilous nature of our enterprise, its hidden dangers, its sudden alarms, its frequent disappointments where in much that appears solid and of good repute by the feeble rays of the great sky lantern proves to be hollow or of fictitious lustre when submitted to a corrosive test by the one to whom we offer it? Does any man ask us as we enter to remove our sandals and recline at ease, any maiden greet us with tea and a song of welcome? Plainly we are no longer wanted in I-kang. Thus positioned, we will toil no more. It is better to live in luxurious idleness than to labour for a meagre wage and salt our rice with broadcast words of scorn.”

“Assuredly,” interposed one of some authority, as Tong So paused to take up a cup. “Your lips drop rubies, chieftain, but when picked up they transmute to points of fire. For if we toil not at our craft, whence comes the means to live in any state?”

“You are plainly behind your era, worthy Li, and your deliberative type of mind is fast becoming obsolete,” replied Tong So. “Henceforth, instead of being compelled to take what we desire by stealth or force, men will freely press it into our awaiting hands and greet us with regard and courtesy. The distinction hangs upon a subtle word: instead of working, we will covenant to abstain, and thus by our unanimity protect from loss those whom hitherto we have endeavoured to despoil.”

“The outlook is so attractive that it must inevitably conceal some hidden spring to take us unaware,” said one. “Men will not consent thus to reward us to remain in idleness.”

“Bend then your ears,” replied Tong So, “and listen to the scroll of those who are already pledged: Fan Chin, a retired ginseng merchant, in consideration of a hundred taels less five; Ling-hi, who keeps a den, for twenty-eight; Hi-eng, the dog-butcher, at two-score and a half; Tang-tso, of late reputed to possess a million taels, who offers twice what any other pays; Fung-san, at the Sign of the Upright Tooth Remover — but why drive home a wooden skewer with an iron mace? Be assured that already to each man will fall more than he earned by toil, and before a final count is made his portion will be double.”

“How then shall we contrive to pass our time?” inquired another rapturously. “We who shall henceforth be as mandarins walking the earth!”

“Thus and thus,” replied Tong, as this became a general cry. “In the morning you will doubtless remain undisturbed or smoke a fragrant pipe among your kind. After the middle-rice, attired in seemly robes and moving leisurely beneath a shading umbrella, you will approach those on our scroll whose dues have run their course, be graciously received, and give an official seal (the only form of evidence we shall recognize) for that which you receive. To each one will be apportioned a certain limit of the city, and as you make this dignified and pleasurable round, you will look from side to side and observe such houses as do not display our Company’s protective sign. At each of these you will present yourself in turn, pointing out to the one whose ear you gain the peril of his case, warningly — but at the same time enlivening the argument by appropriate jests and instances. Of all the profits due to your persuasive threats, an added share falls to your sleeve, beyond your general portion.”

“This is the Golden Age of the Han dynasty returned,” murmured one whose method was to enter into conversation with whom he could entice by confidence. “But assuredly we shall very soon awaken.”

“In the evening,” continued Tong alluringly, “you will perhaps give yourself to homely mirth among those of your choice, to witnessing a play of a kind according to your mood, or, in season, to planting the earth around your flower-clad bower. Soon, in the fullness of your leisure and content, some may even become immersed in the art of attempting to ensnare fish upon a cord, in propelling a resilient core from point to point across a given space by means of weighted clubs, or in regulating the various necessary details of the city’s management. And when, in the course of time, you Pass Beyond, you will lie in well-appointed tombs and your Tablets will be kept. If any should dissent from the prospect thus held out let him now speak freely.”

“Your vision is that of an above-man, chieftain, and a monument of many heights will certainly be erected to your immortal name,” a voice at length declared. “Yet this one pitfall still remains. Men of dissolute and improvident habit from other cities will from time to time pass through I-kang, and by unscrupulously robbing those whom we are pledged to guard will bring us to disrepute.”

Tong So looked round on the company that wrought his will and raised his hand with a gesture of all-confidence.

“It is foreseen,” he replied in a level voice, “and the hazard will be met. We know the Ways by day and night; we know each other and those who are not of our confederacy; and we know the Means. Those who come will not return, and that which is had away will be restored in full, to the vindication of our unbending name. Aught else?”

They made way for the next with laughter and applause: an aged man named Jin, who was proficient in only the simplest forms of crime.

“Gracious commander,” said the ancient diffidently, “I who speak am beyond the years of pliant change, having been a robber of the commoner sort outside the memory of most. Now touching this new-garbled plan whereby we are to lift fish on a noose, or armed with a heavy club to go openly by light of day into the houses of those who display a certain sign—”

“Set your mind at rest, honest Jin,” declared Tong reassuringly. “None shall depossess you from your timeworn way.” He came down and took the venerable affectionately by the shoulder, adding in his ear, “There will always be those who would obstinately withstand our proffered help, to whom persuasion — in its various forms — must be administered. Do not despair.”

Thus in the eleventh of the Heaven-sent Emperor Yung, Tong So became the first who undertook to insure to those who bargained with him protection against loss. Being now rich and well-esteemed, Fan Chin no longer maintained a barrier before his hopes, nor, it is to be assumed, did the spirits of his discriminating ancestors regard him as having transgressed their honourable traditions in any essential detail, for they continued to uphold him in his virtuous career. So zealously inclined and sought-after did he soon become that on the occasion of his marriage with the enchanting Tsing Yun he caused to be erected a many-tiered place of commerce at the meeting of the four busiest streets within I-kang, and outside this he hung a sign of polished brass, embellished with these words:

Tong So
Averter of Calamities



In time he added to the nature of his commerce protection from the peril of fire, of being drawn under the wheels of passing chariots, and the like. Yet in spite of his benevolent concern for the misfortunes of others, he was not wholly devoid of enemies, and these did not hesitate to declare that while Tong So could — and admittedly did — restrain his outrageous band from despoiling those who bought exemption, he was no demon to grant immunity from fire and the contingencies of life. To this narrow-minded taunt the really impartial would reply that if some among those who sought Tong’s aid might occasionally experience fire or fatal injury, all those who stubbornly refused to do so inevitably did.


CHAPTER V. The Meeting by the Way with the Warrior of Chi-U and What Emerged Therefrom
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AT DAYBREAK KAI Lung left the scanty hut of the hospitable Thang, and that obliging person accompanied him to the boundary of his knowledge.

“Before you now,” he declared significantly, as they passed at the point of his return, “there lies an unknown and therefore, presumably, a barbarous and immoral country, doubtless peopled by wild and unintellectual tribes. Few travellers have reached our clay-souled plain from the quagmires of Ying-tze, but out of these misty slopes that lead through interminable valleys to the very peaks of Teen no message has ever come. It would be well for you, Kai Lung, to consider again before you tempt the doubtful Forces lying in wait for you ahead. The demons here are bad enough, but those elsewhere may prove much worse.”

“That is a necessary evil to be faced,” was the frank admission. “But I place very great reliance on the energetic influence of my ancestors Above. I do not despair of their invoking an even more potent band of worthy Powers to lend their aid, and my lucky ascendant has certainly so far triumphed.”

“The connection between your auspicious number and this one’s misguided age is both conclusive and exact,” acknowledged Thang, to whom the storyteller had disclosed the obliging soothsayer’s prediction. “Still, it is as well not to push these auguries too far: there is generally a concealed spring in them that releases itself when least expected. May your virtuous Line prosper in the end, however. Keen eyes and quick-moving feet in the face of danger is the last wish of the abject Thang.”

“May all the felicities ultimately be yours,” was Kai Lung’s no less staunch rejoinder. “Were there no darkness, we should never see the stars, but by the light of your compassion the planets cease to be. Much happiness, esteemed.”

At a distance they raised their hands again, Thang waving a short woollen cap that he wore about his ears, and Kai Lung lifting his almost deficient scrip high upon his staff. Beyond, an intervening barrier of rock hid them from one another.

As Kai Lung approached the border town of Chi-U, he could not fail to notice that a feeling of anticipation was in the air. Kites in the form of aggressive dragons floated above every point likely to incur assault, and other protective measures were not lacking, while the almost continuous discharge of propitiatory crackers could be heard even before the mud walls appeared in sight.

“All this,” argued Kai Lung, “may not unreasonably concern Ming-shu and his invading host. Thus ambiguously positioned, it would be well to enter into affable conversation with one of leisured habit before disclosing myself too fully.”

With this inoffensive object, the storyteller looked for some wayfarer whom he might casually approach with an unstudied request about the gong-stroke of the day, or to whom he might haply predict a continuance of heat. But all those whom he observed were at a distance and moving with extreme rapidity in one director or another — those from the east flying to the west as though in no other way could they preserve their lives, and those from the west pressing on to the east as if pursued by demons.

“It is well said, ‘Men fear the noise more than they dread the missile,’ “ considered Kai Lung. “Rumour is here at work.”

At length one who neither hastened nor glanced back approached, but so assured was the dignity of his bearing, and his attire so rich, that had the circumstances been less urgent than they were, Kai Lung would not have ventured to address him. The stranger had something of a martial poise, although he bore no weapon; instead, he carried in one hand a polished cane from which an eager bird, attached by a silken cord, sprang divertingly into the air from time to time and caught a fleeting seed cast in its direction; from about the other arm a substantial rope, with one end fashioned as a noose, depended. His nails were long and delicately sheathed, his skin like the outer surface of a well-grown peach, and as he moved his person diffused an attractive perfume even when several paces distant.

“Greetings, high eminence,” was Kai Lung’s obsequious salutation. “Has your rice settled?”

Without exactly replying in terms that would infer acceptance of this courtesy, the other made an indifferent gesture of assent and then began to regard Kai Lung more closely.

“You have not the appearance of being a Chi-U man,” he remarked with some display of interest. “Are you from the waste lands of the south?”

“For such and such a length of days I have journeyed on a northward track, seeking a certain end,” was the reply. “Say on, magnificence.”

“I am in this difficulty: If I am to Pass Upward and rejoin my celestial ancestors under the most propitious sign it is very necessary that I should find a suitable banyan tree, growing in a valley that affords protection against spirits drifting from the east and west,” explained the stranger; “my lucky direction being north and south, and the banyan my adopted tree. Have you, in your passage, marked such a spot?”

“Yet how comes it,” ventured Kai Lung, “that you, who appear to possess all that an ordinary person could desire, should wish to self-end your being so unpleasantly?” and he indicated the cord that the other carried.

“It is better to miss a few superfluous years here below than to go through all eternity in the form of a headless trunk,” replied the one who thus forecast his own misshapen future. “Being over-captain of the Ever-Valiant Camp of Tiger-Eating Braves stationed about Chi-U this one is bidden to attack the impure Ming-shu’s rebellious lair without delay and to send that corrupt leper’s obscene head to the Capital as a badge of his submission. This being clearly impossible, my own head will be held forfeit and it is to avoid this distressing humiliation that it becomes necessary to act thus and thus.”

“Yet why, with so valorous a troop of death-deriders, headed by one whose mere appearance is calculated to strike despair into the hearts of the prudent and diffuse, should it be possible for the effete Ming-shu to defy your band?”

“That,” was the reply, “arises from the complexity of our military system. Three hundred braves are the avowed total of this one’s company, but in order to foster a becoming spirit of thrift the monthly inadequacy of taels is computed for half that number.”

Kai Lung experienced a moment of regret that so many of those whom he had hoped to join in an attack on Ming-shu’s fastness should be, as it were, struck down at the very outset. The emotion passed.

“There is a saying in the books, ‘Two willing men can cleave a passage through the rock while four pressed slaves are moistening their hands,’ “ he remarked. “Seven or eight score valiants would set Ming-shu at naught and so uphold your face.”

“Perchance,” agreed the other, “but the path from the office of the Board of Warlike Deeds and Achievements, in the Capital, to the door of the military stronghold here in Chi-U, is both long and tortuous, and whoever travels it must receive the protection of many important officials on the way. There is the immaculate President of the Board itself, who checks the silver out on leaving, and the incorruptible civil overling here, who counts it on arriving, while between lurk the administrators of three districts, the chief mandarins of eight townships, and the head-men of seventeen villages. All these integritous persons are alert to see that the consignment has not suffered attrition in its passage through the previous zone, and each has a large and instinctively prehensile hand. Thus and thus—”

“Excellence,” besought Kai Lung, not without misgivings, “how many warriors, each having some actual existence, are there in your never-failing band?”

“For all purposes save those of attack and defence, there are fifteen score of the best and bravest, as their pay-sheets well attest,” was the confident response. “In a strictly literal sense, however, there are no more than can be seen on a mist-enshrouded day with a resolutely closed eye.”

“None, illustriousness! Not one with which to bring the unanswerable Ming-shu to justice?”

In the ensuing pause the over-captain threw a dexterous succession of choice seeds to the expectant bird and applauded its unfailing effort.

“Despite all that a sordid economy can accomplish, there remains only so much — after allowing barely enough to maintain the one essential officer in a state befitting his position — as will keep the three hundred uniforms and the flags and banners of the imperishable company in a seemly condition of repair,” replied the other. “That, and something inevitable in the way of joy-making and esteem-promoting when the appointed red-knob journeys hither to survey the band.”

“Yet if the band is in a state of no-existence, does not disgrace ensue from that same one’s report?”

“Wherefore, if the necessary formalities have been becomingly observed and mutual politeness reigns? Fifteen-score hard-striving and necessitous persons are never lacking in Chi-U, who for the honourable distinction and a few assorted cash are willing through a passing hour or two to obey the simpler signals of command and to answer to a name.”

The sugared seed being no longer offered, the brilliant captive poised on the apex of the upraised rod and folded its tranquil wings. The stilling point of yellow took Kai Lung’s eye with a deeper meaning. “ ‘A golden bud set on a leafless stem,’ “ leaped his immediate thought. “There is more than the outer husk herein.”

“In this affair of Ming-shu, however,” he prompted, speaking at a hazard and merely to detain the stranger, “does not your meritorious service in the past call for official mildness?”

“That which is only painted should not be washed too often,” replied the over-captain with broad-minded resignation. “Therefore, if you can aid this person’s search to what he now requires, do not refrain, and the obliged shade of Hai Shin will speak a good word for you in season.”

“Truly, importance,” agreed Kai Lung, “yet this matter is not one that can be settled as between the drinking of a cup of tea and the filling of another. In your illustrious proximity this one now recognizes the fulfillment of an inspired portent. Have you, on your side, no indication of his menial presence?”

“There certainly was a remark made by a priestly mendicant, to whom I threw a doubtful coin at the Camel Gate,” replied Hai Shin. “This was to the effect that ‘Even a paper leopard can put a hornless sheep to flight,’ but the analogy is admittedly abstruse.”

“High prominence!” exclaimed Kai Lung joyfully. “Surely nothing could be more pellucid in its crystal depth. As a leopard is the symbol of indomitable valour, what could so explicitly proclaim your own consternating image? And inasmuch as this one is a minstrel and reciter of written tales, the reference to paper is exact. How apter could the invincible alliance of the two persons standing here be classically portrayed? The paper leopard: device and intrepidity.”

“The simile might strike the undiscerning as coming somewhat from a distance,” conceded Hai Shin, not altogether unimpressed. “But who is to be sought in the allusion to a hornless sheep?”

“Who, high commander? Who but the promiscuous Ming-shu, for what could be more truly said to counterfeit the goat than to forego an assured life for the uncertain fruit of insurrection? — but a goat whose horns are predestined to be very closely shorn by your all-conquering sword.”

“The prospect is not wholly devoid of glamour,” the over-captain agreed, “but how are we, the one being an unspecified retailer of delusive fables and the other a fugitive devoid of followers, to overthrow Ming-shu — camped in a mountain stronghold and surrounded by armed men?”

“Is it not written, ‘Every hedge has a rotten stake somewhere?’ Ming-shu’s defence will prove no exception to the rule. What cannot be pushed in by force may yet be drawn out by guile. This involves a stratagem.”

“If you have any definite plan, it might be worth considering,” admitted the other, “but the prospect of a speedy and not inglorious end — especially at an hour when the very cracks of hell are voiding their vapour upward to consume us — compares favourably with a long-drawn-out and speculative existence,” and he continued to fan himself at leisure. “Disclose your artifice more fully.”

“That is best explained by a recital of the story of Lin Ho and the Treasure of Fang-tso,” replied Kai Lung resourcefully. “If, therefore, you will but inconvenience your refined and well-trained ears to the extent of admitting such harsh and ill-chosen phrases as I have at my illiterate command, I will endeavour to impart the necessary moral as painlessly as possible.”

With this auspicious foreboding, Kai Lung arranged his mat so that it might offer an agreeable shade to both, and then, without permitting the more leisurely minded Hai Shin any real opportunity for dissent, he at once raised up his voice.



The Story of Lin Ho and the Treasure of Fang-tso

In the days before the usurper Yung-che arose to destroy the land (may the daughters of his outcast Line slant their eyes in vain along the byways of our desecrated city!) a conscientious lacquerer, Li Chu by name, plied his inoffensive craft in the township of Kiting. He had an only son, Lin Ho, whom it was care to instruct on all occasions in the pursuit of excellence.

“Yet how comes it, revered,” inquired Lin Ho, when he was of an age to discriminate these things, “that I who am the outcome of your virtuous life should go in homely cloth and ofttimes gnaw the unappetizing husk while the sons of other lacquerers wear silk array and speak familiarly of meat?”

“It is even as it is,” replied Li Chu, applying a pigment of a special brilliance to the work beneath his hand. “Doubtless if this person hung out a flagrant sign, hired one to chant his praises in the marketplace, and used a base alloy to simulate pure gold, you also might wear rich attire and eat your fill.”

“Why, then, since others of your guild do this to their advancement, should you not act thus as well?”

“It is not the Way,” answered Li Chu simply. “Have you already forgotten the words of the upright official Thang to those who inquired of him an easy road to wealth: ‘All roads are easy if you do not disdain the mud’?”

“Nay,” assented his son, “I had not forgotten. But to what does this Way you speak of ultimately lead?”

“To this end: that among future races, even in far distant lands, men searching for that which is precious will take up perchance this very casket and, examining it, will say, ‘Here is the thumb-mark and the sign of Li Chu, the obscure craftsman of Kiting in the ancient days — lo, we require no further guarantee.’”

Thus inspired, it will occasion no surprise that Li Chu himself soon after Passed Beyond, stricken by a low distemper against which the natural forces of his ill-nourished frame could not contend. Lin Ho, still many years short of manhood, was left destitute and would doubtless have perished had not the fear of barbed whispers impelled his wealthy uncle Le-ung to succour him.

When Le-ung took Lin Ho into his household, he did so reluctantly, partly forecasting his meagre wife’s displeasure but no less by reason of his own prevailing greed. Although full brother to Li Chu, they resembled each other only to this degree: that where the one succeeded the other failed, and likewise in converse, so that he who amassed five cart-loads of taels as the fruit of a sordid usury was at once forgotten, while he who was buried in a hired coffin is extolled by a thousand lips today when they declare: “Behold, the colours are as bright as those of the unapproachable Li Chu.”

The smaller ones of Le-ung’s house were not slow to bend toward this unworthy attitude, for, as the Verse proclaims, “When the dragon breathes out fire, the dragonets begin to blow forth smoke,” and very soon Lin Ho found that extended hands were not to welcome him and that the feet turned in his direction, so far from accompanying him in friendship, propelled him forward with undisguised hostility. The most degrading and obscure of the household tasks were thrust upon him, so that ere long his state in no way differed from that of a purchased slave. Nevertheless, Lin Ho remained sincere and obsequious, and whatever he was bidden to do he did in a superior manner.

“Even if it is but the scouring of a cracked utensil, my aim shall be to scour it so that anyone taking it up will say, ‘This is the work of Lin Ho and none other,’ “ he was wont to remark, with well-sustained humility. This, indeed, actually occurred on several occasions, but it did not enlarge Lin Ho in the eyes of those around.

When the years of Le-ung’s hospitality had reached about a single hand-count that person was the victim of a severe and ill-arranged misfortune. An obsolete and heavily burdened junk — the outcome of his enterprise — in making a hazardous passage along an uncharted course, was not wrecked, and in spite of the distinguished efforts of the one in command — an adherent to Le-ung’s cause — the undisciplined crew succeeded in bringing the superfluous vessel to its inopportune anchorage. Le-ung was obliged to take up his share of the merchandise (which he had already disposed of at an advantageous loss) and to extricate himself as best he could. The blow was an unbecoming one.

“Henceforth,” remarked the pioneer of commerce to the discreet beneath his roof, “henceforth, the rigid line of economy must be strenuously maintained until this person’s credit is sufficiently robust again. Restrain the generous impulse to out-vie all others in the cost and dimensions of everything procurable. Cultivate originality of taste in the direction of the inexpensively severe. Forbear to provide your table with lotus shoots when it is difficult to walk without treading on rice worms, but when there are no lotus shoots within ten thousand li; and with rice worms when lotus shoots abound around your door but when rice worms have to be brought in tanks from distant provinces at vast expense. In the matter of fans and general attire, that which was entrancing when the moon was crescent need not inevitably be regarded as unendurably grotesque by the time it is at the full—”

“Haply,” interposed the leader of those chiefly concerned; “but he who is clumsy with his feet will be weak in his reasoning also. Turn your eyes inward, O thou financially concave Le-ung, and, as the adage counsels, eat what you have roasted. Henceforth, in place of the exclusive brands you habitually affect, learn to inhale the frugal ‘Tame Chrysanthemum,’ of which two brass cash procure five. For peach wine of the choicest sources substitute Ah-kong’s Stimulating Orange-Joy at seven taels the gross. Avoid the robe marts of the Western Quarter, and about your lavishly proportioned form wrap the already-prepared garments—”

“Desist,” exclaimed Le-ung ungracefully; “you cannot mend things with a broken needle, and your words are quite destitute of point. These are but trifles, and, in any case, they constitute this person’s commercial frontage. Meet his wishes in a thoroughly large-hearted manner, and he, for his part, will give up something really substantial.”

“In what direction will the promised economy tend?” inquired the speaker of the band, in a spirit of well-grounded mistrust.

“For upward of four years, Lin Ho has consumed our rice, and beyond a little manual labour of the unskilled type, he has done nothing in return. Admittedly, the one who is speaking has carried family affection too far, and he must now deny himself in this respect. Lin Ho shall go.”

“That loss were an undivided gain,” agreed the other. “But will not the ever-ready voice of censure assail our trembling prestige if we thrust him forth?”

“Refrain from instructing your venerated ancestress in the art of extracting nutrition from a coconut,” replied Le-ung concisely. “One whose ships are incapable of foundering on the perfidious Che-hai coast is scarcely likely to lose bearings in so simple a matter as the marooning of Lin Ho.”

It will thus be seen that already this mentally bankrupt speculator was deceiving himself by an illogical grasp of the ordained sequences. Can we deny the aptness of the saying, “He who has failed three times sets up as an instructor?”

Early the following day, Le-ung took Lin Ho aside and proceeded to unfold his ignoble plan. He was (to set forth his misleading words, though the discriminating, who will by this time have taken his repulsive measure, should need no warning cough) on the eve of initiating a costly venture and would enlist the special protection of certain powerful spirits. To this end it was necessary to sacrifice and observe the ceremonies at a notorious shrine on an indicated mountain. For this service, Le-ung had chosen Lin Ho, and having provided him with all things necessary, he bade him set out at once.

With no suspicion of treachery, the painstaking Lin Ho proceeded on his way, determined to conduct the enterprise in such a manner as would redound to the credit of his name. It was noon when he reached the foot of the mountain, the spot being a wild one and austere. Before ascending to the shrine, Lin Ho sat down upon a rock to partake of food and gather strength for the lengthy rite. He opened his wallet and found therein an adequacy of mien paste, a flask of water, and an onion. There was also a little spice to sprinkle on the food, and a few score melon seeds.

“If he whom I serve is not so light as day, neither is he quite so black as night,” observed Lin Ho, for the nature of the fare surpassed what he had expected.

“To speak one’s thoughts aloud, even in a desert, betrays a pure and dispassionate mind,” exclaimed an appreciative voice from behind a crag. “I need have no hesitation in affecting the society of such a person.”

With this auspicious presage the one who spoke came into view and stood before Lin Ho. He was above the common height and wore a martial air, to which his fiercely bristling whiskers gave a sombre increase. His robe was faded by the long exposure of a rigorous life; where the colours could be seen, they were both harmonious and rich. Whatever arms he bore he had laid aside in deference to the reputation of those heights whose shadows lay upon them, but he retained his iron sandals and a metal covering for the head. His manner had in it both something of the menace of the mountain brigand and the subtlety of the wayside mendicant, so that Lin Ho was not wholly reassured. Nevertheless, he waved his hand in greeting and indicated a smooth rock at no great distance from the one he sat on.

“You are two thousand times welcome,” he declared hospitably. “If you are about to refresh yourself before you perform your rites there is no occasion why we should not eat together.”

“It would be churlish to refuse an invitation so delicately advanced,” replied the stranger. “Foreseeing the necessity of this halt, the one before you carried with him baked and steamed meats of various kinds, condiments of the rare flavours, rice and sweet herbs, fruit, wine, and a sufficiency of snuff. All of these—”

“Beside your rich abundance, my own scanty fare is a shrivelled weed beneath a towering palm,” confessed Lin Ho in deep humility. “Nevertheless, if you will but condescend to share—”

“All of these were swept away at a perfidious and ill-conditioned ford a short li distant to the north,” continued the other. “Of what does your welcome and appetizing store consist, O brother?”

“Very little, and that quite unattractively prepared,” replied Lin Ho, his face by no means gladdened at the direction in which the episode was tending. “Accept this cake of paste and a cup of water to refresh your weary throat when it is finished. More I cannot allot, for I have an exacting service to perform and shall need all the sustaining vigour that food bestows.”

“What is offered in friendship should not be weighed upon a balance,” assented the stranger pleasantly, but at the same time so arranging himself that he could closely overlook all Lin Ho’s movements. “With what is your own meritorious meal supplied, in addition to this wholesome though undoubtedly prosaic foundation, comrade?”

“The staple of it is a large but unsightly onion,” replied Lin Ho, as he began to peel it. “Had there been two, I might have prevailed on you to overcome your high-born repugnance to such crude fare.”

“An onion!” exclaimed the one beside him, stretching out his hand to take it, so incredulous were his eyes of their service. “An onion at this momentous hour! Would you affront the deities on whom you call by carrying so impolite a taint into their sacred presence?”

“That is very far from being my purpose,” replied Lin Ho, colouring at the unbecoming imputation. “Not shall so gross a misdeed ever be set to my account.”

“Yet you do not hold that the breath of your petition will rise before the faces of the gods you supplicate?”

“Such is the essence of the rite,” Lin Ho admitted. “How else should they hear and concede my prayer?”

“Then how can your breath ascend on high without conveying in its wake the pestilential reek of onion if you permit yourself this rash indulgence? It is well for you that we encountered, friend!”

“That certainly presents the matter in a disconcerting light and one that I had never up to now been warned of,” said Lin Ho in a very downcast spirit. “Must the better part of my sustenance then be wasted?”

“By no means,” replied his companion, beginning to eat; “it shall not be lost. My own business with the Venerable Ones is the mere formality of rendering thanks for an enterprise achieved, and at the moment I have nothing to solicit. It therefore matters very little whether they maintain a sympathetic front or turn their backs on me disdainfully. In this matter of the onion, neighbour, be content: Lam-kwong will requite you to the full at some appropriate time.”

“That may be,” agreed Lin Ho, “but ‘today is a blistered foot; tomorrow but an itching hand.’ It is no easy thing to prostrate one’s self continuously on a stomach sustained by mien paste alone.”

“You have suffered no great loss,” said Lam-kwong in a voice that began to lose its truculent assurance. “Already I am experiencing certain grievous inward qualms. Whence came this dubious root that you have so noticeably pressed upon me?”

“‘Wan Tae, falling into the river while catching fish, accuses them of his misfortune,’ “ quoted Lin Ho, stung by the injustice of the taunt. “Touching the thing that you have eaten, I know no more than this: that it is from the hand of one who is not prone to bounty.”

“Is his enmity so great that he would conspire to your destruction if it could be prudently achieved?” inquired Lam-kwong faintly.

“He is capable of any crime, from reviling the Classics to diverting water-courses,” freely declared Lin Ho. “If you desire to speak openly of Le-ung, do not let the fact that he is closely related to the one before you impede the zealous fountain of your doubtless fluent tongue. Without question, he laid a dark spell upon the onion for it to contort your limbs so unnaturally.”

“It is a spell that writes Lam-kwong’s untimely end,” exclaimed the one who thus alluded to his own up-passing. “The device is an ancient one, the pungent juices of the herb cloaking the natural flavour of the poison until it is too late. Between you you have outdone me who have outdone all others — may the two of you grill at a never-slackening fire throughout eternity! Him, neither my resentful hand can reach nor my avenging ghost discover, but you at least shall suffer for your inept share in this one’s humiliation. Take Lam-kwong’s last message!” A weighty stone, propelled with all that one’s expiring vigour, accompanied this shortsighted curse, and chancing to inflict itself upon Lin Ho at a vulnerable point of his outline, the well-meaning and really inoffensive person groaned twice and sank to the ground devoid of life.

Lin Ho being dead, his spirit at once sped to the Upper World and passed the barriers successfully. An inferior Being received and questioned him and, setting a certain mark against his name, led him into the assembly of those who sat in judgment.

“Lin Ho,” said the presiding chief in some embarrassment, “the circumstances of your abrupt arrival here are rather out of the formal order of things, and the necessary records are not as yet available. For this irregularity, Lam-kwong shall answer sharply. As for you, in view of your frugal and abstemious life, and taking into consideration the mission on which you are now engaged, it has been decided to send you back again to earth. Regard the Virtues, sacrifice freely, and provide an adequate posterity.”

Lin Ho then had the sensation of being violently projected downward. When he recovered sufficiently from the exertion to be able to observe coherently, he found that he was floating in spirit above the spot on earth where he had lately been. Beneath him lay two lifeless bodies — those of Lam-kwong and of himself. For the first time he was inspired by an emotion of contempt toward his own placid and unassuming features.

“It is one thing to lead a frugal and abstemious life,” Lin Ho reflected; “it is another to partake of meat whenever the desire arises. Hitherto this person has accepted servitude and followed the integritous path because with so narrow-minded a face as that any other line of conduct was not practicable. Had he possessed fiercely bristling whiskers and a capricious eye, he would not have meekly accepted the outer husk of things, nor would the maidens of Kiting have greeted him with derisive cries, that he should not respond to them when they encountered about dusk in the waste spaces of the city.”

For a few short beats of time, the spirit of Lin Ho considered further. Then he looked this way and that and saw that there was none to observe him there, nor had any attending Being accompanied him to earth. He took a sudden resolution, and before a movement could be made to intercept him, he slipped into the body of Lam-kwong and animated it.

When Lin Ho, wearing the body of Lam-kwong, rose up, he was conscious of possessing an entirely new arrangement of the senses. The thought of Le-ung no longer filled him with submission, and he laughed sonorously at a recollection of the labours he had lately been engaged in, though hitherto he had regarded all forms of gravity-removal as unworthy of his strenuous purpose. The sound of his iron shoes grinding the rocks he walked on raised his spirits, and he opened and closed his great hands to feel their horny strength. From time to time, he leaped into the air to test his powers, and he shouted a defiance to any unseen demons who might happen to be lurking in the caves around.

So careless had Lin Ho grown that he had walked and leaped at least a li before he recalled his new position. To return to the house of Le-ung was now useless, for however passively disposed that one had formerly been toward a kinsman of his Line, it would be vain for a stranger of formidable hirsute guise and martial mien to appear and claim his bounty. In search of a deciding omen, Lin Ho turned to the inner sleeves of the one whom he now was, and he did not turn in vain. Among a varied profusion that he left for future use, he found a written message. It bore the name of Ku-ei and conveyed an affectionate greeting from one who dwelt beneath the sign of Righteousness Long Established, in the Street of the South Wind, within the city of Tsing-te. Toward Tsing-te Lin Ho now turned his adventuring feet.

It was not until three days later that Lin Ho reached the gate of Tsing-te called the Leper’s Gate and entered by it. He had not hastened, for the encounters of the way were not distasteful to his newly acquired temper. Those whom he had greeted with a single upraised finger and an unbending neck acknowledge him obsequiously in turn, and when he spoke to of the appetizing air, food was at once forthcoming. Some made a claim to know him and talked familiarly of things, but though Lin Ho would have welcomed whatever led him to a fuller understanding of himself, he could not pursue the arising conversation to any lucid end. From one it would appear as though he controlled a Hall of Melody; from another that he dealt extensively in yellow fat. A third spoke as if the public lotteries lay beneath his guiding thumb, and yet a fourth cautiously disclosed a secret sign which Lin Ho had some difficulty in ignoring.

“The wealth of analogy possessed by our inimitable tongue admittedly lends itself to a classical purity of style, but it certainly tends toward a baffling ambiguity in the commonplace needs of life,” reflected the one involved, and with a gesture of qualified agreement he passed on.

Once in the city he had come to, Lin Ho recognized that his course would be no less devious there. He forebore to ask the way lest it should be of any who might know him, so that it was the time of between-light before he chanced upon the street he needed. It was a deserted part and sombre, and the house that showed the symbol of a golden bar disclosed no window to the passerby. Lin Ho struck the well-protected door, and as no answer came, at once he beat upon it with an iron shoe.

“What errant lord stands there to wake the Seven Echoes with his unbecoming clamour?” growled a contentious voice within, and there came the creak of a shutter being more firmly wedged.

“One who is not wont to be questioned either before or after,” replied Lin Ho, stamping with his massive heel upon the door-sill. “Let that suffice.”

An iron plate slid open and an eye appeared. Then the defences of the door were drawn.

“Why was the usual sign withheld, chiefling?” protested the one within. “Had I not identified that richly mellowed voice, you might have stamped in vain.”

“It was but to try thy wariness, reliant Ying,” answered Lin Ho, with a confidence engendered by success. “I am newly returned from a lengthy journey and thought to test the watch you keep here.”

“Your mood was ever light and whimsical,” retorted the keeper of the door tolerantly, as Lin Ho entered. “ ‘Ying’ indeed! For threescore years plain Wong has served, but ‘Ying’ is well enough.”

“Do any await me now?” ventured Lin Ho, putting this lightness from him with an indulgent nod.

“She of the inner chamber broods expectantly,” replied the docile Wong, bending a meaning look. “Furthermore, she laid a charge on me to bid you hasten to her presence.”

“Then lead me there,” Lin Ho commanded. “Her engaging interest fills me with a pleasurable confusion.”

“Lead, forsooth! Surely by this time you must know the way,” began the one who sought thus to excuse himself, but:

“I would have it so,” replied Lin Ho, touching his efficacious whiskers significantly, and Wong obeyed.

From the nature of her written greeting, Lin Ho did not doubt the depth and weight of Ku-ei’s devotion, and he was reconciled to the necessity of reciprocating it to the full when he should have been discovered in what direction the requirement lay. In a chamber hung with bright silks of eight appropriate blends, she was seated on a dais covered with a leopard skin when he entered, and the colours and arrangements of her robes exceeded anything that he had yet encountered. At the same time he could not fail to recognize that her years somewhat overlapped those of the one whose obligations he had assumed, and as regards his natural self, the comparison was even more remote.

“Ten thousand jewelled greetings!” she exclaimed with a dignified absence of restraint that convinced Lin Ho of their mutual affection. “Have you indeed returned?”

“Admittedly,” and to impart a fuller flavour to the assurance he added, “What could detain this person’s hurrying footsteps from your virtuous and attractive side?”

The one addressed rewarded him with a well-considered glance of approval from her expressive eyes and then indicated by a refined gesture that he should seat himself where they could converse without exertion.

“Tell me, then, of the various adventures of your quest,” she commanded graciously, “for these bankrupt ears droop to learn your tidings.”

“There is neither length nor width to the limits of that story,” replied Lin Ho cautiously. “In which particular direction does your gratifying curiosity extend?”

“That needs no trumpet to proclaim it,” was the ready answer. “Have you accomplished this one’s freedom?”

“He who would deny it is malformed from birth, nor is father’s Line unsullied,” exclaimed Lin Ho, deeming his strategy to lie in a judicious evasion until he could satisfy himself more fully; and he would have raised a menacing hand to touch his responsive cheek, had he not doubted whether the gesture would be correct in Ku-ei’s presence.

“Your sublime assurance is a never-failing support to the weak-kneed scruples of my own embarassment,” confessed the lady Ku-ei gracefully. “There is, however, a time to speak in the flowery terms of poetical allusion and a time to be distressingly explicit. Descending to the latter plane for one concise moment, O my dragon-hearted, state definitely whether you have or have not succeeded in slaying this long-enduring one’s offensive and superfluous lord, and in attaching to yourself his personal belongings?”

Alas, it has been truly said, “He who flies on an eagle’s back must sooner or later drop off,” and Lin Ho was experiencing the justice of the verse. But when it seemed as though he could no longer maintain an equivocal poise, an inspired recollection of Lam-kwong’s boast — that he had achieved his enterprise — came back and decided him to accept the hazard.

“With these unworthy hands have your unmentionable sufferings been ended,” he accordingly declared, “and here” — at this point he poured out before her feet the varied contents of Lam-kwong’s inner sleeve— “here is the evidence that I do not lean on words.”

“Truly your little finger is more achieving than the whole of Fang-tso’s two-faced body,” exclaimed the one beside him exultantly. “Here are his keys and signet and his personal authority as well! Who can any longer doubt that the band will acclaim you its chief and ruler in Fang-tso’s stead — and this person has ever gone with the band!”

“It is more than enough to hear such gratuitously expressed words,” said Lin Ho courteously; whereupon Ku-ei sang to him a melody expressing her deep emotions.

The next morning, after they had refreshed themselves with food brought in on silver plates by richly attired slaves and had smoked from a single pipe, Ku-ei took up the ring of keys that Lin Ho had brought, and indicating by a suitable movement of her swanlike hand that two bearers should attend with lights, she called that one to accompany her.

“Come,” she remarked pleasantly, “it is fitting that you, who are shortly to be the chieftain of the place, should now learn the extent of the treasure that its vaults contain.”

“It is an agreeable mark of confidence on your part,” replied Lin Ho with polished unconcern, but he followed her down the ladder closely, for there was his own strategy to consider, and he had a far from tranquil stomach about the one called Fang-tso, whom, in an outside manner, he had heard spoken of as comparable with gods in strength and with demons in resentment.

“Doubtless in these remote beneath-parts there will be a store of gold and silver and precious stones which will smooth this person’s path very appreciably should it become necessary for him to withdraw in unobtrusive haste,” thought Lin Ho as he descended, full of hope and resolution.

The first cave, from its earthen floor up to its arching roof, was filled with rags. There were shreds of every colour, variety, and usage, from the wrappings which the afflicted cast off in obscure byways to the unused scraps such as the charitable bestow on persistent mendicants about their door.

“Nothing is too insignificant to have some use; nothing too ample to be beyond our power of assimilation,” remarked the broad-minded Ku-ei with farseeing pride as she contemplated the mass, but Lin Ho was not disposed to linger.

The next cave was filled in a like manner with bones, and it was no less spacious than the first. Again the one who led him spoke encouragingly of the profits of this obscure traffic, but here also Lin Ho pressed forward dumbly, so involved were his feelings.

Jars, cruses, and receptacles in their several grades were the staple of the third enclosure; fragments of torn and rejected paper of the fourth. In immediate succession there were vaults of broken and abandoned umbrellas, of worn-out and cast-off sandals, of unserviceable fans and fabricated flowers.

“This is the very dustbin and the ash-heap of the city’s voidance,” reflected Lin Ho, as he passed a cave pressed to the full with driftwood, bungs, and halfburned joss-sticks. “What scope is there for one of my distinguished personality in this harbourage of refuse?” Twice or thrice he would have turned had not Ku-ei urged him on, and presently the nature of the commerce changed, and more in keeping with Lin Ho’s mood, for here were cloaks and coverings for the head and face, the better sort of garments, and such things as could be worn with fitness. Weapons of all kinds there were and armour both for men and horses, ceremonial flags and wands of office, tablets, and even chairs.

“Yet how comes it,” he remarked, “that these things are comparatively few and sparse, while of the cruder stock an interminable line of caves extends?”

“The answer to that requires no lantern to discover, seeing that the brigands of our band scare number now a dozen, and they old and infirm in service, while of the mendicants a stalwart and increasing tribe responds daily to the roll,” explained Ku-ei readily. “But, speaking as one in authority to another, there is no great matter for regret in that. The rewards of mendicancy, if severally minute, are sure, and the market is a never-failing one. The fruits of brigandage are uncertain and difficult to garner; indeed, several of the band are scarcely worth their rice, and had it not been for the local distinction that the gang confers, even the vainglorious Fang-tso would ere this have dispersed them to their homes. But in the end he was always wont to say, ‘What we scatter on the brigands we gather up by the mendicants,’ and thus and thus it remains.”

“Her thoughts are forever set on gain and truckage, and her mind is ordinary in the extreme,” reflected Lin Ho. “This one can have no lasting permanence for me.”

“And now,” continued she whom he thus inwardly denounced, “I have freely shown you all. Will you not, in return, disclose to me the one thing that is lacking?”

“When you open your golden lips, nothing is wanting to complete the circle of felicity,” politely replied Lin Ho, his experience not being sufficient to enable him to detect the peril underlying Ku-ei’s speech and judiciously to avert the impending sequence. “What pearl is missing from the rope of your desire?”

“Somewhere about these caves is hidden Fang-tso’s private store of gold and jewels. That secret you would have extorted from him before you suffered him to Pass Beyond. Let us together now draw them forth and put them to a more appropriate use.”

This request threw Lin Ho into a very complicated meditation. It disclosed that such a store did undoubtedly exist, but it led no further on a beneficial line. In the vastness of these caves, to dig at a hazard would be as profitable as to scoop for a grain of salt in a cask of water. And a moment might arise when Lin Ho would not be given the leisure to dig at all. Despite much that had cast a favourable shadow, the Destinies were not really well-arranged, so far.

“Can it be that one on whom this person has lavished so much disinterested affection maintains an ambiguous pose toward her only expressed wish!” exclaimed the lady Ku-ei reproachfully as Lin Ho remained aloof, and despite the restriction of the spot she prepared to indulge in a very extensive display of many-sided agitation.

“Defer your refined exhibition of virtuous annoyance to a more convenient gong-stroke,” cautioned Lin Ho. “One in no way concerned approaches,” and as he spoke, the sympathetic Wong discovered them.

“Well chanced upon, O chieftain,” exclaimed Wong, with obtuse self-satisfaction. “The company of beggars are about to take their stations in the Ways. Would you exchange the usual greeting with them in the courtyard?”

“Let them disperse with an entire absence of ceremonial rite,” replied Lin ho, in a tone of no-encouragement. “Dismiss them at their ease.”

“Things were very different in the upright days before the coming of the Competitions,” muttered Wong supinely. “What next, perchance? Indeed,” he added at the recollection, “there is a case in point. One stands about the outer door, protesting to all who pass that he, in spite of every outward sign, is no other than the bountiful Lam-kwong.”

“What is this one like?” demanded Lin Ho sharply. “Seeing that you have listened to his feeble pretensions.”

“Nay, but I did no more than question him, by warrant of my office,” replied Wong stubbornly. “If you indeed are our noble chief Lam-kwong,’ I said, be it understood, ‘there is a ready test,’ and I held out my hand, palm uppermost, toward him. ‘For,’ I continued, this being the snare, ‘that compassion and high-stepping leader suffers no single day to go without a piece of silver passing to my sleeve — and so far today the custom has escaped him.’ To this the uncogenial dog made no adequate response and thereby stood exposed. ‘Begone, witless,’ I cried, justly annoyed, and I beat him about the head and shoulders with my staff. Then, as he put up no defence, I added, ‘Wert thou his very likeness and the wearer of his embossed ring, still, after this, thou couldst not be Lam-kwong.’”

“There is more herein than hangs upon a wooden nail, as the saying is,” pondered Lin Ho. “Describe him whom you beat,” he commanded aloud. “Haply he is some obscure member of my clan who bears a portion of the name.”

“He is small and undersized and his expression vile,” declared the ready Wong. “His eyes are badly placed and have a complex bend, his forehead insincere, and the sound of his breathing unpleasant to the good-class ear. His dress is meagre and ill-fitting, his—”

“Enough,” interrupted the one who recognized himself, although he was little disposed to hear from another what he had spontaneously avowed; “I would sift the essence of this mixture to the dregs. Remove the impostor to a cell apart, and there I will confront him.”

“It is as good as done, commander,” replied Wong with easy assurance; and he went.

When Lin Ho and Lam-kwong, each in the semblance of the other, encountered, the moment was a concentrated one. The former person had required that all should withdraw to a distance from the cell so that there was none to overhear their words. Lam-kwong was the first actually to speak.

“It is useless to curl your whiskers and blow out your cheeks in this one’s direction,” he remarked, and he spat familiarly and sat upon the ground.

“Yet how comes it,” demanded Lin Ho, “that you, who could not oppose the feeble-minded Wong, should remain unmoved by a display at which the boldest tremble?”

“It is in the nature of things,” replied Lam-kwong. “It must be already be known to you that, with so ineffectual a face as this, and all that it implies, subservience and a meek demeanour are foregone. Only one aspect fails to impress me, and that is the one you wear, for it having been my own so long, I cannot but know the hollowness behind. The contentious Wong may indeed be effete, but I am less familiar with his weakness.”

“What you say is very reasonable,” admitted Lin Ho, “for, from my own angle of observation, I have already experienced something of the kind. Since there is nothing to be gained by acrimony, let us disclose our minds,” and he related to the other what — up to a certain point — had taken place.

“It is difficult to see that you are much to blame,” admitted Lam-kwong courteously, “and in any case the involvement sprang from this one’s shortsighted gluttony. Had he not coveted the onion that you would have eaten, everything might still be going on satisfactorily. were it not for the thought of you and the now unobtainable Ku-ei—” and he fell to pulling out much of his carefully arranged pigtail by the roots.

“Beware of jealousy,” advised Lin Ho. “Remember it is written, ‘Not everyone who comes down your street enters by your door.’ Rather, occupy your mind by disclosing in turn how the High Ones arraigned you before them.”

“That is easily explained,” replied Lam-kwong, “and they doubtless acted for the best. I must have Passed Upward at a slightly later period than your own distinguished flight, for as I went up I encountered your high-born Shade descending. After having very properly been kept waiting for a lengthy interval, this one was at last called in for sentence. ‘Lam-kwong,’ pronounced an authoritative voice, ‘you have over-riden the Edict and set the Principles at naught. Your instincts are largely criminal and your tastes obscene. By this last act of violence you have seriously inconvenienced those who keep the books, for it was not intended that Lin Ho should close his record yet. To reward him for the wrong that has been accomplished, he has been returned to an ordinary state of life and given the opportunity to inhabit your body; to punish you in the most offensive way that can be thought of, you also will be sent back to earth, and in place of your own attractive and courageous frame you will be condemned to take up his. In this manner your defiant and salacious nature will be quelled, whether you like it or not.’ ‘Omnipotence,’ I craved, ‘before the word goes forth, hear an inserted plea; let the judgment be extinction, the sulphur pit, or being transformed into the likeness of one of the lower insects, but not—’ ‘Enough; it is too late,’ interposed the voice. ‘The sentence has been written and the ink is dry.’ I then found myself lying among the rocks and suffering excruciating pain from the wound that I had inflicted upon you.”

“That is no doubt your angle of regarding what took place, but there is certainly another, more acute,” said Lin Ho coldly. “However, being in that barren place alone and with nothing in your sleeve, by what means did you extricate yourself?”

“Throughout the night I lay there and nourished my hurt on the dew that fell. Toward the dawn came one seeking, and presently, from his rancour and the familiar knowledge of his greeting, I recognized in him that ill-conditioned Le-ung of whom you spoke, come to see that his vengeance was complete. ‘Much gladness!’ exclaimed the misshapen outcast when he discovered me. ‘Have you eaten your rice?’ ‘What little of it there was,’ this one replied. ‘Is it your humane purpose to supplement it with a further portion?’ ‘Will another onion serve?’ he inquired smoothly, thus to test the limits of what I knew, and to this, seeing no profit in concealment, I replied, ‘Assuredly. Being under the direct protection of the gods, its venom will pass from me.’ At that, recognizing the frustration of his crafty plan, he disclosed himself without reserve. ‘If you lie beneath the bosom of the gods, let them suckle you,’ he scoffed. ‘See to it that you cross my path no more,’ and he drove me on with blows. Feeling incapable of raising a defence, this person fled as best he could, and thenceforward, begging diffidently from door to door, he made his laborious way.”

“Yet what can you hope to achieve by coming here?” demanded the one who had usurped him. “Nothing awaits you but a place among the band of mendicants.”

“A beggar in these Ways!” exclaimed Lam-kwong, changing colour. “Not even Lin Ho’s face would countenance that. This one, before whom all others quailed, save Fang-tso only!”

“Doubtless,” was the reply, “but no one fears the bull when he has lost his horns. As regards the one who you have named, I would speak further, for I have cherished an uneasy feeling from the outset that Fang-tso was somewhat beyond our common measure. What passed between you at the last encounter?”

“We two, being on a journey alone and in a desert place, I overcame him by a stratagem, and having securely bound his hands and feet, I sold him into slavery among a passing tribe of barbarian Khins.”

“That was shortsighted to the last degree,” declared Lin Ho. “Why, he being in your power, did you not then destroy him?”

Lam-kwong hesitated and would have turned the subject aside by a timely stress of coughing, but Lin Ho took him by the ears so that he could not avert his face and thus compelled the truth.

“I would have done so for several reasons,” admitted Lam-kwong, seeing evasion useless, “but necessity ordained it otherwise. Fang-tso possessed a certain secret — not of any outside moment, but essential to my plans — and this he would not disclose. In the end I bargained with him on a mutually inviolate oath, covenanting his life in exchange for what he told me.”

“This concerns the hidden wealth,” thought Lin Ho instantly, “but Lam-kwong has now so little left in life that he will inevitably submit to death rather than disclose the spot. Adroitness alone will serve.”

“The private affairs of Fang-tso and of yourself do not engage my mind,” he accordingly remarked, with well-sustained no-interest — for he had also acquired Lam-kwong’s duplicity as well as that one’s valour— “but I would gladly learn what form the wealth took that he must undoubtedly have gathered.”

“He has heard nothing so far of Fang-tso’s buried hoard,” considered Lam-kwong, more easily deceived than he was wont to be. “If I can but secure even a short time alone in the beneath-parts, all may yet be well.” Aloud he said:

“He spoke more than once in the past of conveying it for safety to the stronghold of Hsin Foo, a well-walled city in the tranquil south, of which his brother, Ho-ang, is the governor. If there is no evidence of luxury about, this has assuredly been done.”

“Assuredly,” agreed Lin Ho; “for all this place holds would appear to be the wind-sweepings of the city byways.”

“Naturally, to a being of your superior tastes, such commerce would seem gross,” ventured Lam-kwong. “Very soon, however, the one before you must turn his reluctant feet upon an outward path, nor has he any trade whereby to earn his rice. If out of the large-stomached forbearance that you must feel for his in every way secondhand condition you would suffer him to carry off in his pack a few poor remnants of unserviceable traffic, he would secure the nucleus of a sordid livelihood, the store would not appreciably be lessened, and your imperishable name would be written in letters of pure gold above the Temple of Munificence.”

“What was begun in friendship should not be wound up in malice,” assented Lin Ho, taking out the keys that he had retained. “So much as you can bear away upon your shoulder shall be yours.”

“I must contrive to divert Lin Ho from accompanying me,” argued Lam-kwong; “but to suggest it too abruptly were to raise suspicion.” So he remained silent.

“It is necessary to allow Lam-kwong to work in secret, so that he shall find the treasure,” reasoned Lin Ho, “though to leave him for no good cause might defeat its end.” And he also held his peace.

Together, therefore, they reached the opening to the vaults, and Lin Ho having unlocked the strong door they would have entered, but at that moment the supple Wong appeared.

“Fearless chieftain,” exclaimed that officious person, “Tse, of the intrepid mountain band, has ridden in on an urgent rein and seeks your pressing ear.”

“It distresses me beyond measure to leave you so inhospitably at the very outset of your laborious undertaking,” declared Lin Ho; “but—”

“It grieves me inexpressibly to be deprived of your entertaining society just when I was looking forward to enjoying that felicity for a further period,” retorted Lam-kwong; “however—” And with a mutually appropriate gesture of regret they parted, the latter person descending to his task, and Lin Ho unobtrusively locking the door upon him.

The one described as Tse stood at the outer gate and caressed his weary horse. He was of repulsive outline, having one eye only and an ill-cast face, but he seemed upright, and he accorded the sign of deference as Lin Ho approached.

“High commander,” was his greeting, “when they should have buried alive this person’s mother, in that she was an admitted witch, and your benevolence intervened and spared her, the one who speaks took an oath to discharge the obligation and bound himself thereby.”

“Proceed,” encouraged Lin Ho, “the occasion may fulfil your pledge.”

“We have a saying, ‘A word whispered in the ear can carry a thousand li,’ and it would doubtless surprise you to know what details of the private doings of you upper ones reach us. Howbeit, that is neither caught on a hook nor shot by an arrow, as the motto goes, but herein lies the gist of it: As this one kept his station by the Gridiron Pass at daybreak, there came a wayfarer who pushed on his falling horse, and every time it stumbled he raised a curse of vengeance against one whom he did not name outright. Hearing this and seeing him, although no name was spoken, your menial hid among the rocks, and when that other one had gone he came past him by a secret way and has conveyed the warning.”

“Wisdom has guided your feet so far,” acquiesced Lin Ho, well knowing by the indications that the one anathematized was that Lam-kwong whose form he himself wore. “Did the horsemen bear no sign by which he might be known?”

“He showed such marks as disclosed that he was escaping out of bondage,” replied the other. “But to the robbers of our tribe his upraised whip-armed hand was a not-forgotten symbol.”

“Fang-tso returned!” uttered Lin Ho beneath his breath, and Tse bent his head in token, well content that he had done what he had and that no incriminating name had passed his lips.

“This embodies something of a paradox, for it both complicates and simplifies the matter,” remarked Lin Ho, after he had stood awhile in thought. “You spoke of encountering him at dawn and avoiding his passage by a hidden track. Thus and thus at what hour may we expect to greet him with our loyal devotion?”

“According to the various influences, his ever-welcome feet should reach this gate at a gong-stroke before noon,” replied the brigand.

“You have done well throughout and have all but repaid your oath. One thing alone remains. Achieve that, and not only what you set out to effect will have been accomplished, but five ingots of the purest will reward your zeal.”

“Though one eye is useless, both ears are copiously alert,” responded Tse. “Say on, most opportune.”

“In the first place, it is necessary that your accomplished and bewitching mother should be here, for my business lies with her.”

“That is easily done,” was Tse’s reply, and from a hidden fold of his ample garment he produced a lean gray rat and sat it upon his hand. “Since the incident referred to, she has generally accompanied me in one shape or another, to be out of harm’s way.”

“Filial piety carried to such a length deserves to be set to music,” declared Lin Ho. “Nothing could be more propitious. Perhaps, in the circumstances, as we are unobserved, she would graciously revert to a condition in which mutual conversation will be on a more normal level.”

“That also presents no obstacle.” Tse shook off the docile creature down on to the ground, sprinkled a little salt upon it as he pronounced a magic word, and instead of a rat an aged and unsightly hag appeared before them.

“I have heard all that has been said, high excellence,” remarked the ancient. “So that it only remains for you to disclose your need.”

“To one of your venerable charm it should not be a weighty matter,” suggested Lin Ho. “For a certain reason it is necessary that I should leave my ordinary body for a trifling moment and float in the Middle Air at will. Can you ensure me this?”

“If that is all you require,” declared the witch, “it will involve no eclipse to contrive it. You have seen that this one is in the habit of changing herself into the similitude of various creatures of the lower part as the necessity arises, and for this one way is as well as another. Drink but a single drop of the liquid in this phial and presently a languor will assail you. Under this influence your unfettered spirit will float away at its own volition, free to enter any untenanted shape that it encounters or to return to its own body as it may desire.”

“You have earned a full requital,” admitted Lin Ho, counting the silver to the one who stood by expectant. “Yet what period spans the pause between the drinking of the potion and the lethargy descending?”

“It can be rated as the time in which an agile man might walk a li,” was the reply. “May a coronal of shining lights illuminate your hazardous path, esteemed.”

“May the immortal principles of equipoise be maintained within your venerable body,” rejoined Lin Ho, no less agreeably, and they parted.

Had his position been a less ambiguous one, Lin Ho would certainly have called upon the shadows of his immediate ancestors to rally to his aid in their strength at this crisis of his fate. In view of the two-sided nature of his being, however, he deemed this to be inexpedient, so that, instead, he devoted the time that he could spare to perfecting his arrangements. It then wanting about two gong-strokes to the hour of noon, he unlocked the strong door of the caves and found Lam-kwong below.

“A few jars of one kind and another, an assortment of rusty iron, and a sundry profusion of rags wherewith to pack the whole,” remarked the one in question, indicating the bale that he had bound with leather. “A scanty cash or two in the marketplace at most, but the limit for these degenerate shoulders.”

“The rewards of industry were ever ill-allotted,” sympathized Lin Ho. “When you have refreshed yourself at my poverty-stricken board, perchance you will be able to sustain more.”

“Alas,” replied Lam-kwong evasively, “the honour of sitting at the same table with your distinguished self would be so excessive that I should certainly sink under its weight alone. A crust as I go my uphill way—”

“Should it become known that I allowed so illustrious a guest to depart fasting, the stones of Tsing-te would leap into indignant hands when next I passed,” Lin Ho insisted firmly; and because he was unable to withstand, Lam-kwong yielded.

When they were come to a suitable room, set at a distance from the rest, Lin Ho called for a repast of a generous sort, and he also indicated wine. At this Lam-kwong raised a protesting hand.

“For,” he said, “we have no certainty of what shall thence arise. Should you in consequence become too self-centered to accompany me, the acrimonious Wong may resist my going with this bale of stuff and delay me at the gate.”

“That is a point to be considered,” admitted Lin Ho; “but because leprosy exists there is no reason why one should not enjoy the shelter of a tree. Let Wong attend.”

“I heard and obey, magnificence,” said the voice of the one indicated, as he appeared from around the open door. “Understanding that a feast was being prepared—”

“In due course a portion shall be assigned,” interposed Lin Ho. “Meanwhile, feast your ears upon my words. This inoffensive youth will shortly be proceeding on his journey hence. See to it that nothing untoward occurs about our gate. Let neither hand nor foot be stretched in his direction, or I who speak will prune their overgrowth. Furthermore, all that he takes is his by special grace and free of any mulct or usage.”

“A line of bowmen shall be drawn up to do him honour,” replied the outrageous Wong, unsettled by the thought of the approaching meat; “and muted trumpets sound an appropriate march.”

“Take heed lest their office is to play one who shall be nameless toward a hole made in the ground,” remarked Lin Ho with sombre freedom. “An added duty, keeper of the latch: when our guest shall have departed, your charge is that none approaches or disturbs me here on any pretext, for I have deep matters to consider. Now let all withdraw so that we may eat negligently.”

Lam-kwong being eager to get away, and Lin Ho no less anxious not to delay the parting, their etiquette was neither ceremonious nor involved. The former person, indeed, did not scruple to convey the choicer morsels of each dish to his inner sleeve, and Lin ho, though he must have observed the movement, forebore to challenge him. Presently, turning aside, he filled two cups with a special wine.

“Let us, as the custom is, pledge our mutual enterprises,” and he pressed one of the cups upon Lam-kwong.

“There is no reason why we should not do so,” replied the other. “Nor would I stand churlishly aloof were it not that I observed your surreptitious hand to linger somewhat about the cup that you have passed to me.”

“That is a very one-sided view to take,” exclaimed Lin Ho in some annoyance. “If I wished to effect your end, there hangs a trusty sword upon the wall and none to question how or why I use it; though where you unsophisticated death would profit me, the Great Serpent alone knows.”

“Be that as it may,” argued Lam-kwong, “ ‘It is too late to learn to swim as the vessel sinks.’”

“However,” continued Lin Ho resourcefully, “in order to convince you of your error, I will drink the wine myself,” and recovering the cup he did so.

“In that case, there can be no harm in accepting yours,” declared Lam-kwong, who was feeling thirsty, and taking Lin Ho’s cup he drained it.

“This only goes to show how our natures have become blended, neither maintaining a full share of any quality,” remarked Lin Ho. “Thus, although I possess your strength I wholly lack your deftness. The skill with which you bound Fang-tso—”

“That is a very simple matter,” contended Lam-kwong, who plainly had not entirely lost his former self-assurance among the milder nature of Lin Ho; “nor, despite your theory, has this hand grown less proficient.”

“Such a boast is easily maintained across a peaceful table, and the method even traced in spilled wine on the board, but here are ropes and one who will submit his body to the trial. Bind this person so that his strength cannot surmount the bondage and he will forfeit a resolute-minded mule to bear your load, so that you yourself may walk in comfort.”

“There is nothing to be lost in this encounter,” reflected Lam-kwong, “since — like the fig tree at Ka-pi’s boundary — the fruit is wholly on one side. It would be gratifying to humiliate the egregious Lin Ho, and the mule that he holds out is certainly worth having.” He therefore took up the challenge with alacrity, and, Lin Ho submitting, he bound him hand and foot.

“Now, braggart,” he announced, “the test is in the balance. Do what Fang-tso failed to achieve and you will deserve a peacock feather in your hat.”

Lin Ho strained at the knows but failed to move them. He rolled his great form from side to side and threw his body into sudden jerks, but nothing would avail. Lam-kwong could not withhold derision.

“Already I seem to hear the hoof-beats of the mule upon the outward earth-road,” was his taunt. “But give one heave more, princely warrior, and the toils may fly asunder.”

“I must not be pressed for time,” panted Lin Ho, “for that was not provided. Admittedly the bonds are capably arranged, but, more than that, a strange and sudden lethargy assails me.”

“There is certainly a deficient look about your eyes, and your face has gone a very inferior colour,” declared Lam-kwong. “Perhaps some inward cord at least has yielded. Would it not be prudent to summon an attendant?”

“Should you do so and I am found thus bound and helpless, your priceless body would be piecemeal-sliced before a word is spoken.”

“It is well to bear that in mind,” Lam-kwong confessed. “However, I can release you,” and he made a movement of advance.

“In that case,” came from Lin Ho very faintly, “the mule necessarily fades from the engagement.”

“The path of compassion,” remarked Lam-kwong, “seems beset with sharp-edged borders.” Even as he spoke the magic began to involve him also, and he abruptly lay down on the floor. “This is highly distressing,” he contrived to say. “The languor of which you spoke is now sapping my forces. What is this spell that has descended suddenly upon us both?”

Lin Ho made no reply. He was already in the Middle Air, watching his opportunity, and before the limit predicted by the witch had passed, the spirit of Lam-kwong had likewise left his body.

When Lin Ho contrived, through the other person’s incapable suspicion, that he should drink the potion first, he recognized that this would give him a sufficient pause of time in which to outwit Lam-kwong. But in this he judged the ill-developed outlaw by a larger helmet than he could ever fill. No sooner did the spirit of Lam-kwong see its own discarded body lying there than it uttered a shriek of triumph and, projecting itself through space, occupied the empty tenement without a thought beyond the present. At the same moment the spirit of Lin Ho came down and resumed its rightful cover.

“Hai!” exclaimed Lam-kwong, displaying his teeth with all his former arrogance. “At last the day of vengeance dawns, and your downfall is achieved, O most treacherous Lin Ho!”

“Doubtless,” replied Lin Ho deferentially, as he tore a shred from the bundle by his side and then approached Lam-kwong. “How is it your enlightened purpose to set about it, omnipotence?”

“When I have enjoyed your terrors to repletion, I shall raise my voice, and the guard, finding me thus bound and helpless, your offensive body will be piecemeal-sliced before a word is spoken.”

“Perchance,” agreed Lin Ho, and with every indication of humility he pressed the pad of cloth into Lam-kwong’s slow-witted mouth. “Do not distress your already overtaxed throat, unnecessarily, chieftain. Presently one will enter and release you. Though,” he added thoughtfully, “who that one will be and the manner of the release which he effects, it would be hazardous to forecast.”

There being nothing now of a helpful nature to detain him, Lin Ho took up the bundle on his shoulder and turned to go, but in response to the message of Lam-kwong’s outspoken eye he paused to add farewell.

“Prosperity, mightiest,” was his unpretentious message. “Here at last our ways diverge. You remain stretched out in luxury, with a stalwart band of trusty followers responsive to your call. This one sets forth on an unknown path, with nothing between him and penury but the traffic of these simple wares which your forethought has provided. May you live a hundred years and beget a thousand sons!”

Lam-kwong would certainly have said something equally appropriate in reply, but he was unable to release the words that filled his throat, and the occasion faded.

At the gate the covetous Wong eyed Lin Ho’s load aslant, but the warning laid on him had been too explicit to be disregarded, and with a cheerful saying the well-intentioned guest passed out and on his way.

At a crossing of the road he paused to listen. In the direction of the house of Righteousness Long Established silence hung like the untroubled surface of a tranquil dream, but from the opposite direction there was a sound that caused Lin Ho to press back into a secluded angle of the wall. Presently one came into sight riding upon a careworn horse which he beat with a naked sword. He was of the height and width of two ordinary persons, his teeth jutting forward, and his face like the rising sun when the day portends a storm. As he passed Lin Ho, he cleared his throat of a curse against one whom he would very soon encounter. It was Fang-tso returning.


CHAPTER VI. The Ambiguous Face Upon the One Found in a Wood and the Effete Ming-shu’s Dilemma
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AS KAI LUNG told the story of the treasure of Fang-tso, the overpowering heat and stupor slowly faded from the day, and when he had made an end of Lin Ho’s trials, Hai Shin looked up with a much more alertly sustained air than he had before disclosed.

“Certainly the ingenuity of the diffident Lin Ho enabled him to triumph where less crafty means would have left him in subjection,” he remarked. “Yet, this being a relation of the strategy by which you hope to outwit Ming-shu, explain to my deficient mind how the devices that were appropriate here can be shaped to that contumacious rebel’s downfall.”

“Omniscience,” replied Kai Lung frankly, “it would be bootless to interpose a verbal screen between my very threadbare wit and the piercing rays of your all-revealing vision. The strategy involved in the story of Lin Ho was not that by which Ming-shu may be circumvented but the more pressing detail of how to retain you alive to effect our common purpose.”

“Have you then,” demanded Hai Shin, in a not wholly sympathetic voice, “no plan whereby to reduce Ming-shu, and is the plea on which you held this one from his pious errand merely and empty boast?”

“Exalted,” was Kai Lung’s just reply, “let your agile mind become an upright balance and weigh this person’s claim. The story of Lin Ho was told to a specific end. Up to the moment when he began it, the notoriously incompetent Kai Lung had not so much as heard of that obscure one’s being, and each of his successive involvements with its appropriate extrication was contrived from word to word. If, therefore, the one before you can so easily direct the fortunes of a person in whom he has no real concern, is it to be thought that he will fail to involve in destruction the opprobrious Ming-shu against whom he has a very deepset grievance?”

“There is certainly something to be said for that,” admitted the over captain, in a more conciliatory manner. “How then will you set about beginning?”

“That will doubtless be revealed to me at the proper moment by the powerful spirits that are interesting themselves on my behalf,” replied Kai Lung, assured that he had gained his point. “Even a weed requires congenial soil if it is to fructify, and the one discoursing with you is noticeably short of moisture.”

“In any case it is now too late in the day for me to think about self-ending, my lucky hour being past,” assented Hai Shin; “so we may as well return to Chi-U together.”

“Your favour will protect me as a mantle, and on the strength of our being seen together I shall doubtless be able to arrange for shelter through the night and an occasional bowl of rice without an actual payment in advance,” was the storyteller’s hopeful forecast. “Tomorrow, at an early gong-stroke of the day, I will present myself before your charitable door with a scheme devised to meet the situation.”

“When he specified ‘together,’ this custom-regarding person did not presume to imply the honour of going hand in hand,” remarked the other, with an unworthy note of coldness in his tone. “Here, however, is a piece of money that will support you no less capably,” and at the same time he indicated that Kai Lung should follow at a more respectful distance. “Let your leisurely footsteps keep time with a well-digesting mind, Kai Lung.”

“Would that your ever-protecting shadow might cover a whole province,” was the response, as Kai Lung shouldered his penurious burden.

It was characteristic of Ming-shu’s low-minded taste that he had chosen as his stronghold a mountain pass that was inaccessible to force. Although the sides of this retreat were high and precipitous, the gorge in which the repulsive outlaw had pitched his camp was too wide for rocks or offensive messages to be hurled upon him from above, while the only portals that the fastness offered — one to the north and the other to the south — were so narrow that two defenders standing there abreast could resist an army.

“This calls for a more than special effort on the part of my sympathetic ancestors if they are not to see their menaced Line dwindle incapably away,” ran the burden of Kai Lung’s thoughts when he grasped the position as it then existed, though to Hai Shin, who fanned himself leisurely near at hand, he maintained an unbending face. “Even if no official band exists, pre ¨

eminence,” he remarked to the one who stood beside him, “there are doubtless many resolute-minded persons in Chi-U who would not scruple to lend their aid on the side of loyalty and justice once they were assured that it could be prudently achieved?”

“Suffer no derangement of your confidence on that account,” replied the over-captain definitely. “In this matter of the extermination of Ming-shu’s discordant horde we stand on a common footing and each will play an effective part. If you will but involve these chicken-stomached rebels in headlong flight, I will lead out a sufficiency of trusty henchmen to desecrate their shrines, pillage their abandoned tents, and stab fatally between the shoulders any who tarry too long about the scene of their undoing.”

“A concrete plan is in the process of being revealed to me by inner sources, but I must have a substantial force behind, even though their tactics are a purely spectacular function,” bargained Kai Lung. “That much is assured?”

“Short of taking part in actual warfare, blood-thirst in its most intensive guise may be safely looked for,” was the agreeable reply. “There are not a few among the habitually disinclined of Chi-U who have grown respected and obese in this form of belligerency, they being, indeed, the mainstay of this person and his forerunners in office on those occasions alluded to, when from time to time it has been desirable to anoint the eyes of those higher in authority. Say on, O fount of ingenuity.”

“It is no longer possible to doubt that inspiration decides my path,” exclaimed Kai Lung as his mind sought backward. “In Ming-shu and the treacherous Shan Tien, opposed as they are by the empty arraignment of authority, it would be inept not to recognize the two hyenas and an effete tiger so presciently foreshadowed by the soothsayer of Ching; while the hollow sovereignty of a devastated province may be fitly likened to a sick cow’s bones. This is the very quintessence of prognostication, and all uncertainty must fade and hesitation vanish.”

“So long as you are fore-ordained to sweep the despicable rabble from our path, none will gainsay that inspiration gilds your palate,” assented Hai Shin freely. “Indicate where we can the fittest lie concealed while you clear out this nest of pirates.”

“Thus and thus shall you act,” began Kai Lung; and he then proceeded to unfold his plan. “Anything that is still elusive in the way of detail will certainly be communicated by the attendant spirits of my ancestors as the occasion rises.”

“It shall be as you ordain; for, ‘Tranquillity will roof a house but discord can wear away the foundations of a city,’ “ was Hai Shin’s notable admission. “Lo, minstrel, I go to instruct the apter of the hirelings in the simple parts they have to play.”

When, on the morning of the day that next ensued, certain of the rebels were searching the ground that lay between Chi-U and their own ill-conditioned lair, to see if perchance an ambush lurked there (or haply a misdirected duck had opportunely strayed in that direction), the upraised voice of one in torment drew them to a grove of cedars. There, nailed by the ears to a tree of suitable girth and standing, was he who claimed their pity. He had the appearance of being a stranger from one of the Outer-Lands near beyond, for his skin was darker than the wont, his hair unplaited but trimmed in a fantastic spread, and his speech mild though laboured. For covering he wore crude cloth of an unusual pattern, and his manner was sincere and profuse.

“Here is a fitting target for our barbs,” cried some of the more illiterate of the band, and they would have shot their arrows forth, but one who wore a mark of stentority upon his sleeve spoke out.

“It is not thus that refined warfare should be waged among polite and civilized communities,” he cried, “nor could such an action be logically upheld. Inasmuch as the one before us has been harassed by the foe, it is only reasonable to sustain him. If on inquiry we are dissatisfied with what ensues, he will still be available for the more gravity-removing spectacle of goading blindfold among pits of boiling water, or being pegged down naked on a stirred-up ant hill. In the meanwhile, to have taken him alive increases our repute for zeal.”

Accordingly they drew out the spikes that held the stranger to the tree and led him back in triumph to the camp where presently Ming-shu impeached him in his tent.

“Every detail of your two-faced past and discreditable present is recorded on our unfailing systematic tablets,” asserted the pock-browed outcast, displaying his aggressive teeth in his usual manner, “so that no defence is lawful,” and he continued to throw about the various weapons that were hung around him so as to confuse the other. “Now confess your various crimes unflinchingly.”

“Magnificence,” replied the supine captive, “your lowly thrall—”

“Slave!” interposed the insatiable Ming-shu.

“Your excrescence,” amended he who stood there docilely, “Mang-hi my illsounding name is and I am of the Outer-Land of Kham.”

“When I have consumed Chi-U, it is my fixed purpose to reduce Kham to an evil-smelling cinder,” vaunted Ming-shu.

“It is as good as done — at the mere opening of your lordly fiery mouth,” was the confident admission. “Howbeit, hearing in Kham that the Banners of the Knife had been raised in this our OverState, we held a muster, and the lot fell upon me that I should secretly encroach and extricate the truth.”

“Ha!” exclaimed Ming-shu. “Then are you now an admitted spy. Yet herein lies the obvious falsity of what you say, for if they of Chi-U had caught you thus, not your ears but your narrow-minded life would have been forfeit.”

“Such was their warmhearted purpose, highest, and without doubt it would so have been done, but as they led my too unworthy steps toward the roasting vat, an eagle, a mole, and a tortoise crossed our path. At this manifestation the augurs dare not proceed until the Books had been opened and the Omens searched, whereupon it appeared that the cause of those who destroyed me would be fated from that moment to be ruined.”

“If this is as you say, how comes it, then, that the elders of Chi-U did not set you free, but, rather, insured that you should pass as a captive into our requiting hands?” demanded Ming-shu in slow-witted uncertainty.

“Omnipotence,” replied Mang-hi, not without an element of reprehension in his voice, “wherefore? Why, but in the hope that you would fall into the snare and yourself incur the doom?”

At the disclosure of this pitfall, much of the assurance faded from Ming-shu’s doglike features, and he caught several flies to gain time before he spoke again, but when he did so it is doubtful if his heart was single.

“A person of your stunted outlook need not be expected to know the Classics,” he remarked, “but it is no less truly written, ‘One cannot live forever by ignoring the price of coffins,’ and your case, Mang-hi, is clearly analogous. Sooner or later in the day that powerful thinker, the Mandarin Shan Tien, will wake from his virtuous slumber, and then your fate will be decided. Meanwhile” — here the insufferable rebel beat upon an iron gong to summon an attendant— “you are, except for the formality of being tried, provisionally sentenced to one of the more distressing forms of ending. You, Li-loe, take charge of the condemned, and your head shall answer for his keeping.”

“That, chieftain,” grumbled the mulish Li-loe as he led the captive forth, “is the only part of me that can ever answer for the others.”


CHAPTER VII. The Concave-Witted Li-Loe’s Insatiable Craving Serves a Meritorious End and Two (Who Shall Be Nameless) Are Led Toward a Snare

[image: img27.jpg]

WHEN THEY WERE come to a convenient distance from Ming-shu’s tent, Li-loe indicated to Mang-hi that they should sit down upon the ground and converse more at their leisure.

“For,” he explained, “it seldom occurs that nothing may be gained by the interchange of mutual ideas. Thus, for instance, it lies with me, as the one who holds the rope about your neck, to lead you along comparatively smooth paths, for the short time that you are destined to be here among us, or to bring you up sharply against the rock-strewn traverses of my disfavour, and this almost entirely depends upon how you treat me from the outset.”

“Yet, if I am to be confined meanwhile, awaiting this high lord’s pleasure, how shall the merit of ways or rock-strewn barriers affect our intercourse?” inquired Mang-hi simply.

“It is very evident that you are certainly a barbarian from an outer-land,” replied Li-loe, with an air of superior culture. “The reference to the prudence of arranging for my priceless friendship was in the nature of a primitive analogy that would have been very well understood by a person having the least experience of refinement. As it is, the only path you seem likely to discover is that leading by very short stages to the public execution ground.”

“But surely it ought not to be beyond our united effort to discover a path leading to a discreet seclusion where for a suitable consideration a jar of wine might shortly be obtained to quench our common thirst.”

“It is scarcely credible,” exclaimed Li-loe, pausing as he scrambled to his feet to regard Mang-hi with a look of wonder, “that one who is so obtuse at grasping a well-meant suggestion should be so alert in going to the very essence of the matter, as it were unaided. . . . What is the full extent of your negotiable worth, O brother?”

“Those who so charitably released me from the tree have already roughly computed that,” explained the prisoner, “but we of the outer-lands are not prone to wear our taels about our sleeves,” and by a movement which the covetous Li-loe could not satisfactorily follow, he produced a piece of money from a hidden spot among his garments. “Lead on, thou lodestone of moisture.”

When the piece of money had been spent and Li-loe had consumed the greater part of what it purchased, that shameless bandit sought by dropping his voice to a sympathetic cadence to penetrate still further into Mang-hi’s bounty.

“Behold,” he urged, “between now and the moment of your extinction a variety of things may happen for which you are unprepared but wherein a trusty friend standing by your elbow and furnished with a few negligible coins to expend on your behalf would be worth his weight in jasper. Reflect well that you cannot carry money with you to the Above, no matter how ingeniously it is concealed about your person, and if you delay too long you will certainly incur the fate that overtook the procrastinating minstrel.”

“It is good to profit by the afflictions of another,” agreed Mang-hi. “Who was he to whom you so dubiously refer, and what was the nature of his failing?”

“Kai Lung the dog’s name was, and this person succoured him as though we had been brothers. Yet in the event he played a double part, for having found a cask of wine concealed among some rocks he shunned this one ever after, so that at the last he came to a friendless and a very thirsty end, and his secret perished with him.”

To this recital Mang-hi made no response at first, and his head was sunk in thought. Then he looked round with a slowly gathering sense of recognition.

“What you tell me is very unaccountable,” he remarked at length, “for in some ambiguous way it is woven into the fabric of a dream that has accompanied me about the Middle Air for three nights past. This concerned a barrel of the rarest grape-juice spirit, as large around as three men’s arms could span and very old and fragrant. Furthermore, one whom I now recognize as you accompanied me.”

“Proceed, O eloquence, proceed,” encouraged the dissolute Li-loe. “Even to talk about a dream like that is better than to exist in a state of ordinary repletion.”

“Together we searched for this keg of potent liquid which, be it understood, was hidden from our knowledge . . . until we at last came to a rocky valley which I now recognize as this.”

“This!” exclaimed Li-loe, leaping to his feet to regard the gorge with acquisitive eyes. “And you dreamed the dream three times? Come, O sharer of everything I have, let us explore its length and breadth until you recognize the very rock that guards this treasure. Employ bamboo upon your sluggish mind, O would-be grateful friend; quicken as with a mental goad each fleeting image, and by means of an intellectual crowbar raise the barrier that separates the dimly grasped from the half-forgotten.”

“None of these will, alas, avail—” demurred Mang-hi.

“We will, if necessary, regard each point of the landscape from every variety of angle,” pleaded Li-loe. “In a dream, remember, you would inevitably be observing what is below from above, whereas now you are regarding what is above from below. Adapt your supple neck to this requisite inversion, comrade. Are we to be duped in the matter of this cask of wine of ours—”

“It fades,” rejoined Mang-hi definitely, “in that the keystone of the arch is missing.”

“Disclose yourself more fully.”

“When, in the progress of the dream, we reached this valley, we were met here by a being of the inner room whose face was like the petal of a perfumed flower. ‘Inasmuch as she before you is a mouse,’ she said with some significance, ‘she creeps through narrow ways and she alone can lead you to the threshold of what you seek.’ The vision faded then, but in a camp of warlike men it ensues that no such being—”

“Manlet!” exclaimed Li-loe, casting himself bodily upon Mang-hi’s neck and embracing him moistly and repeatedly in the excess of his gladness, “your lips are honey and the ripple of your voice is like the music made by pouring nectar from a narrow-throated bottle. Such a being as the one you designate is here in our midst and this cask of wine of mine is as good as on the spigot.”

“Here in this martial valley!” doubted Mang-hi. “Who then is the one whose furtherance we need, and how may we approach her?”

Before committing himself to speech, Li-loe looked round several times and made a displeasing sound among his teeth to imply the need of caution.

“It is necessary to have a thin voice now to escape the risk of a thick ear in these questionable times,” was his modulated warning. “She whom you describe fills an anomalous position among us, for though a prisoner here, by balancing Shan Tien’s rashness against Ming-shu’s caution and setting the infatuation of the one against the disinclination of the other, she not only contrives to sway more authority than the leader of five companies of archers but walks along a muddy road dryshod.”

“If she exercises so much rule among the high ones, how can we, being both men of the common sort, hope to engage her ear?”

“Leave that to me,” replied Li-loe vaingloriously. “Although I have said nothing so far about it — for, after all, what is it to me who has occasionally held an umbrella above the heads of nobles? — when she was known as the Golden Mouse (whence the analogy of her saying to you) this Hwa-mei relied very greatly on my counsel in all affairs and though she has deteriorated overmuch in the ensuing years she seldom fails, even now, to return my greeting when we encounter. . . . I will contrive to cross her path when no one else is by, but it may be another matter to persuade her to give ear to an Outland man.”

“As to that,” replied Mang-hi, “I have thought out something of a plan. I will gather for this purpose a red flower growing on a thorny stem (as she was wearing in the Middle Air), and this you shall give to her saying that the one of whom she has dreamed of late has made his way here to rejoin her. Thus she will be somewhat prepared for what may follow.”

“It may serve,” admitted the shortsighted Li-loe. “The one thing needful is that you and she should have an opportunity to put your wits together to determine where this cask of mine is hidden.”

“Under the fostering eye of your benevolent authority, that should not be beyond our united skill,” was Mang-hi’s pronouncement.

As Hwa-mei, warned by the sign that Li-loe had been enticed into conveying to her, did not fail to recognize Kai Lung through his disguise it would be obtuse to maintain the figment of Mang-hi’s existence any longer. Let it be understood, therefore, that when, later in the day, the summon came and the feeble Li-loe led his prisoner to the tent where Ming-shu and Shan Tien sat in judgment, a movement of the curtain disclosed to Kai Lung that one who was not unmindful of his welfare was there to play a part.

“Before you, high Excellence,” deposed the calumnious Ming-shu, “is the ferocious brigand chief, Mang-hi, whom a mere handful of our intrepid guard, while peacefully engaged in gathering wild flowers outside the camp, surprised in the act of lurking in a wood, and made captive.”

“They would appear to have picked a very untamed blossom,” remarked the gifted Mandarin pleasantly. “Why does his misfitting head still disfigure his unbecoming body?”

“Doubtless to afford your all-discerning brilliance the high-minded amusement of deriding the obscene thing,” replied Ming-shu, with his usual lack of refinement. “To a less degree, it has been judged more profitable to hold the dissipated thug as hostage, rather than dispose of him offhand. Subject to that, he is at the will of your unquenchable sense of justice.”

“Let the perjured transgressor give his own fictitious account of himself then,” commanded Shan Tien, closing his eyes judicially.

“Greatness,” replied Kai Lung with a submissive gesture, “my unassuming name and the pacific nature of my journey have already been declared. What more remains?”

“Clearly something, or the contumacious rebel would not be so desirous to conceal it,” interposed a melodious whisper from behind the hangings.

“The difficulty obviously arises, criminal, that being a prisoner here before us it is essential that you should have committed something by which you become imprisonable or the whole of our well-thought-out judicatory system falls to pieces.” Here the inspired lawgiver placed the ends of his fingers together in an attitude that never failed to convince even the most hardened of his rigorous impartiality. “If your naturally retiring mind is not equal to the strain of disclosing what the offence may be, it will automatically devolve upon this unworthy but incorruptible upholder of the peace to supply it.”

“Wellspring of authority,” prompted the hidden voice, “in that the recalcitrant clown has no obvious business here, is not the inference that he is an unusually determined spy reasonable?”

“The imputation that you are an alien intruder seeking to acquire military information occurs to us,” continued the enlightened official tentatively, “and the crime, punishable as it is with every form of correction from ridiculing your immediate ancestry to extirpating your entire posterity, would serve as well as any. But—”

“As the insensate buffoon has been moving about the district freely, does not the opportunity present itself of enticing him into revealing something of the intentions of our adversary, high intelligence?” came the low-voiced suggestion.

“But in order to incriminate you on this head, felon, it is necessary that something of a definite nature should be allegeable against you. The details of our own impregnable position offer no scope for your admitted talent, but doubtless some interesting points in connection with the obvious weakness of the defences of Chi-U have come under your many-sided notice?”

“All-grasping,” was the meet reply, “the one before you is a man of Kham, and Chi-U is of our Over-State. Is it becoming that a vassal should disclose particular information to those in arms against his suzerain?”

“There is marrow in this bone, sublime, if you will but probe it,” was the sage monition. “The backward oaf has knowledge that he will not readily disclose.”

“That remains to be tested,” muttered the credulous Shan Tien, while Ming-shu, ever insistive, cried aloud:

“Who is this scrofulous Mang-hi that he should speak before a provincial governor and one who is destined to lead the all-conquering Knife to victory of what is or is not seemly? Words fade at nightfall, but a branded sign of guilt upon the forehead endures while life remains. Let the irons be made ready.”

“Benevolence,” entreated the one thus threatened, holding out his hands suppliantly toward Shan Tien, “is it your august will also that the unwitting should endure so oppressive a correction?”

“Maintain your autocratic upper lip, exalted, and you will yet wrest information of great value from the misgiving knave,” was the whispered counsel.

“The mortar must harden if the wall is to hold good,” replied Shan Tien inexorably. “Look for no flaccidity in this direction, culprit,” and from outside there came the sound of dry wood being kindled.

In the ensuing pause the captive raised a fold of the garb he wore and drew it across his face, and for a space of time wherein a man might count a hundred nothing could be heard but the sound of preparation taking place beyond and the offensive beat of Ming-shu’s low-class breathing. Then the one arraigned before them bared his face.

“It is contrary to the rites and strict observance of our high rule that the son of a chief’s son should submit to this misusage. In our remote upland we have an adage designed to meet most of the contingencies of an ordinary person’s everyday experience, and among us it is said, ‘If when escaping from a dragon you should meet an advancing demon, turn back again.’ “ He lowered his hands submissively and bent an appropriate neck. “On this understanding, high puissance, ask what you will.”

Shan Tien and Ming-shu exchanged glances of ill-hedged satisfaction and the latter person cleared his self-willed throat.

“In what way is it possible for us to inflict a calamity upon those of Chi-U without incurring any danger to ourselves?” he asked.

Kai Lung thought for a moment, while the others watched him narrowly to see by the changing phases of his emotion whether his disclosure would be sincere.

“The weakness of Chi-U lies in the leanness of its stores, not in any effeteness of its walls or vacillation among its intrepid guard—”

“There is no official band,” interposed the stiff-necked Ming-shu.

“Your knowledge is exact,” replied Kai Lung, “but each man of the city is trained to bear a part, while at no far-off date a strong company of the Tiger-clad is promised in relief.”

“It would be well to make our presence felt before those weak-kneed miscreants impede our footsteps,” remarked Shan Tien with well-arranged anxiety.

“Thus and thus,” explained Kai Lung. “Tomorrow, about noon, a convoy designed to replenish Chi-U’s need will slip through the western gorge. Without knowledge, the chance that you would be there to intercept them is remoter than the clashing of two stars. For this reason there will be no armed guard — for the cities of the route have none to spare. None will be there but the bearers of the loads and drivers, and this you will verify from a distance off before you swoop upon them. Baffled in the hope of this relief, Chi-U will succumb and its gates will open to the summons of your lifted hand. Lo, I have spoken and a noose is round my neck.”

“It is well — or it may be,” was Shan Tien’s pronouncement. “Yet of what does this train consist that it should be worth our while to seize it?”

Ming-shu could not forbear a gesture of despair at the ineptitude revealed by this disclosure, for even to his unbalanced mind it was plain that the essence of the strategy lay in the deprivation of their foe rather than in the replenishing of their own store. He was recalled from this funereal mood by the gross elation of Shan Tien, rejoicing at what Kai Lung unfolded.

“Nothing could be more auspicious, for it is by the lack of these very things that we most suffer: had Chi-U sent a messenger to ask what we would have it could scarcely have been bettered.” (From behind the screen a thread of silver laughter gladdened Shan Tien’s fatuous heart.) “This project carries.”

“How many of our company will the enterprise require?” demanded the more practical Ming-shu.

“Ten or fifteen score of your indomitable horde will baffle every chance of failure.”

“That is as the destinies ordain,” was Ming-shu’s guarded answer; “for although we may protect the fruit we cannot see the roots. But” — here he bent on Kai Lung a sudden look of menace— “they will go armed and alert for guile, and you, Mang-hi, will travel in their midst with a gag closing your mouth and your throat chafed by a rope.”

“Yet even then, esteemed, my unfettered mind will be free to dwell on the bright vision of your rising fortune,” replied Kai Lung discreetly.

“Ming-shu and Shan Tien were ever of a cast,” pondered the Golden Mouse, “and, as with a crystal jar, whatever is poured in at the neck can be seen filling the body. Had one come to them, freely offering knowledge, they would have derided his pretension, but now that they have had the appearance of exacting it by force, demons could not dissuade them. Truly it is written, ‘It is easier to put an ox into an egg-cup than for a man full of conceit to receive wisdom.’”


CHAPTER VIII. In Which the Position of the Estimable Kai Lung Is Such That He Must Either Go Up or Down
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AT AN ARRANGED gong-stroke after daybreak, three hundred men — one half of Ming-shu’s ill-clad force — marched from the rebel stronghold with Kai Lung in their midst, a gag filling his mouth, his arms bound, and a degrading cord (the noisome Li-loe controlling it) hung about his neck. From the opening of a spacious tent, Shan Tien and Ming-shu stood forth to see them pass.

“At the first sign of treachery, pull the noose tight and drive a heavily projected knife well between the uncouth shoulders of the repellent outcast,” was Ming-shu’s offensive order, and the supine Shan Tien concurred.

“Is it not due to the dignity of your button to be informed how the affair proceeds, mightiness?” enjoined an insidiously alluring voice from the shadow of the tent, and the obtuse Shan Tien coughed several times and arranged his girdle clasp to indicate high-minded unconcern. “Li-loe would prove a speedy runner in any case, so that his absence would entail no loss if there should be a fray. Would it not be in keeping with your special office that he should hasten back, either with or without the repulsive-featured hostage as the outcome may require, when the issue has been cast? This one, at any rate, will know no rest until the success of your strategic-minded foray gladdens her yearning ears.”

“It was balanced on my finger-tips to make some such command,” replied the egregious Shan Tien, and he beckoned to a lesser chief and spoke as had been said.

When the band had proceeded a short march to the west, Li-loe, under a pretext, dropped behind the rest, and as soon as they were unobserved he removed the gag from the storyteller’s mouth.

“It is well enough to talk to you about this wine of mine that we are on the point of recovering,” he said, “but it would be even more attractive to hear your assurance in reply. Now, as regards the exact size of the cask, whereof you spoke of three men’s encircling arms? In this respect men vary, yet it would be manifestly unjust to take three of only meagre stature. Last night, on the feigning of a jest, I induced three sturdy fellows to join hands, and the full measure. . . .”

In this strain the niggardly Li-loe filled himself with his own imagination until, about noon, the company reached the border of the rocky terraces that overlooked the plains. Here they lurked in hiding, not daring to emerge until the defenceless nature of the convoy was disclosed, and on this hung Kai Lung’s fate. When, soon after the appointed time, a column of unarmed men was seen winding along the track that led toward Chi-U, the rebel host raised a loud cry of triumph and launched headlong forward in pursuit. At this display the assemblage of bearers cast down their loads in terror and, without staying to make any retort whatever, fled back to the safety of the intricate passes they had come by. At the same time the horsemen cut loose their charges and urged them incessantly on toward the safety of Chi-U. The effect of the surprise was immediate and complete, and Ming-shu’s unbridled horde at once began to take possession of the spoil, for many of the bales had burst open in their fall, and the contents lay scattered.

“There is no longer any doubt as to the success of the foray,” declared the under-chief to whom Shan Tien had spoken. “Ordinary warriors Li-loe and Kong are instructed to return without delay and relate to the High One in Command the outcome of the venture. And should the name of the reticent Chan be favourably garnished in the telling,” added the one who thus described himself, veiling his voice discreetly, “it will be mutually creative of profitable esteem.”

To this the sombre-mannered Kong made no reply beyond a servile flourish of his open hand, but Li-loe (distrustful for his share of what was taken) would have raised a dejected plea had not Kai Lung contrived to pluck him by the sleeve and whisper in his ear.

“It is better to have the chance of netting a turbot than to have already caught a shrimp,” was his admonition. “Now, with the camp more or less denuded, is our chance to search unseen.” And the ever-craving Li-loe assented.

With about half the distance still untravelled, they came to a cleft cut sharply through the rock, where each must pass alone. It was toward this spot that Kai Lung had shaped his preparation when he had stood in the open space within Chi-U and called for six intrepid men who should be the standard bearers of a righteous cause. “If there be any who have suffered the unforgettable offence at the unclean rebels’ hands, now is the opportunity to exact a strict account,” he cried, and twelve had answered to the call. “Your names will be extolled in characters of gold,” had been his forecast as he made a choice, and to the remnant, “and yours no less than these, for to all a part will in due course be given.” These chosen six now crouched beyond the rock and, as Kong and Li-loe passed through, their arms were seized and they were held securely.

“The time for dissimulation has gone by,” pronounced Kai Lung in his natural voice, “and this business will shortly assume another colour. Which rogue of the two has the more supple tongue?”

The only reply Kong deigned was to spit in that direction, but the pusillanimous Li-loe fell upon his knees and beat the unyielding earth beneath his two-faced forehead.

“All-conquering,” he exclaimed, to the steady clash of his abasement, “there is no evasion to which I would not bend my pliant throat to retain my worthless life. Lay the weight of your authority upon my allegiant shoulders to practically any extent, for I am not yet fit to face the Records.”

“Not only will your life be spared, but enough wine will be allotted to float you in a state of bliss through three quarters of each moon — if you but play your part.”

“Omnipotence,” declared the other freely, “on those terms I am with you in this world and the next.”

“Take heed lest you precede me very substantially in both,” was Kai Lung’s stern menace. “It is not befitting that the more abject is the one who must be spared, but yonder dog would maintain a stubborn end at any hazard. Howbeit, he has had the chance and made a becoming choice. . . . Now take the uncompromising outlaw to a little space apart, and there, with as slight an inconvenience to his distinguished self as possible, remove his attractive head.”

“May your perjured-hearted father grill in Hades to the end of all time and apes void upon the fallen Tablets of your race,” was Kong’s farewell parting, and he was led away by those who held him.

“It is enough to recall the worthy Yen-tsu in a similar position— ‘Blessings will cause a strong town to flourish, but the curses of the vicious cannot destroy even a mud-built wall.’ “ Thus Kai Lung reassured his fellows, and he added, “Let each now move to his appointed task, and aptly.”

Leaving one of the band to guard Li-loe, the rest fell to their different parts, and very soon a transformation had been wrought. One brought Kai Lung a special kind of lye in which he washed off his stain, while another combed and drew out his matted hair and trimmed it as a tail. In place of his Outland garb and barbarian trappings, they robed him in everything that Kong had worn and in various ways changed him to that one’s likeness. Without much hurt, an appearance of wounds was given to his face and body, and blood was splashed both on him and on Li-loe, though it was not deemed necessary to indicate actual violence toward the latter beyond a spear-thrust through the rear part of his trousers. In the meanwhile, Kong’s severed head had been transformed no less completely, a stain deepening its tone, the hair spread out as Kai Lung’s hair had been, and the gag forced between his rebellious teeth; nor was the knife withheld to disguise wherein they differed. Thus prepared, the two resumed their journey, Li-loe, at a command, bearing the burden.

“Mightiness,” ventured that feeble person when they were alone again, “so far a feeling of unworthiness has sealed these slow-witted lips. Yet have we not been as the two sons of one father, with all things shared in common? Now touching this ambiguous head I bear—”

“Peace, dullard,” replied Kai Lung with some dignity; “for you are as you are and it is very necessary that I should now instruct you. Dwell well on this: that when we approach the camp my wounded face will be all but concealed within this bandage, and, for support, my clinging arm will be about your shoulder.”

“So long as I am by your side, esteemed, you need fear no stumble.”

“So long as you are, I shall not,” was the admission. “But should you attempt to disengage yourself or to vary what you are to say, I may, perchance, and in slipping this small but extremely pointed knife that I shall hold beneath my cloak and against your middle ribs will inevitably be thrust forward. . . .”

“Revered,” protested Li-loe very earnestly, “I clearly begin to foresee that in whatever tale we are to tell our words will blend together as harmoniously as the two parts of a preconcerted ballad — though between the madness that has assailed you on the one hand and the madness that will certainly assail the bloodthirsty Ming-shu shortly on the other, I see very little likelihood of our song reaching a happy ending.”

“That is because you have a weak, deficient mind, or you would have begun to deduce an ordered scheme emerging,” explained Kai Lung more kindly. “What was in progress when we left the captured spoil, O witless?”

“That is easily expressed,” was the overcast reply. “The sordid-hearted crowd were seizing what they could. The greater part of this by some mischance consisted of the dress and insignia of a strong company of the Imperial guard, and the ragged barefoot crew were triumphantly re-fitting.”

“Thus,” agreed Kai Lung. “And by a benevolent conjunction of the time and place they will return at nightfall waving the captured banners of authority and wearing the Tiger-garb. How regrettable will be the outcome if Ming-shu, having heard our tale of treachery and rout, should mistake them for the foe and fall upon them in the darkness unaware!”

“Stripling,” declared Li-loe with a gathering look of insight, “what I hitherto took to be an empty shell would seem to enshrine a solid kernel. Yet this scheme of yours must proceed along the razor edge of chance so that a single false step will undo it.”

“The same path confronts those who oppose us also,” replied Kai Lung, “and Ming-shu and Shan Tien are notoriously uncertain on their feet. For the emergencies that may arise, remember that it is better to have an ingenious mind than a belt adorned with weapons.”

“In the circumstances, there is nothing unreasonable in disclosing that I too have long nourished a secret ill-bred grudge against the obtuse Ming-shu,” declared Li-loe profusely. “We go therefore hand in hand.”

“Truly,” agreed Kai Lung. “Yet it would be as well not to forget meanwhile that the unusually sharp-tempered knife to which this person has already reluctantly referred will still be grasped in the other.’

When Ming-shu and Shan Tien learned of the crafty snare in which one half of their followers had perished, and had seen the offensive head of the profane Mang-hi, it is questionable which of the two expressed himself with less regard for the pellucid style of the Higher Classics. The former person indeed had become so involved in a complicated analogy based on Mang-hi’s remoter ancestors, that Li-loe, urged on by something that he felt rather than saw, did not deem it unwise to interrupt him.

“Thereafter, High Excellences,” he continued, “lurking together in a cave we overheard their truculent war lords conferring. ‘Let us,’ proclaimed the highest in command, ‘seek out this misbegotten nest of lepers, led by a weak-kneed upstart, and put them to the sword. The feeble-witted earthworm thus described’ (so ran his veracious words, nobilities) ‘can no longer have anything beyond a cringing remnant answering to his call. Added to this, we will so contrive that dusk shall mask our coming and the surprise will be complete.’ To this they all agreed, rejoicing, and seeing that the assembly had begun, we crept away unseen.”

“Wisdom guided your feet,” murmured the recreant Shan Tien, after he and his Chief of Military Arrangements had engaged each other in a somewhat lengthy silence. “To retire unobtrusively is often the most unspeakably galling form of contempt with which it is possible to treat a despised antagonist. . . . The Way is still open to the north, and clad as two wandering pilgrims—”

“Mandarin,” interposed Ming-shu, in a not entirely graceful voice, “when the path is slippery, it is safer to go two paces forward than one pace back. In the words of the not wholly felicitous apophthegm, we who stand here banded together are wedged in between the Head Evil Spirit and the illimitable Whang Hai. . . . Not even a sightless mendicant would take either of us for anything but a steady eater.”

“High presence,” came a meek but very attractive voice from somewhere unseen, “is it permissible for so small and abject a person as myself to whisper in your weighty ears?”

“Speak,” was the grudging assent. “Even a gnat may disclose a hidden point somewhere.”

“What is this sudden misgiving that has for the moment eroded your usually large-hearted stomachs?” exclaimed Hwa-mei reliantly. “The valiant Ming-shu was undoubtedly correct when he spoke of the danger of going back, and the ever-prescient Shan Tien was no less inspired when he shrank from the repugnant thought of pressing forward.”

“Thus and thus,” rose from Ming-shu’s acrimonious throat. “That leaves us where we are.”

The Golden Mouse struck her symmetrically formed hands together with a refined gesture of well-expressed relief.

“Ming-shu has gone to the very nucleus of the matter and plucked the ill-set words from my all-too-loquacious mouth,” she exclaimed. “As he so epigramatically insists, this is the spot on which to meet the uninventive foeman and overreach him.”

“Haply,” conceded Shan Tien, with a hasty assumption of one of his most telling magisterial bearings, “but the versatile Arranger of Martial Exploits did not carry the analogy to the extent of revealing how the suggested snare is to be effected.”

“Truly,” agreed Hwa-mei; “your mind is like a crowded storehouse, and unheard-of wisdom drops from your ripe lips in masses. . . . As the Inscrutable was on the point of saying, the obvious way to baffle the frozen-witted interloper is to turn the looked-for surprise on his part into an even greater astonishment on ours.”

“Doubtless,” was Ming-shu’s sombre comment; “and having thus exposed the farseeing Mandarin’s inner thoughts, would it be too excessive a labour to penetrate a little into the rich mine of strategy and disclose a specific detail?”

“The deduction is inexorable,” replied Hwa-mei, with a delicately balanced look of gratitude at both together. “When the loathsome marauders seek to creep up at the dusk of evening, they will find nothing interposed between them and success. The paths will be unwatched and the sentry of the gate engaged in the insidious charms of fan-tan elsewhere. Half, perchance, of the offensive crowd will have passed in and be assembled when our one heavily loaded but never so far discharged weapons of assault will be exploded in their direction. At the same preconcerted moment, a chosen band concealed in the heights outside will loosen an avalanche of rock down upon the throng lurking beyond the gate. When the confusion is at its zenith our intrepid host will launch itself against the unsightly rabble, and the distressing affair will be all but over. Was not that, Highest, the trend of your enlightened meaning?”

“Crudely expressed, you have indeed struck the skewer on its business end,” admitted Shan Tien, rising. “Where is this person’s most terror-inspiring suit of armour laid?”

Ming-shu made no remark, but he left the tent with a settled look, and presently his two-edged voice could be heard emitting orders.

Kai Lung was meanwhile seated on a high place apart, with his arm still cherishing Li-loe’s support. Hwa-mei went from point to point, speaking hopefully to the various defenders of the camp and inspiring them to put up a stubborn resistance to the end. Thus the afternoon was worn away and the time of middle light arrived.

The battle of Running Mandarin Valley (as, for some reason, those who were there have designated it) has been so often described in terms of literary perfection that it would be almost profane for this attenuated brush to attempt its details. It is generally admitted that the mutual surprise of all concerned might have been less effective had not certain of Kai Lung’s most intrepid followers imperceptibly joined the return throng under cover of the withdrawing light and at the first shock of attack raised the enlightened cry, “Treachery is here at work, and the camp has, in our absence, been carried by assault. Let us retake it at any hazard!” From that stage onward, every man on both sides fought with the tenacity of vampires, so that when Hai Shin, somewhat later, ventured to lead in a hastily collected bodyguard by the neglected northern gate, with the avowed intention of “obliterating as with a sponge the embers of rebellion,” he found none to bar his passage. So evenly matched had been the two divisions of the force — the opening assault on the part of the defenders being exactly balanced by the superiority of the weapons with which the others had been refurnished — that from the outset a common extinction was the only logical and possible solution. So harmoniously was this accomplished that in practice every ordinary warrior slew every other ordinary warrior, every stripe-man every other stripe-man, every under-chief every other under-chief, and thus and thus, up to the two overlings of the two contesting sides whose bodies were found locked together in a tiger-like embrace. Ming-shu and Shan Tien alone survived (owing to both remaining), together with Kai Lung, Li-loe, and the Golden Mouse — these latter not being officially “in the vigour “ as the melodious phrase of military usage has it. It is owing to this unshrinking demonstration of the Essential Principles of Poise and Equipoise, leading up by an inexorable chain of uncontroversial subordinates to the only rational and conceivable termination, that this otherwise commonplace encounter is so often given as a subject for antithetical treatment in the triennial competitions.

When the last person had been killed on either side, Kai Lung made his way to Ming-shu’s tent, confident of coming face to face with that opaque-eyed usurper and of wringing from him an admission of his ill-spent life before he Passed him Upward. For this purpose, the storyteller, who still wore the habiliments of Kong, had removed the covering from his face, and he had rearranged his hair as Mang-hi’s had wont to be and resumed some of that warrior’s trappings, so that he might the more readily convince Ming-shu of his knowledge of these matters. In this the Destinies intermingled to an unexpected close, for no sooner had the conscience-haunted rebel discovered the one who sought him, standing in the admittedly deceptive light of the great sky lantern outside the open door, than he threw up his abandoned hands effetely and sank down to the floor.

“Behold,” he exclaimed in an uncertain voice, “when an event of this sort happens, it is no longer profitable to deny that the one subsiding here has spent a thoroughly abandoned life and practised every sort of infamy. Kai Lung has been pursued relentlessly in the past, and is now doubtless Beyond; Kong has been struck down in this one’s service, maintaining a disloyal cause, and he has obviously Gone Up, while Mang-hi’s picturesque head is at this moment somewhere about the tent. That these three industriously disposed persons should spare their priceless time to appear in a composite Shape before me pithily indicates that I have nothing more to hope for.” Ming-shu accordingly loosened the hold by which he maintained his Constituent Elements together, and his liberated Shadow at once set off toward the Upper Air.

The agreeable-minded Mandarin Shan Tien was never exactly seen again by any actual person. On this account it has sometimes been claimed that he must have thrust himself into the most fiercely contested quarter of the battle and there been cut to pieces. Others, however, contend that, rather than suffer the indignity of so important an official being touched by the profane hands of those inferior to his button, the High Powers had invited him to Pass Above without going through the ordinary formalities of defunction. At a later period, an unworthy rumor was wafted about the province that an impressive personage, who was liable in any emergency to assume a richly magisterial manner, was in the habit of making a desultory livelihood in a distant city by picking up articles of apparent value before the eyes of wealthy strangers. But this can only be regarded as being in the nature of a craftily barbed shaft from the invidious lips of malice.


CHAPTER IX. Wherein the Footsteps of the Two Who Have Induced These Printed Leaves Assume a Homeward Bend
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NOTHING COULD EXCEED the honourable distinction with which Kai Lung was greeted by all classes of those dwelling about Chi-U after the destruction of the rebel host. The lean and expectatious were never weary of professing their readiness to consume an unspecified abundance of rice spirit to the accompaniment of a hope that the storyteller’s sinews would be thereby strengthened, and no matter how urgent might be the business on which he was engaged rich merchants did not disdain to stop him repeatedly as he went about the Ways to enjoy the gladness of shaking hands with themselves before him. Some of the actually charitable expressed a willingness, in view of the obviously threadbare state of the one with whom they conversed, to supply him with the needs of life at an appreciably lower rate than was usually imposed on strangers, and on Kai Lung displaying the empty folds of his deficient sleeve, a special edict of the Chi-U Confraternity of Impost Adjusters was issued, permitting him to pass round his collecting bowl at any time without being liable to any humiliating regulations.

But among the marks of approval showered upon Kai Lung, that devised by Hai Shin was perhaps the most delicately arranged of all. In some obscure way unknown to the artless over-captain himself, the valour displayed by Hai Shin, so soon after the taking of the camp that it imperceptibly merged into the forefront of the battle, had reached the ears of his higher-lords in office, and to mark appreciation of the economical way in which he had conducted the affair throughout he had been raised to the position of under-overling, with authority to command six hundred warriors and permission to carry a green silk umbrella when on duty. Not to be outclassed, disinterested persons in Chi-U had suggested to others that to entice the unsuspecting Hai Shin into an assembly and there to weight his sleeve with a bag of silver would be a suitable return for their deliverance.

“So that,” explained Hai Shin, on the morning of the day in question, “after this person has recovered from his bereft-of-words surprise, and has suffered the one seated upon a chair to compel acceptance of the tribute, there will ensue a more or less unpleasant gap before dispersing, to be filled up as inoffensively as can be. If, therefore, you could be induced to lift up your always harmonious voice, it would relieve the admitted tension, and at the same time, without any actual outlay to yourself, you would be privileged to witness the interesting ceremony from one of the foremost benches. Nor should it be ignored that early rice, enhanced by a reasonable allowance of health-giving raisin wine, will be provided.”

“It suffices,” replied Kai Lung gracefully; “and since a virtuous outcome could never have been reached without the miraculous protection of the watchful spirits of my ancestors, the mediocre story chosen for this seasonable occasion will be that which concerns Kin Weng.”



The Story of Kin Weng and the Miraculous Tusk

In the golden days of the enlightened dynasty of Ming, a company of artificers who have remained illustrious throughout all later time dwelt about the Porcelain Tower in the city of Tai-chow. Their crafts were many and diverse, there being workers in gold and silver, in jade and precious stones, in wood, in lacquer and the various lustres, even in brass, leather, horn, and material of the cruder sorts on which the resource of their inspired art conferred an enchanting grace, but most highly esteemed among them all were those who carved ivory with patient skill and cunning lore, and of this favoured band Chan Chun was the admitted head.

For many years Chan Chun had dwelt beneath the gilt sign of the Conscientious Elephant, gathering in honours with his right hand and more substantial profits with his left, until nothing that an ordinary person could desire lay outside his grasp; but whether this unvarying prosperity was due to the directing efforts of good Beings, or whether Chan Chun was in reality the sport and laughing stock of malignant Forces, who, after the too-frequent manner of their kind, were merely luring him on through a fancied security to an end which should be both sudden and inept, cannot yet be suitably revealed. Nevertheless, it is aptly written, “The reputation through a thousand years may depend on the conduct of a single moment,” and Chan Chun was no magician to avoid the Destinies.

As befitted his position, Chan Chun had an underling whose part it was to do the more menial service of his task. This youth, who bore the unassuming name of Kin and the added one of Weng, had thus long been accustomed to shape the blocks of ivory in their rougher state, to impart an attractive polish to the finished work, and to apply appropriate pigments in cases where the exact representation might otherwise have been in doubt. He also removed the evidence of toil and restored the work-room to a seemly state of order at the earliest beam of light on each succeeding day, sharpened the tools that had been in use and reassembled them on an appointed plan, bargained with tribes of beggars (when they were too numerous to be expelled by force) as to the price of an agreed immunity, intervened with reasonable excuses of Chan Chun’s absence, infirmity, or, if necessary, death, before those who presented themselves inopportunely, and the like. Yet, in spite of the admittedly low-conditioned nature of his duties, Kin was of a sincere mind and a virtuous heart. Next to his own immediate ancestors he venerated the majestic carvers of the past, while to Chan Chun he gave an unstinted admiration, hoping that one day he might follow unostentatiously and at a sufficiently respectful distance in his master’s well-established footsteps. Every moment that could be snatched from the rigorous execution of his unremunerative task he spent toward the attainment of this end, either in a contemplation of the Symmetrical or by making himself more proficient in the practice of the art, using for this purpose Chan Chun’s discarded tools and such scraps of ivory as he himself might legitimately throw away and then pick up again. Thus the seasons passed, but Chan Chun saw in Kin only the one who served his hand.

To the south of Tai-chow lay a dense and pathless forest wherein might be found every kind of wild growth which the soil of that province could sustain. Recognizing in the harmonious contrasts afforded by this profusion all the essentials to a style of classical purity, Kin was in the habit of resorting to these glades in order to imbibe the spirit of their influence. Too often the few hours which the parsimonious usage of the exacting Chan Chun allowed were only sufficient for a meagre contemplation of the outer fringe, but sometimes, on a sufficiently convincing plea or during that one’s absence, he was able to secure a longer respite.

It was on one of these occasions, when he had penetrated more deeply into the funereal recesses of the wood, that Kin (guided admittedly by the protecting shadows of his grateful ancestors) reached a grassy place, sufficient in extent to tax the skill of an expert bowman to shoot across. In the opening thus provided stood an ancient pagoda, its pinnacle merged among the branches of a spreading cypress tree, within whose shade a maiden of engaging personality sat in an attitude of graceful unconcern as she arranged her abundant tresses.

“Plainly there are things of which I am yet ignorant, in spite of a lifelong contemplation of the Symmetrical,” remarked the youth aloud. “Here are three objects as widely differing in their forms as a maiden, a venerable pagoda and an overhanging cypress tree, yet each fully conforms to the most rigid standard of a classical perfection, nor is any one less harmonious than another. In view of the frequently expressed apophthegm that all Art is a matter of selection, to find these three, among which it is impossible to distinguish any one as pre-eminent, within so narrow a limit as a woodland glade, introduces an element of doubt.”

“Such words would seem to indicate a student of the Higher Excellences,” remarked a sympathetic voice, and turning, Kin perceived, close at hand, one who had all the appearance of an elderly philosopher. “Doubtless you are a person of some literary attainment, qualifying for the Competitions?”

“Far from that being the case, my occupation is wholly menial in its ignoble outlook, nor does the future stretch beyond tomorrow’s toil,” replied Kin freely. “If, therefore, your agreeable condescension sprang from a mistaken cause, do not hesitate to continue our discourse in your ordinary voice.”

“On the contrary,” replied the other affably. “I would willingly learn somewhat more of your condition. As you unsuspectingly approached this spot, I cast the outline of your destiny according to the various signs you bear. Although I possess certain supernatural powers, I am not really proficient in this branch of geomancy, and my only thought was to obtain a trifling practice, but to my surprise I found that in some unaccountable way the lines of our future destinies converge.”

“Even a snail can fly through space if it attaches itself to a dragon’s tail,” replied the unpretentious Kin, and thus encouraged he willingly laid bare the mediocre details of his threadbare life. When he had finished, the stranger continued to regard him narrowly.

“A noticeable career of one kind or another certainly awaits you, although my meretricious skill is unfortunately not profound enough to indicate its nature,” he remarked benignantly. “Rest satisfied, however, that henceforth I shall certainly be exerting my unnatural powers in your direction.”

“If the destiny is already assured, might it not more prudently be left wholly to the more experienced Forces?” suggested Kin cautiously. “You have spoken of your efforts in terms which indicate that the outcome of their use may prove somewhat disconcerting to the one on whose behalf they are invoked.”

“Do not nourish any misgiving on that account,” replied the philosopher with a reassuring smile. “Certain things lie beyond my admitted power, it is true, but I could, without inconvenience, change you into an edible toad or cause a thick growth of fur to cover you from head to food by the exercise of a single magic word. If you doubt this—”

“By no means!” exclaimed Kin hastily. “Your authoritative word puts me entirely at my ease. Yet, as the acrimonious Chan Chun will by this time have discovered an empty stool, I will, without further attrition of your precious moments, walk backward from your lordly presence.”

“You have been honourably welcome to my feeble entertainment, which henceforth you can associate with the obscure name of Che-ung,” courteously replied the one who thus described himself. “In the meanwhile, frequent indications of my protecting hand will disclose themselves from time to time to preserve intact the silken thread of your remembrance.”

“If the suggestion should not be deemed too concise, a favourable occasion will present itself when the one upon whose bounty I depend stands at the gate to welcome my return.”

“The occasion is befitting,” replied Che-ung graciously, “and a timely intervention shall arise. Furthermore, in order to guide you through the forest by an unknown path — one more suited to your present haste — Fa Ming, the sole remaining blossom of my attenuated tree, shall, in a suitable guise, precede you on your way.”

With these auspicious words, the venerable personage raised his necromantic staff and waved it toward the maiden who was still engrossed in the arrangement of her glossy hair before a shield of burnished copper. Immediately she disappeared, and in her place there stood a sleek white bird intent on preening its resplendent plumage. When Che-ung again made a magic sign, however, no further manifestation took place, the shapely creature remaining immersed in a gratified contemplation of its own attractions. A faint line of annoyance corroded the austere smoothness of the philosopher’s brow.

“It is one thing to turn ordinary persons into the semblance of apparitions of a different part, but it is quite another to induce them to preserve the unities in their new habit,” he remarked, with engaging frankness, toward Kin’s ear. Indeed, the graceful being continued to regard itself approvingly from one angle after another, despite the formidable magic projected against it by the persistent waving of Che-ung’s all-powerful staff, nor was it until, in an access of engendered bitterness, the painstaking wizard cast the wand violently in its direction that the one whom he had referred to as both the Hand and the Foot of his declining years began to bend her acquiescence toward his wishes. Thenceforward, however, her amiable compliance did not falter, and she hovered continuously before the grateful Kin, guiding him along a secret track so that presently he came clear of the forest at a point much nearer to Tai-chow than the most skillful wood-farer might have found possible.

It was not long before Kin encountered what might reasonably be accepted as a token of Che-ung’s sustaining care. In the few hours that spanned his absence from its walls a great caravan of merchants had reached the city from the Outer Lands and filling the narrow Ways with laden beasts and hurrying slaves were even then vying with each other to extol the richness of their wares and to announce at what resort their commerce should be sought. Some, more zealous than their fellows, did not halt to shake out their sandals and partake of tea, but pressed forward without pause to offer the enticement of an early choice to those whose custom they esteemed. Thus it befell that, at the gate before the Conscientious Elephant, a laden camel stood while a sombre attendant, who restrained its impatience by means of a cord passed through its nose, from time to time spoke of his master in terms of unfavourable comparison with the Keeper of the Pit.

“Prosperity attend your gracious footsteps,” remarked Kin in polite greeting (and also because he wished to learn their purpose there) as he raised the latch. “The Street called Fragrant is honoured by your restful shadow.”

“It would not be, had not a misbegotten planet of the unluckier sort been in the ascendant at the moment of this person’s ill-timed birth,” replied the attendant darkly. “Is it not enough to have toiled across a self-opinionated desert, leading this perverse and retaliatory daughter of two she-devils by an utterly deficient cord, without being compelled to wait interminable gong-strokes in a parched and plague-infected byway of Tai-chow while the rest-house of the Garden of Musical Virtues spreads its moist allurement but a short span farther to the east?”

“Your well-expressed offence causes the strings of my compassion to vibrate in harmony,” replied Kin with genial sympathy. “Who is he who has thus misused your forbearance, and what is the nature of his errand here?”

“Pun Kwan is his repulsive name — may the stomach of a Mongolian crow prove to be his tomb! From the Outer Land of Zam are we come with a varied commerce of the finer sort, so that, forestalling the less grasping of our band, he now seeks to make a traffic of six horns of ivory to the one within.”

“My ineffectual voice shall be raised on your behalf,” said Kin, as he passed on. “Do not despair; the fiercest thunderstorm is composed of single drops.” With this amiable pledge, however, he merely sought to end the conversation in a manner congenial to the other’s feelings, for his own hopes did not extend beyond entering unperceived. In this (aided, doubtless, by the exercise of Che-ung’s secret magic) he was successful; the upraised voices of two, each striving to outlast the other, revealed that the hazard of the bargain was still in progress in a farther room, and Kin reached his bench unchallenged. Then, as if a controlling influence had been lifted when this effect was gained, Pun Kwan and Chan Chun began slowly to approach, the former person endeavouring to create the illusion that he was hastening away, without in reality increasing his distance from the other, while the latter one was concerned in an attempt to present an attitude of unbending no-concern, while actuated by a fixed determination not to allow Pun Kwan to pass beyond recall. Thus they reached Kin’s presence, where they paused, the sight of the outer door filling them both with apprehension.

“It were better to have remained throughout eternity in the remote desert of Eta, leaving these six majestic tusks to form an imperishable monument above our bones, rather than suffer the corroding shame of agreeing to accept the obscene inadequacy of taels which you hold out,” declared Pun Kwan with passionate sincerity. “Soften the rebellious wax within your ears, O obstinate Chan Chun! and listen to the insistent cries of those who call me hence with offers of a sack of rubies for six much matchless towers of ivory.”

“If,” replied Chan Chun, with equal stubbornness, “I should indeed, in a moment of acute derangement, assent to your rapacious demand of a mountain of pure silver for each of these decaying fangs, the humiliated ghosts of an unbroken line of carving ancestors would descend to earth to paralyze their degenerate son’s ignoble hand. Furthermore, the time for bargaining has passed, thou mercenary Pun Kwan! For pressing forward in the Ways behold a company of righteous merchants, each proferring a more attractive choice for less than half the price.”

Before Pun Kwan could make a suitable reply, there came from beyond the walls the sound of one who raised his voice at dusk. It was the evening chant of the cameleer, who, after the manner of his tribe, had begun to recite his innermost thoughts, in order to purify his mind before he slept. After listening to the various analogies in which his name was blended, Pun Kwan’s expression gradually took upon itself a less austere cast.

“It is not unaptly written, ‘When the shield is bent the sword is also blunted,’ and neither person can reproach the other with a lack of resolution,” he remarked pacifically. “Added to this, we are but men of natural instincts and must shortly seek repose.”

“Say on,” replied Chan Chun, as the other waited for his acquiescence. “Provided that a mutual tolerance is involved, this one will not oppose you with a brazen throat.”

“Let the price be thus and thus, so that my unattractive face shall suffer no compression, while your enlarged munificence will be extolled. Then, to the balance of my offer will I yet add another tusk, freely and devoid of charge. By this, each shall seem to have profited at the other’s expense though neither is the loser.”

“Perchance,” assented Chan Chun doubtfully. “But touching that same added tusk — ?”

“Admittedly the six cannot be matched, did one comb the forests of the land of Zam and pass all matter through a potter’s sieve. Seen side by side with these, any other tusk deceives the eye and takes upon itself an unmerited imperfection. Is it not truly said that what is gold by night — ?”

“That which needs so much warming up may as well be eaten cold,” observed Chan Chun in a flat-edged voice. “Behold the scales and an amplitude of silver bar. Let the promised tusk appear.”

Thus challenged, Pun Kwan withdrew and presently returned with an object which he bore and set before Chan Chun. For an elaborate moment, the ivory carver was too astonished even to become outwardly amused (a poise it had been his previous intention to assume) for the tusk was of an ill-shapen kind never before seen by him or any other of the craft. It was of stunted form, gnarly and unattractive to the eye, and riven by some mishap while yet in growth, so that it branched to half its length.

“What infirmity contorts your worthy sight and deflects your natural vision from its normal line, O scrupulous Pun Kwan?” said Chan Chun indulgently. “This is not a tusk of ivory at all, but doubtless the horn of some unseemly buffalo, or of one of the fabled monsters of the barbarian Outer-World. This should be offered to those who fashion drinking cups from commonplace bone, who dwell about the Leafy Path, beyond the Water Gate.”

“Peace, brother,” said Pun Kwan approvingly. “To revile my wares is in the legitimate way of fruitful bargaining, but to treat them as a jest assails the inner fibre of one’s self-esteem. Is there not justice in the adage, ‘Eat in the dark the bargain that you purchased in the dusk?’ The tusk is as it is.”

Alas, it is truly said, “If two agree not to strive about the price, before the parcel is made up they will fall out upon the colour of the string,” and assuredly Pun Kwan and Chan Chun would very soon have been involved as keenly as before had it not been for an unexpected happening. Ever concerned about the smallest details of his art, Kin had drawn near to mark the progress of the conflict and to lend a stalwart voice to his master’s cause if Chan Chun’s own throat should fail him. Judge, then, the measure of his wonder when in the seventh tusk he at once recognized the essential outline of the fair white bird as it hung poised above the path before him! Misshapen as the ivory seemed for the general purpose of the carver’s art, it was as though it had been roughly cast for this one service, and Kin could no longer doubt the versatile grasp of Che-ung’s fostering hand.

“A word in your farseeing ear, instructor,” he said, drawing Chan Chun aside. “If the six are worthy of your inspired use, do not maintain an upper lip rigid beyond release. This person has long sought to acquire a block sufficiently ill-formed to conceal his presumptuous lack of skill. This now offers, and in return for a tusk of admittedly uncouth proportions he will bind himself to serve your commanding voice for four hand-counts of further moons and ask no settled wage.”

“It suffices,” replied Chan Chun readily, seeing a clear advantage to himself. “Yet,” he continued, with a breath of slow-witted doubt, “wherein, at so formidable an obligation, can this profit you whose reputation does not reach any higher than the knee of a sitting duck?”

“The loftiest mountain rises gradually at first,” replied Kin evasively. Then, on the excuse that the auspices of Chan Chun’s purchase required the propitiatory discharge of a string of crackers, he withdrew, to venerate his ancestors anew.

As the days went on, it grew increasingly plain to Kin that he was indeed under the care of very potent Forces while the likelihood of Che-ung’s benevolent interference from time to time could not be ignored. Despite the unworthy nature of the scanty tools he used and the meagre insufficiency of light remaining when Chan Chun’s inexorable commands had been obeyed, the formless block of ivory gradually took upon itself the shining presentiment of a living bird. When any doubt assailed Kin’s mind as to the correct portrayal of a detail, an unseen power would respectfully but firmly direct his hand, and on one occasion when, with somewhat narrow-minded obstinacy, he had sought to assert himself by making in inaccurate stroke too suddenly to be restrained, the detached fragment was imperceptibly restored while he slept.

It was at this period of its history that Tai-chow reached the cloudy eminence which marked the pinnacle of attainment among the illustrious arts. The provincial governor, an official of such exalted rank that it entitled him to wear a hat with a yellow feather even when asleep, returned after a long absence to gladden the city with his presence. To indicate the general satisfaction and at the same time allow the prevailing excess of joy to evaporate in a natural and, if it might be, painless manner, mutual feasts were given at which those most proficient in the sonorous use of words were encouraged to express themselves at various lengths upon whatever subject most concerned their minds. When by these humane means the city had been reduced to a normal state of lethargy, the Mandarin Tseng Hung (the one referred to) testified his enduring interest in the welfare of the company of craftsmen by a proclamation and a printed sheet displayed on every wall.

“He is a peacock among partridges, the one who rules our laws, and will doubtless become the founder of a promiscuous line of kings,” exclaimed Chan Chun vaingloriously, on his return from the marketplace, where he had listened to the reading of the edict. “Has any rumour of the honour now foreshadowed to the tree of Chan already reached my usually deficient home?”

“None save a resolute collector of the bygone water dues has crossed your polished step,” replied the chief one of his inner room. “Is then your fame proclaimed again, thrice fortunate Chan Chun?”

“Not in so many explicit words,” admitted the unbecoming Chun, “but the intention cannot be obscured. Thus is the matter set forth at ample length: On a certain agreed day, any craftsman who dwells about Tai-chow, or even within the shadow of its outer wall, be he worker in the finer of the cruder sorts of merchandise, may send the most engaging product of his hand to the Palace of the Lustres, to be there beheld of all. Chief among these will come the enlightened Mandarin Tseng Hung himself, wearing his fullest robe of ceremonial state. After glancing perfunctorily at the less attractive objects ranged about the Hall he will stop with an expression of gratified admiration before the one bearing the sign of Chan Chun and the seal of the Reverential Company of Carvers in the Hard. Then, to an accompaniment of laudatory trumpets, he will announce this to be worthy of the chief reward — and doubtless soon after that retire, leaving the disposal of inferior honours to integritous but needy Younger Brethren of his suite.”

“Haply,” remarked a shrewd maiden who was present, one who did not venerate Chan Chun, “yet the Wisdom has declared: ‘It is easier to amass a fortune in a dream than to secure ten cash by the light of day.’ By what inducement do you hope to sway the strict Tseng Hung, thou Conscientious Elephant?”

“The necessity does not arise,” coldly replied Chan Chun. “The craft of carving ivory being the most esteemed of all, and this superlative person the acclaimed leader of that band, it inevitably results that whatever he puts forth must be judged to transcend the rest. To decide otherwise would be to challenge the Essential Principles of stability and order.”

In an obscure corner of the room, Kin bent his energies upon a menial task.

“You have spoken without limit of those who may compete, esteemed,” he said diffidently. “Is it then permitted even to the unassuming and ill-clad to incur this presumption?”

“Save only malefactors, slaves, barbers, official guardians of the streets, and play-actors — who by an all-wise justice are debarred from holding any form of honour — even the outcast leper in the Way may urge his claim.” Chan Chun restrained his voice to an unusual mildness, in order thereby to reprove the maiden who had challenged his pretension. “If,” he continued benevolently, “it is your not unworthy purpose to strive for some slight distinction within the bounds set apart for the youthful and inept, any discarded trifle from my own misguided hand is freely at your call.”

“The compass points the way, but one’s own laborious feet must make the journey,” replied Kin tactfully. Then, to deflect the edge of his evasion and to recall Chan Chun’s mind to a brighter image, he adroitly added: “What is the nature of the chief reward, so that we may prepare a worthy place, revered?”

“That,” replied Chan Chun, “is as the one who achieves it may himself decide. The large-hearted Mandarin binds himself by his father’s sacred pigtail that on this unique occasion whatsoever shall be asked will be freely given.”

“That may aptly be related to the Ever-Victorious!” exclaimed the contumacious maiden with the conciseness of contempt. “Think you, O credulous bone-chipper, that if the one thus singled out should demand the life, the wealth, or even the favoured wife of the Mandarin himself—”

“To do anything so outrageous would clearly proclaim a subverter of authority, and thereby a traitor to the State. A traitor is essentially a malefactor, and as all criminals are definitely excluded from competing it automatically follows that the triumph of this particular one is necessarily null and void and another — more prudent — must be chosen in his stead. Thus justice moves ever in a virtuous cycle, and the eternal proprieties are fittingly upheld. For myself,” added the not undiscriminating Chan Chun reflectively, “I shall gladden the face of this remunerative patron by the suggestion of a striking but more or less honorary distinction.”

“To surmount above our sign the likeness of an official umbrella would cast a gratifying shadow of authority upon the Conscientious Elephant,” remarked the keeper of his hearth.

“Accompanied by the legend: ‘Under the magnanimous thumb of the auspicious Tseng Hung,’ “ amplified Chan Chun. “The hint is by no means concave.”

As the day of the great event drew near, the air above Tai-chow grew dark with the multitude of rumours that went up on every side. While many of these were of a gratuitous and inoffensive nature, it cannot be denied that others were deliberately cast abroad by thrifty persons whose business it was to make a profit from the fluctuating hopes and fears of those who staked upon the chances of competing craftsmen. Few were so lacking in respect toward the Omens as not to venture a string of cash in favour of the one who appeared before them in a lucky dream. Even the blind, the deaf and the dumb, and the mentally deficient, lying about the city gates, forecast portents at their leisure in the dust and esteemed from the passerby a predictive word whispered behind a screening hand more than they did the bestowal of a coin in silence.

In the meanwhile, Chan Chun and Kin laboured at their respective tasks secretly and alone — Kin because the only leisure he obtained was in his own penurious room, the former person owing to his cold and suspicious nature. The task upon which he engaged was one wherein ingenuity combined with art to a very high degree. Selecting his purest and most massive block of ivory, he skillfully fashioned it into a measured counterpart of the great Palace of the Lustres as it stood. Then, to continue the similitude, within this outer shell he carved the core into a smaller likeness of the same, perfect in every detail, and thus and thus, down to the seventeenth image — a pygmy Palace no larger than the capacity of a cherry stone but equipped to the slenderest point. Yet despite the complex nature of the task, none of the sixteen smaller Palaces could be removed away from its encircling walls, all the cutting being achieved by Chan Chun through succeeding openings as he worked inward. When this truly elaborate piece should be placed within the walls of the Palace itself, the analogy would be complete, and the craftsman did not doubt that a universal shout of accord would greet his triumph.

On the eve of the day of trial, Chan Chun crept out secretly at dusk and distrusting all hired assistance carried his work by unfrequented ways to the Palace of the Lustres and there deposited it. As he reached his own door again he encountered Kin, who would have avoided him, but Chan Chun was feeling very pleasantly arranged within himself at the thought of his success and would not be disclaimed.

“Within the four walls of the arts, all men are brothers,” he speciously declared. “Remove the cloth that covers your achievement, worthy Kin, and permit my failing eyes to be rewarded by a blaze of glory.”

“Even a sightless bat would recognize its grotesque imperfections,” deferentially replied Kin, and he disclosed what he had done.

For a measured beat of time, Chan Chun continued to observe the ivory bird with outstretched wings that Kin had fashioned, and although the expression of his face slowly changed from one extreme to another he was incapable of speech, until the youth, deeming the matter sufficiently displayed, passed along and into the outer way. Then the master sought a solitary chamber, and having barred the door he sank upon a couch as he exclaimed:

“Assuredly it breathes! I have carved with a chisel but Kin Weng has endowed with life itself.”

That same night, at the middle hour of the darkness, the keeper of the door of the Palace of the Lustres was roused from his sleep by a discreet but well-sustained knocking on the outer wall. For some time he did not attach any importance to the incident, but presently the unmistakable sound of a piece of silver being tested against another caused him to regard the matter as one which he should in duty probe. On the threshold he found Chan Chun, who greeted him with marked consideration.

“You alone stand between me and humiliation on the morrow,” said the craftsman with engaging freedom. “When the painstaking Mandarin who is to judge our efforts selects as the worthiest that which I have brought, how will his inspired decision be announced?”

“Should your hopes be fruitful, a full-throated herald of the court will cry aloud your name, the sign beneath which you dwell, and the nature of your handicraft. On hearing these, a chosen band outside will repeat the details to the four corners of the earth, to symbolize the far-extending limit of your fame, their voices being assisted when necessary by a company of lusty horners. . . . And thereupon this necessitous person will seek out one with whom he has wagered on the strength of your renown and claim from him an indicated stake. May your valiant cause succeed!”

“Doubtless it may in its essence, yet none of these things you speak of will ensue — particularly the last,” replied Chan Chun. “By an incredible perversity, the written tablet of my name and the like required details has been omitted, so that when the choice is reached no announcement can be made. The vanquished, not slow to use this sordid weapon put within their reach, will claim the forfeit of my chance, urging that by this oversight I have not fulfilled the declared terms, nor can those who hold the balance resist the formal challenge. Not to further this act of iniquity, permit me to pass inside, gracious Pang, so that I may complete what is now lacking.”

“This is a somewhat knotty tangle, chieftain,” said the keeper of the door uncertainly, “and one not over clear as to which end leads to wisdom. Thus it was laid upon me as a solemn charge, that at the sounding of the eighth gong all further traffic in this matter ceased — that which is within remaining so and all beyond excluded from the Hall. Should it come to the ears of high ones that in this I have failed incapably—”

“It is foreseen,” interposed Chan Chun; “nor is your complicity involved. As I awaited you, a piece of silver slipped down from my grasp and rolled some way apart. Should you seek this, your eyes will be upon the ground, and nothing else will come within their sight, while being at a little distance from the open door you will have no knowledge that anyone goes in or out. Thus, with well-chosen words, you can safely take the most convincing oath, nor will your phantom’s future state be thereby held to bondage.”

“That which has an inlet has an outlet also,” assented Pang, now fully reassured, “and your mind is stored with profitable wisdom. Yet,” he added thoughtfully, “it is no less truly said, ‘As the glove smells, so the hand.’ Is the piece of silver which is the basis of this person’s attitude lawful in weight and of the stipulated purity?”

“If anything, it exceeds in both respects,” affirmed Chan Chun. “Preserve a virtuous front in all contingencies and none can implicate you.”

It has already been discreetly indicated that, in a moment of emergency, Chan Chun’s character might undergo a downward bend. So far he had been able to withstand all the ordinary allurements placed about his path by evil Forces, none of these being on a sufficiently large scale to make the hazard profitable. But in Kin’s great achievement he plainly recognized the extinction of his own pre-eminence among the craftsmen of Tai-chow, for none could miss its matchless qualities nor fail to accord to it an excellence above his own. To this contemplation was added the acuter barb that the one who should supplant him thus publicly was the disregarded underling who served his bench. In this extremity Chan Chun sent forth a message of despair to any passing demon who would succour him and even yet assure his triumph. To his weak and superficial mind, the solution at once offered by one seemed both adequate and just, and he accordingly proceeded to that end. Having gained admission to the unguarded Hall by the stratagem set forth, he treacherously removed the tablet of Kin’s name from off its owner’s work and placed it on his own, and in like manner transferred his own name and description to the creation of his servant’s hand, well knowing that Kin had none to support his claim, and that, if dissent arose, the word of an obscure hireling would not emerge above Chan Chun’s outstanding voice. Then, after again exhorting Pang to maintain an unswerving denial in the face of any question, he returned to his own abode, quite satisfied that, in a very difficult manner, he had acted up to the requirements.

On the following day, Chan Chun would have denied to Kin any respite from his task, the better to effect his crafty scheme, but as soon as it was light, a herald passed along the Ways announcing in the Mandarin’s name that to mark so special an occasion no one should engage in any work that day, but should, instead, receive a double wage, and so great was the respect now paid to Tseng Hung’s slightest wish that, among all those who laboured in or about Tai-chow, there was not one who did not instantly comply.

At the appointed hour every person in the city and the boundaries round who was capable of movement was clustered about the Palace of the Lustres, Chan Chun and Kin among them. The former of the two had purchased a position upon an erected structure draped with red, which enabled him to maintain an attitude of ease and arrogance toward those who stood below, while Kin had been content to arrange himself among the feet of the foremost line. When the Mandarin Tseng Hung appeared, surrounded by his guard, so loud and continuous was the thunder of his welcome that several flashes of lightning are credibly asserted to have followed, owing to an excess of zeal on the part of the conscientious but inexperienced Being who had charge of it. Yet it is to be doubted if Kin heard a sound or saw any of the moving crowd, for at a single glance he plainly recognized in Tseng Hung the agreeable philosopher who had assured him of protection when they encountered in the wood.

In order to avoid the possibly profanity of the Mandarin being actually touched by a person of no distinction the Hall of the competition had not been opened since the preceding night, nor were any allowed to pass within when Tseng Hung entered it, save only his chosen band. To those among the throng outside who were competing craftsmen the moments were as leisurely as the shadow of a branchless pine tree moving across a level sward.

At length one in authority came forth, and at the sight of him, expecting this to be the herald who should proclaim the victor, speech and movement died away, so that the only sounds heard throughout the vast multitude were the indignant cries of those who enjoined silence on each other.

“Let two approach and with downcast eyes prepare to be received into the very presence of the august Tseng Hung himself,” announced the messenger, in an all-powerful voice. “These be Chan Chun, who carves ivory beneath the sign of a golden elephant, and Kin, the attendant of his hand. Hear and obey.”

“Your wholly abject servant hastens to comply,” cried Chan Chun, almost casting himself bodily from the height of the barrier in a passion of servility, and still more in a praiseworthy determination to be there before the inopportune Kin should gain the Mandarin’s ear. Kin, however, was no less speedy, although the obstruction of his passage was equally involved, so that, as a result, they reached Tseng Hung and prostrated themselves, each with his face pressed submissively into the dust, side by side.”

“Rise, unassuming ones,” said the Mandarin, with a consideration almost unparalleled in an official of his illustrious button. “Your attitude, though complimentary in itself and eminently suited to a merely formal greeting, is frankly embarrassing to all in the light of well-extended conversation.”

“Your gracious words sink through the back of my threadbare head and reached even this ill-nurtured brain, so clear-cut is the penetration of their brilliance,” replied Chan Chun, scarcely daring to obey so indulgent a command.

“Doubtless,” assented the Mandarin, with high-born tact, “But owing to the necessary inversion of our respective postures yours unfortunately do not possess a reciprocal capacity. Furthermore,” he continued, in a voice from which the sympathetic modulation began imperceptibly to fade, “in order to avoid a very regrettable strain upon your neck, it will be necessary for you to use your eyes adroitly. Raise yourself to a position in keeping with your wide repute, upright Chan, and state deliberately wherein lies the pith of associating your ornate name with a merely shapeless block.”

The matter having thus become too intricately arranged to be parried by evasive flattery, Chan Chun raised so much of himself as was permissible and looked toward the indicated point, but at the benumbing sight he dropped back into his original abandonment, partly because his two-faced joints betrayed his flaccid limbs, but also to gain a precious moment in which to rearrange his mind. What he had seen was the foundation of Kin’s work indeed, still bearing the tablet of his own name and sign, as he had unostentatiously contrived, but the bird itself was no longer there. So lifelike had been Kin’s inspired touch that the sound of one of its own kind calling from outside had enticed the creature into flight.

“In order to give your inventive mind an unfettered range we will pass for the moment from the question of punishing contumely to that of rewarding merit,” continued the justice-loving Tseng Hung impartially. “This ingenious but by no means heroic device of concentric palaces, bearing the name and symbol of Kin Weng, the underling of the momentarily indisposed Chan Chun, must be selected to receive our highest commendation. Let the herald therefore proclaim—”

“Imperishable!” exclaimed Chan Chun, unable any longer to retain between his teeth the bitterness of seeing his achievement surrendered to another, “before the decisive word is spoken, hear the ungilded truth of my misshapen lips. In the darkness of the night, having discovered an essential detail to be lacking from my task, I sought to remedy this. Deluded by the misguiding beams of the great sky lantern, my inept hand must have stumbled in the direction of its quest, and thus the tablet that I would have placed about my work found a resting place upon the immature effort of this inoffensive youth.”

“His in like manner?” inquired the painstaking Mandarin.

“Possibly unseen Influences have therein been at work,” Chan Chun ventured to suggest. “Or, perchance, one of those concerned about the Hall, seeing a deficiency, removed a tablet from the space where two appeared, and thus and thus—”

“What fits the right foot does not necessarily fit the left,” remarked the judicial-minded administrator, keeping a firm grasp upon the intricacies of the case. “Is there present anyone who can bear witness to your cause, Chan Chun?”

“Pang, who guards the outer door of the Palace, will uphold what I have said,” replied Chan Chun, endeavouring to convey by a veiled glance toward the one in question a knowledge of the changed necessity pursuing him. “He it was who, measuring the extremity of my need with a forbearing rod, admitted me by night.”

“High excellence,” declared the inauspicious Pang, thrusting himself forward from among those who were stationed round, “may my lot through all futurity be a rigid arm and an itching sore if my discovering eye beheld the sight or if this forbidding hand was raised to suffer any man to pass,” and the slow-witted person who had spoken closed one eye in the direction of Chan Chun in order to reassure him that he would, despite all enticement to the contrary, tenaciously follow his instruction.

“We have heard it said, ‘One may ride upon a tiger’s back but it is fatal to dismount,’ and you, Chan Chun, are experiencing the wisdom of the verse,” declared Tseng Hung. “Pang having bent within your hand, it behoves your expectant eyes to seek another prop. Is there, by chance, none who has seen you busied at your task?”

“Alas, omnipotence, I wrought in secret lest another should forestall my plan.”

“Can you then implicate Kin Weng with this emblem of contempt and save your own repute by calling to your aid those who have marked it beneath his fashioning hand?”

“I also strove unnoticed at my toil, benevolence, nor has any ever deigned to tarry as he passed my despised bench by,” interposed Kin, not thinking it necessary to declare himself more fully until it became apparent on which side justice lay.

“He whose sandals are in holes is seldom asked to ride,” quoted Chan Chun, plainly recognizing that disgrace would attract few toward his need. “Having reached the end of my evasion, mightiness, I bend an acquiescent neck.”

“In that case your suspense should not be long,” was the humane assurance, but before Chan Chun could frame a submissive line a disturbing tumult reached their ears.

“Great Head,” cried a captain of the guard which stood outside, entering with an absence of all seemly form, “there is an omen in the sky to justify my uncouth haste. A strange white bird has three times circled round the tower above and now remains suspended in an unnatural poise, high in the middle air.”

“All this is according to a definite line of augury and moves toward an end,” remarked the Mandarin, leaving his ceremonial chair and indicating that those concerned should follow him. “If this celestial creature can be brought to earth and is found to fit a place upon the sculptured block, Chan Chun’s contention need not be gainsaid, while distinction of a very special kind will appertain to Kin. Let the most skillful with his bow stand forth.”

“Wang, of the Crouching Leopard Band, display the opening attitude!” commanded an under-captain of the guard.

“A weighty bar of silver for thy needy sleeve if the first shaft shall reach its destined mark,” promised Chan Chun in a beseeching voice.

“Begin to prepare to affix a trusty arrow to thy bow in accordance with the prescribed requirements of the distance to be attained,” continued the one who led the movements. “Extending a propitious hand in the direction of the upper—”

“All-powerful chief!” exclaimed Kin suddenly, casting himself before the Mandarin’s feet. “Suffer the inoffensive bird to live in safety, and the penalty that Chan Chun has merited I will myself incur.”

“Rise, estimable Kin,” replied Tseng Hung, raising a jewelled hand with a gesture indicating that if his position had been slightly less exalted he might even have extended it; “your orthodox way of behaving in this emergency, together with the low-class efforts of the usurpatory Chan Chun, make any display of judicial alertness on this one’s part superfluous. Your humane wish is granted.”

“In any case,” remarked the morose Wang, as one who forebodes oppression, “the discriminating bird has by this time passed out of the range of a merely human skill. Yet as a certain sum was specified—”

“Revert to your original attitude of unalertness!” interposed the under-captain definitely.

“There is still another page to be unrolled if the Destinies are to be fulfilled as the Omens would direct,” declared Tseng Hung expectantly. “Turn your capable eyes toward the west, Kin Weng, and search the path that gives access to our weed-grown park.”

“None approaches from your well-kept grounds, esteemed,” replied Kin, after a penetrating scrutiny.

Tseng Hung leaned upon his staff and his lips moved, but so discreetly that none save Kin (who saw in this an added likeness to the one called Che-ung) detected the enchantment.

“A vision of the inner chamber lifts your latch and makes as though an unseen power directs her steps this way,” reported Kin.

“Is she known to your remembrance?” asked the other, with a warning glance.

“He who dreams by night may also dream by day, but who shall recall the colours of a rainbow that is past?” was the guarded answer.

Tseng Hung signified his approval of this speech and moved his staff again.

“Should any further auspice seem worthy of remark, do not hesitate to free your mind,” he said protectingly.

“She holds a white bird in her arms, which nestles there; but to presume a mutual bond from that would not be opportune,” replied Kin with ingrained diffidence.

“Do not hesitate; remember that it is better to be the forefront of a rabbit than the hind quarters of an ox; and should the portents be maintained, your pre ¨But the moment for the final test is now at hand.

eminence is well assured. Come.” With this condescending familiarity of speech, the unworldly Mandarin led Kin aside and brought him back into the Hall where they had lately been. Here, without actually concealing themselves, they stooped behind an upright beam of sufficient size, and thus screened they watched the maiden enter. Straight to the spot where Kin’s work had stood she bent her feet, then stopped, and there from her releasing hands the bird flew lightly down and, taking up again its exact place upon the sculptured block, passed at once into its former state of lifelike poise.

“Fa Ming, daughter of my all-but-extinct Line, what aim has brought you to this spot?” mildly inquired Tseng Hung, discovering himself to her.

“That is a matter which lies beyond my feeble lore, revered,” was the suitable reply. “As I sat in my leafy bower, sewing pearls upon a golden ground, a white bird entered by an open lattice and flew into my heart, filling its empty void. Then with a message that I may not speak, it drew me on and on until, about this place, its purpose being fulfilled, it passed into another state, leaving me tranquil.”

“This is the end to which I have striven through many gloomy years, and it was with this in view that I finally applied myself, with varying results, to the questionable arts,” remarked the gratified father, beckoning Kin Weng forward and addressing himself chiefly to that one’s ear. “At an early age the last enduring offspring of my decrepit trunk came under the perfidious influence of the spirit of an uprooted banyan tree, who, to revenge itself for an imaginary slight in the choosing of her name, deprived her of the gentle and confiding habit which up to that time she had invariably displayed and in its stead imposed its own unbalanced and vainglorious nature. To neutralize this powerful influence was by no means so simple as an ordinary person might at first imagine, as it necessitated gaining a profound knowledge into the customs and circumstances of every kind of Being, Force, Spirit, Demon, Vampire, Shadow, Ghost, and other supernatural creature inhabiting earth, air, water, fire, and wood. The possible intervention of dragons, phoenixes, tortoises, and unicorns, both ill and well disposed, had also to be delicately balanced, and the contending influences of tides, planets, winds, inundations, eclipses, and dynastic changes accurately divined. In addition to these, no single omen, portent, augury, prediction, conjecture, foreboding, dream, or imprecation could safely be ignored. In the end, the movements of practically every living person in Tai-chow and its surroundings were more or less drawn into the scheme, so involved had the counter-charm become, while the discovery that only one short measure of time during the next ten thousand years was really auspicious for the test necessitated an immediate effort.”

“Your labours have been both wide and profound, esteemed,” remarked Kin deferentially. “Yet,” he added, with an admiring glance in the direction of Fa Ming, “were they multiplied by ten their troubles are repaid a hundredfold.”

“It will be gratifying if all concerned, Chan Chun specifically, prove as outspoken in their loyalty,” replied Tseng Hung.

“Omniscience,” reported a privileged slave, entering hurriedly, “the populace has begun to assail the keepers of the routes with missiles of the riper sort, and the official few, fearing a popular rising, await your gracious word to announce that the promised entertainment is not yet commenced or has already reached its determined end.”

“Let all be freely admitted whatever their degree, and bid the several troupes of music-players to engage at once in harmony to the full extent of their capacity,” commanded the Mandarin resourcefully. “We ourselves will display our interest in the animated scene from the seclusion of this conveniently arranged cupola.”

Yet, despite the attraction of his urbane presence, Kin Weng and Fa Ming neglected to accompany him, and when the Hall became thronged with persons of the usual kind, it was noticed by the more observant that the two referred to stood side by side apart, and that, although without having anything in the nature of spoken language to exchange, they did not appear to realize a deficiency.

When Kai Lung had related the story of Kin Weng, there was no longer any reason for his presence, nor, with sincere courtesy, did the hospitable band around make an actual effort to detain him. For a moment he had the low-minded impulse to pass round his penurious bowl, but seeing that those about had become inextricably absorbed in conversing with each other, he judged that the movement would be deemed inept.

Outside the door, Hwa-mei was waiting, an inconspicuous bundle at her feet and a trimmed lantern placed beside it.

“The oppressive closeness of the day has gone, and presently the great sky light will rise to guide our footsteps,” she remarked agreeably, after they had exchanged words of an appropriate nature. “Is there any reason why we should not at length return to the scene of our disturbed felicity?”

“It had been somewhat to my purpose that the trivial Li-loe might journey by our side, he having in a measure contributed to our cause,” was the rejoinder. “But the witling was ever of a stunted warp, and now he steadily declines to forsake the valley. He is even now there, digging — doubtless for the cask of wine, of which he cannot recognize the no-existence.”

“Doubtless,” assented Hwa-mei abstractedly, and they set forth together, she still maintaining a grasp upon the slight burden she had brought while sustained the lantern. The lights of Chi-U grew fewer, less, and vanished, and soon even the melodious clamour of hollow wooden drums, resonant stones, bells, gongs, and cymbals that marked Hai Shin’s exultant homeward progress sank to a faint tremor on the unruffled air . . . then, when sought for again, had faded.

“Though it was but a small cottage it was seemly,” remarked Kai Lung, with the first trace of sadness. “Alas, this time, cherished, there is nothing but a ruin.”

“He who can command four hands shall never lack a shelter,” replied Hwa-mei, undaunted; “and that which is built on mutual affection has a very sure foundation. Furthermore, if the roof is low it will be the nearer to our thoughts. Is it not, O storyteller, written, ‘When the wine is rich we overlook the gilding in the cup?’”

“Yet the peach tree at the gate has been destroyed, the sown field wasted, and the scanty store put by against the day of drought has melted.”

“As to that,” said Hwa-mei, with a certain gaiety in her manner, “an adequacy of, as it may be expressed, seed, has by the forethought of the Sustaining Ones been provided for the renewal of our harvest.” Thus speaking she untied the knots that bound the cords and then disclosed her burden. It consisted chiefly of a nest of pearls, but there were also eleven other varieties of precious stones and a reasonable amount of both gold and silver. “Ming-shu and Shan Tien would each seem to have provided for the morrow, and since neither of them will have occasion to pass that way again, it would have been inopportune not to search beneath the ground whereon their tents had stood.”

“As you must clearly have been led by the guiding spirits of your — no less than my own — ever-to-be-reverenced ancestors, it would, perhaps, be impious not to accept their gift in the way it was intended, and to make use of the various possessions here, in a good sense, gradually,” declared Kai Lung, after he had tested a chance selection of the gems and metals. “Inexorable is the saying, ‘However much the river winds it finds the sea at last.’”


PART II. — THE GREAT SKY LANTERN


CHAPTER X. How Kai Lung Sought to Discourage One Who Did Not Gain His Approbation
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TO KAI LUNG, reclining at ease within the lengthening shadow of his own mulberry tree, there came the sound of contest, as of one strong in his assurance, and the melodious laughter of another who derided what he claimed. Recognizing therein the voices of Chi Lin, the son of a rich neighbour, and Precious Jade, the matchless blossom of his own matured years, the discriminating relater of imagined tales slowly closed the scroll upon which he had been absorbed and imperceptibly composed himself into an attitude of wary unconcern — not with the ignoble purpose of listening to their words, but so that he might haply correct any inelegance of style in such stray phrases as should reach his ear.

“Thus and thus, perchance, it has been in the past,” came the boast of the vainglorious youth, “but this person will yet pluck a whisker from the tree of Fame, and even hang the silver buckle of his shoe upon the crescent of the great sky light itself.”

“Thus and thus indeed!” mocked the answering voice, and a laugh, musical as a stream of pearls falling into a crystal lake, stirred the perfumed air. “Beware of arousing the envy of the sleeping shades of Yao-u and Shun, O thrice-valiant one!”

At the mention of these unapproachable heroes of the past, Chi Lin plainly realized the unseemly loudness of his challenge, for he moved yet closer to the maiden’s side and began to express himself very ardently into her well-placed ear. Kai Lung, therefore, had no alternative but to leave the shelter of his arbour and to display himself openly before them.

“Noble youth,” he remarked with becoming mildness, “consider, if but for a breathing-space of time, the harmonious balance of the unisons. Trees put forth leaves, flowers, and fruit, each in due season; men — those who attain the honourable appendages of virtuous old age — wear whiskers or moustaches and the like. The analogy was ill-contrived.”

“Venerated master,” replied the self-confident one whom he had thus arraigned, “in the unsophisticated days of your distinguished minstrelsy, it was doubtless well enough to speak of things as they really were. In our own more exacting times, however, in order to entice the approbation of the throng it is necessary to cultivate a studied obliquity of style. To pluck the natural verdure of a tree foreshadows no romance, but what imagination is not stirred by the bold conception of a doubtless retaliatory arboreal whisker being torn from its parent stock?”

“Alas,” admitted Kai Lung sadly, “it is well written, ‘The shell must crumble when the young emerge,’ and this obsolete person’s literary manner is both thin and very fragile.”

“Yet,” protested Precious Jade, rearranging his pigtail affectionately, “it has been freely said that no arising emergency has ever found you unprovided with an appropriate theme.”

“Who stoops to gather fallen leaves when the full fruit bends to meet his hand?” replied the one concerned. “Since your curiosity clearly tends that way, however, doubtless this opportune and intellectually replete young man will relate by what means the great sky lantern came to have that crescent point toward which the latter part of his painstaking ambition is directed.”

“The requirement finds me unprepared,” stammered Chi Lin, by no means grasping how the exigency had arisen. “It is one thing to speak in terms of classical allusion, as of a ‘peach’; it is quite another to have to declare who grafted the stem that bore the analogous fruit and where he performed his Rites. The words were but in the nature of an imagined feat.”

Kai Lung shook his head as one not wholly satisfied.

“Before setting out for a distant and barbarian land, it is prudent to learn all that is available of the difficulties to be encountered by the way,” he stubbornly contested. “Turn, accordingly, your highly connected footsteps in the direction of my very incommodious summer-house, O Chi Lin, and then, after this deformed and altogether unattractive she-thing of my decaying Line has brought fruit and wine wherewith to sustain you through the ordeal, I will endeavour to remove your lamentable want of historical polish as agreeably as possible.”

Chi Lin would have refrained, it having been his intention to pass the time pleasurably in Precious Jade’s society without any reference to Kai Lung himself, but this no longer seemed feasible, and he began to recognize that he had conducted the enterprise in a manner unworthy of his all-embracing reputation. Nor did the engaging maiden return with the promised viands, her place being taken by a one-eyed hag of forbidding outline, but the self-opinionated storyteller behaved with all the narrow-minded obstinacy of his unsympathetic tribe, for ignoring his reluctant guest’s well-displayed air of no-enthusiasm, he seated himself upon the floor and proceeded leisurely to unfold the story of the alluring Chou.



The Story of the Philosopher Kuo Tsun
and of His Daughter, Peerless Chou

In the reign of the patriarchal Chun-kuh a venerable philosopher occupied a position of some distinction outside a small village in what is now the province of Shan Si. This versatile person, Kuo Tsun by name, had an only she-child, Chou, in whose welfare he was sincerely concerned. In view of what happens even within the limits of this badly told and ill-constructed story, it is hardly necessary to describe Chou’s outward semblance, beyond stating generally that, for some time afterward, it was not unusual to meet quite elderly ascetics whose necks had become permanently bent from an inability to remove their eyes from her perfection after they had passed.

At that remote cycle of time, matters had not become organized on stable and harmonious bases. A thick mist still obscured the land (for the canals were not yet dug), and under the cover of its malignant shade Forces of various kinds, both Good and Bad, were accustomed to frequent the earth and to reveal their conflicting energies more openly than they are prone to do today. Dragons of all the eleven sorts might be encountered anywhere. Winged snakes and phoenixes disturbed the air. Unicorns and celestial tortoises wrought the omens of their presence, and from numerous water-courses the voices of singing serpents — whose song is like the clashing of melodious rocks — tempted the passerby. The more ordinary manifestations of spectres, ghouls, vampires, demons, voices, presages, and homeless shadows excited no comment. For lengthy periods, sometimes exceeding years, the rain never ceased to fall, the lightning to be displayed, and the thunder to announce the labour of the High Ones, as the Immortal Principle strove to adjust the Eternal Equipoise. Owing to the absence of fixed barriers between the Upper and the Lower Airs many of the deities strayed down upon the earth and formed connections of the more intimate kind with ordinary beings. From this cause it came about that not a few people found themselves to possess qualities for which it was difficult to account, and it was widely admitted that, sooner or later, anything might be expected to come to pass.

Besides being a discriminating sage, Kuo Tsun was also a powerful magician, and it was, indeed, chiefly due to his attainments in the latter capacity that he was able to procure the means of sustenance. While not failing to profit by the circumstance, the contrast was one that did not gladden his understanding.

“It cannot cease to be an element of bitterness in this one’s stomach,” he was wont to remark, “that while he has no difficulty, as a mediocre wizard, in converting the baser metals into gold, as a farsighted philosopher the full extent of his laborious system has been to reduce Everything to Nothing.”

Chou, also, was not entirely devoid of unnatural gifts. She could, she had learned by chance, transform herself into the appearance of certain of the lower creatures, and in moments of concentrated emotion, when words became inadequate, she had the power of breathing out fire. But with a seemly regard for the proprieties she gradually relinquished both these practices, although a few sparks occasionally betrayed the sincerity of her feelings even in later years. Her own she-children enjoyed the same corrosive attribute to a less visible degree, while her he-children walked in the integritous footsteps of their accomplished grandsire. One became a high official, the second a fearless warrior, and yet a third a person of commercial eminence. All possessed the serviceable capacity of transmutation, but the process was rather more protracted and involved than it had been with the inspired founder of their Line, and it was not infrequently discovered that what looked like gold in its creator’s hands had in some obscure way assumed another and inferior guise after it had been successfully disposed of.

In the interval of his meditations, Kuo Tsun did not disdain to take Chou indulgently by the hand and to point out to her the properties of things and the inferences that his well-trained mind evolved.

“We perceive,” he thus explained, “that by a beneficent scheme of spells and counter-charms when the light goes darkness gradually appears, and when darkness has run its appointed span the light is ready again to take its place. What, however, would occur if by some celestial oversight this had not been foreseen, and both light and dark had been withdrawn together? The logical mind bends almost double beneath the weight of so dire a catastrophe, but it is inevitable that in place of creatures of the day and creatures of the night the Empire would have become the haunting-place of a race of pale and uncertain ghosts.”

“You are all-knowing,” replied Chou with ingratiating candour, though it did not escape the philosopher’s notice that she was gazing in several other directions as she spoke. “Your eyes see round the corners of the earth, and wisdom distends your waistband.”

“Say on,” remarked Kuo Tsun dispassionately. “Yet should this appreciation forecast another robe of netted gold, or a greater sufficiency of honeyed figs, let it be cheerfully understood among us that this afflicted person’s eyes are practically opaque and his outline concave.”

“Your large-handed bounty satisfies in every way,” declared Chou openly. “The reference to your admitted powers was concrete and sincere. Something in the nature of an emergency confronts the one before you, and she would lean heavily upon your sympathetic lore.”

“In that case,” said the magician, “it might be well to have all the support available,” and he would have proceeded to trace the Symbols on the ground with his bamboo wand had not Chou’s lotus hand restrained him.

“It is by raising your eyes, rather, than bending them upon the earth, that enlightenment will come,” she urged. “Behold, before us stretch the disputatious waters of the Ch’hang Ho.”

“Truly so,” agreed Kuo Tsun; “yet by pronouncing a single word of magic I can, should you desire to cross, cause a solid shaft of malachite to span the torrent.”

“The difficulty is not so easily bridged as that,” replied Chou, directing an evenly balanced glance of some significance. “What detail on the west bank of the river most attracts your never-failing gaze?”

“Upon a convenient crag there rises the strong tower of Ah-mong, the robber chief,” pronounced Kuo Tsun. “At the moment it is rendered doubly conspicuous by the fact that the revolting outlaw himself stands upon the highest pinnacle and waves a two-edged sword in this direction.”

“Such is his daily threat,” declared Chou with a refined shudder of well-arranged despair, “it being his avowed intention to destroy all people by that means unless this one will consent to grace his inner chamber.”

Although Kuo Tsun could not repress an element of surprise that the matter had progressed to so definite a complication without a hint even of its inception warning him, he did not suffer the emergency to impair the broad-minded tolerance of his vision.

“Thus positioned,” he judicially remarked, “it might become more prudent to recall the far-reaching length of Ah-mong’s sword rather than the distressing shortness of his finger nails, and to dwell on the well-lined depth of his treasure-store to the exclusion of his obvious shallowness of mind.”

“Perchance,” assented Chou; “yet now direct your all-discerning glance to the east bank of the river and indicate what feature of the landscape most forcibly asserts itself.”

“The meagre hut of the insolvent scholar Yan is in itself a noticeable landmark,” was the reply. “As the versatile student of the Classics is even now — by a process quite outside this inefficient person’s antiquated wizardry — projecting a display of lightning flashes from a revolving wheel, the spot assumes an added prominence.”

“The perfection of that device is the assiduous Yan’s continual aim,” expounded Chou. “This effected, it is his lamentable design to require the diffident one now conversing with you to share his penurious cell, and should this be withheld, to consume the world with fire.”

At this further disclosure of the well-spread range of Chou’s allurement, Kuo Tsun did not deem it inept to clear his throat of acrimony.

“Doubtless it is as it was designed from the beginning of time,” he took occasion to remark, “for had the deities intended that men should control the movements of their lesser ones, instead of two eyes in front, they would have endowed us with sixteen, arranged all round.”

“Doubtless,” assented Chou with commendable docility, “but pending the arrival of that Golden Age, by what agile display of deep-witted philosophy is it your humane purpose to avert these several ills?”

“The province of philosophy,” replied the one who thus described his office, “is not so much to prevent calamities befalling as to demonstrate that they are blessings when they have taken place. The only detail that need concern us here is to determine whether it is more unpleasant to be burned to death or to perish by the sword.”

“That is less than my conception of the issue,” declared Chou with an indomitable air. “Is then mankind to become extinguished and the earth remain a void by reason of this one’s inopportune perfection? Rather than suffer that extremity, she will resolutely set out to conform to the requirements of both positions.”

“Restrain your admitted reluctance to jeopardize the race for at least a few beats of time,” counselled Kuo Tsun, withdrawing his mind from a deep inward contemplation. “There is an apt saying, ‘What appear to be the horns of a bull by night stand revealed as the ears of a mule at daybreak,’ and something in the nature of a verbal artifice occurs to me. Exactly what form this should take eludes the second-rate functioning of my misshapen brain at the moment but light will doubtless be vouchsafed. . . . Had the ill-dispositioned chieftain of an unsightly band of low-caste footpads possessed even the rudiments of a literary style, an eliminating test in the guise of an essay in antitheses might have been arranged between them.”

“With so unexacting a trial, the contingency of both succeeding should not be overlooked,” interposed Chou decisively.

“Leave that to one who in his youth composed an ode containing seven thousand conflicting parallels, so deftly interwoven that even at the end the meaning had to be sought in what was unexpressed,” replied Kuo Tsun with inoffensive confidence. “Putting the same glove on the other hand, if the effete seeker after knowledge known to us as Yan had any acquaintance with the martial arts, a well-contested combat would seem to be the obvious solution.”

“Yet, with so formidable an encounter, the possibility of both succumbing must not be ignored,” urged Chou with humane solicitude; but Kuo Tsun did not applaud her bias.

“It is easier to get honey from the gullet of a she-bear than sincerity from between the lips of an upright woman,” he declared with some annoyance. “If it is neither your will that both should fail nor yet that both should triumph, indicate plainly which of the two permeates your eye with the light of gladness?”

“That,” replied Chou modestly, “is as it will of itself appear hereafter; for if it is no part of the philosopher to avert misfortune, neither is it within the province of a maiden to hasten it.”

As she made this unpretentious reference to the one who should in the fullness of time possess her, the radiant being took from her sleeve a disc of polished brass to reassure herself that her pearl-like face would be worthy of the high occasion, and she also touched her lips with a pigment of a special tincture and enhanced the slanting attraction of her accomplished eyes. But when she would have fixed at a more becoming angle the jewelled comb of scented wood that restrained the abundance of her floating hair, it slipped from her graceful hand and was lost in the darkness of a crevice.

“Alas,” she exclaimed, in an access of magnanimous despair, “that is by no means the first which has escaped my unworthy grasp among these ill-constructed rocks. Would that I might have a comb fashioned of the substance of the great sky lantern hanging there, for then its shining lustre would always reveal its presence.”

“Even that shall be accorded if in return you will but share this degraded outcast’s sordid lot,” cried a harsh and forbidding voice from near at hand, and at the same moment the double-faced Ah-mong disclosed himself from behind a convenient boulder. At the first distant glimpse of Chou he had crept up unheard to gloat his repulsive eyes on her complicated beauty as his obscene habit was. “Entitle me to the low-minded felicitations of my questionable friends, and all the resources of a nimble-fingered band of many-footed mercenaries shall be pressed into your cause.”

At this proposal, an appropriate saying, in which a bullfrog sought to pursue an eagle, rose to Chou’s lips, but before she had made the unflattering reference Kuo Tsun contrived a sign enjoining caution.

“All this shapes itself to some appointed goal,” he whispered sagely. “The actual end of Ah-mong will certainly be painful and obscure, but in the meanwhile it is as well to play an ambiguous role.”

“Disclose your mind,” continued the obtuse chief robber (the philosopher having, by witchcraft, propelled his speech toward Chou’s ear alone); “for the time has arrived when it is necessary to be explicit. On the one hand is raised this person’s protective arm; on the other, his avenging sword. Partake of either freely.”

“Your amiable condescension retards for the moment the flow of my never really quick-witted offspring’s gratitude,” interposed Kuo Tsun tactfully. “I will therefore lift my discordant voice on her behalf. Your princely dignity requires that your lightest word be unbending as a wedge of iron, and in this matter my verbal feet are hastening to meet your more than halfway spoken gesture. Procure the slice of heavenly luminary to which allusion has been made, and the ceremonial interchange of binding rites will no longer be delayed.”

“The task is so purely a formality that, among broad-minded friends, the suggestion of delay would imply a distorting reflection,” remarked Ah-mong, hoping to outwit Kuo Tsun among the higher obscurities. “Let mutual pledge be made on this auspicious spot.”

“Friendship,” replied the philosopher no less ably, “has been aptly likened to two hands of equal size dipping into one bowl at the selfsame moment. How well-balanced must be the shadow cast by so harmonious a group!”

“May two insatiable demons dip their rapacious claws into your misbegotten vitals!” exclaimed Ah-mong, throwing off all restraint as he recognized his impotence; and with ill-advised precipitancy he seized the alluring form of Chou in his unseemly arms, intending to possess her. In this, however, his feet moved beyond his mental balance, for as his offensive touch closed tenaciously upon her, Chou merged her volition inward and with maidenly reserve changed herself into the form and condition of a hedge-pig. With a full-throated roar of concentrated anguish, Ah-mong leaped back at any hazard, and escaping thus she found safety in a deep fissure of the earth. Not to be wholly deterred in his profane endeavour, Ah-mong then turned upon Kuo Tsun and advanced, waving his voracious sword and uttering cries of menace; but as soon as he was assured of Chou’s security, the farseeing sage passed upward in the form of a thin wraith of smoke. Brought up against a stubborn wall, Ah-mong threw a little earth into the air and tried several of the simpler forms of magic, but so illiterate was his breeding that in no single instance could he pronounce the essential word aright, and the extent of his achievement was to call down a cloud of stinging scorpions through which he struggled back to his tower morosely, arraigning the deities and cherishing his scars.

On the day following that of this encounter, Chou walked alone along the east bank of the river. Owing, doubtless, to the involved nature of her meditation, she was within sight of Yan’s obscure abode before she realized the circumstance; nor did she at once turn back, partly because so abrupt a movement might have seemed discourteous if he had observed it, but also because she knew at that hour Kuo Tsun would be safely asleep within his inner chamber. As she advanced, slowly yet with graceful ease, the following inoffensive words, sung by one to the accompaniment of vibrating strings, indicated the nature of her welcome.



“Seated on the east bank of the Ch’hang River,
I tuned my lute into accord with its dark and sombre waters;
But presently the sun appearing every ripple sparkled like a flashing jewel,
And my glad fingers swept the cords in unison.
So when this heaven-sent one approaches all sad and funeral thoughts are banished,
And my transported heart emits a song of gladness.”



“The time for such palatable expressions of opinion is, alas, withheld,” remarked Chou, as Yan stood hopefully before her. “The calamitous Ah-mong has brought things to a sharply pointed edge among our several destinies, and the future is obscure.”

“So long as our mutual affection thrives, no time can be otherwise than bright,” replied the scholar.

“From a poetical angle that cannot be gainsaid,” admitted Chou. “None the less truly is it written, ‘Even flowers turn their faces from the sun that sets’, and my revered father is, after all, semi-human.”

“Are then the feet of the profound Kuo Tsun’s regard still reversed in my direction?”

“Detestable as the admission is, your imperishable Treatise on the Constituents of Voidness is his daily execration,” acknowledged Chou. “From this cause a line of dissimulation has necessarily arisen, and the one whom we are now discussing regards you merely as a studious anchoret, instead of a rival philosopher of dangerously advanced views.”

“How then — ?” began Yan, but Chou interposed her efficient voice.

“The situation has slipped somewhat from its appointed base,” she explained, “and the commonplace strategy by which I sought to entice his esteem in your direction has taken a devious bend.” In a few well-arranged words, the versatile maiden disclosed the unrolling of events, adding, “Foiled in his besotted might, the intolerant Ah-mong now kow-tows to the requirement of a no-less-grasping strategy. He has sent a written message of contrition to the all-wise of my noble Line, admitting that his punishment was just, but holding him to the promise by which he may yet acquire me.”

At the mention of his low-conditioned rivals’ name, Yan could not restrain a gesture of dignified contempt.

“Admittedly Ah-mong’s mouth is large,” he declared, “but the seat of his intellect, if indeed it has not completely shrivelled up, must be stunted in the extreme and of less than average quality. Furthermore, so corrupt is his daily life that, even on the most lenient scale, it can have very little longer now to run, while the greater likelihood is that a large adverse balance will have to be expiated by his weak-kneed descendants and all those connected with his effete stock.”

“In what way is this — this doubtless just punishment incurred, and how will it affect the lesser persons of his household?” demanded Chou, with a manifest solicitude that Yan was too high-minded to impugn.

“Besides his ordinary crimes,” he replied, “Ah-mong is known to do things of which a strict account is kept. These are punished by shortening his span of life here on earth before he goes to the Upper Air, where he will atone for the more serious offences. Thus he has been seen to point repeatedly at rainbows, to tread on grain destined for food, to annoy working bees, and to cook his rice, when pressed for time, over unclean sticks. In the extremity of danger, he hisses noisily between his teeth and he has an offensive habit of spitting up at shooting stars. Taking one thing with another, his end may come at any moment.”

“Yet if in the meanwhile he conforms to the imposed condition and procures the comb of silver light, how regrettable would be this one’s plight!” exclaimed Chou, restraining with some difficulty an impulse to breathe out her sentiments more forcibly.

“Set your mind at rest on that score,” replied Yan with ready confidence. “An obvious solution presents itself to one of philosophical detachment. This obscure person will himself bear off the stipulated spoil, anticipate the sluggish-hearted Ah-mong, and then, despite the shadow of his inimitable theme, hold your honourable unnamed to the performance of his iron word.”

“That would certainly smooth out the situation appreciably,” agreed Chou with more composure. “But how shall you” — thus corroding doubts again assailed her— “being small and badly nurtured, as well as unskilled in the proficiency of arms, succeed where the redoubtable Ah-mong falters?”

“It is a mistake to judge the contents from the size and fabric of the vessel,” declared the one who made reply; “nor is the assurance of the branded label always above corruption.”

“Your whisper,” admitted Chou with inoffensive tact, “is more far-reaching than the vindictive outlaw’s loudest summons. Yet has it not been written, ‘Beggars point the way to fortune’?”

“Not less aptly does the saying run, ‘No stream is mighty at its source,’ “ Yan made rejoinder. “Let mere misgivings fade. One who has brought down to you a diadem of stars to set upon your brow” — in this expressive way he indicated the string of poems extolling Chou’s perfection that hung about his stinted cell— “is scarcely prone to tremble at the thought of ravishing the moon to deck your floating hair.”

“It is enough to have reached this apex,” confessed Chou as she listened to Yan’s discriminating tribute; “for my unworthy name will shine by the pure light of your renown forever. I am a queen upon a golden throne, and the people of the earth will bow down before my glory.”

At an early gong-stroke of the following day, after performing his simple rites, Yan took up his staff and set forth on a journey. Distantly related to him by an obscure tie, there lived in a cave among the higher Quang-ling Mountains an elderly astronomer, Cheng his name and his house the reputable one of Chang, who had chosen that barren and austere retreat out of a painstaking resolve to miss no portent in the starry sphere. To consult this profound recluse was now Yan’s object, for who could advise him better than one who had spent the fullness of his life in watching the movements of the Inner and the Outer Upper Paths and the ever-shifting flux of the Beyond? As he passed Ah-mong’s stronghold that truculent leper himself appeared upon his rugged tower and began to whet his great two-handed sword meaningly upon a marble hone, purposely throwing the drip in Yan’s direction. To this insult the scholar replied with a suitably barbed apophthegm, but beyond this they ignored each other’s presence.

Chang Cheng received his kinsman gladly and set out a choicer sufficiency of food and wine than was his own abstemious custom. For some time their conversation was restricted to a well-kept-up exchange of compliments, but gradually the visitor introduced the subject of his ambition. When he fully understood what was required of him, Cheng’s face altered somewhat, but he betrayed no resentment.

“In temporal matters involving force or strategy, it is this one’s habit to be guided almost wholly by the wisdom of misshapen Mow, the dwarf who waits upon his person,” he remarked. “Retire now to your inner recess of the cave, and when the pygmy alluded to returns from gathering herbs, some scheme advancing your felicity may be propounded. In the meanwhile — prosperity and an absence of dragon dreams from about your couch attend you!”

“May the planets weave the lucky sign above your virtuous head!” replied Yan with equal aptness, as he lay down upon the floor. Weary as he was with the long exertion of the day, thoughts of Chou and of the great enterprise upon which his feet had entered kept him for many gong-strokes from floating off into the Middle Air, but as long as he remained awake, whenever he raised his head he could hear the distant murmur of thoughtful voices as Chang Cheng and the gnomish Mow discussed the means of his advancement.

The next morning Yan would have questioned Chang Cheng as to the outcome of the discourse, but the astronomer parried the inquiry with a ready saying.

“ ‘He who can predict winning numbers has no need to let off crackers,’ “ he made reply. “What we shall offer for your enlargement will be displayed at the proper moment.”

“If it is not inopportune, I should like to exchange greetings with one whose cunning stands so high in your esteem,” said Yan. “Will the dwarf Mow presently appear?”

“He has set out upon a distant journey,” replied the other evasively. “Now that the light is here, let us go forth.”

He led the way across the mountains, avoiding the path by which Yan had come, and soon they were in a hidden valley, between two projecting crags.

“These two rocks have been called Jin and Ne-u for a certain reason,” remarked the astronomer, stopping midway through the ravine and searching the stunted growth around his feet. “Formerly a learned sorcerer lived about this spot, but he was changed into a rivulet by an even stronger power whom he had rashly challenged.”

“Doubtless, in a modified way, he can still disclose his wisdom?” suggested Yan.

“For a time he did so, and the spot had some renown, but during an excessive drought the wellspring of his being dried up and nothing now remains of him. He left a pair of magic iron sandals, however, with the message that whoever could wear them would get his heart’s desire.”

“Was the accommodating prediction verified?” inquired Yan with heightened interest.

“It has never yet been put to the corroding test. Of those who tried to profit by the charm, many were unable to don the gear at all, and of those who could, none were successful in moving from the spot. Therein the requirement failed.”

“If it is not taking up too much of your meritorious time, I would gladly make the essay,” declared the student. “Priceless as your help will be, it is as well to remember the saying, ‘Do not carry all your meat held on one skewer.’”

“It is for that very reason that I have brought you to this forgotten place,” replied Chang Cheng. “Here are the sandals lying among the brake; it only remains for you to justify your boldness.”

Yan knelt beside the iron shoes and, with some exertion, adapted his feet to their proportions. The astronomer meanwhile lent his aid, and at a certain point he bent down and pressed the fastenings of the sandals in a special manner. This done, he stood aside.

“The omens of success are not wanting,” exclaimed Yan, standing upright but remaining on the spot. “Yet so far my self-willed limbs betray my exalted spirit.”

“That is not to be wondered at, seeing that the iron rings, now inextricably fixed about your feet, are chained to the rocks Jin and Ne-u, on on either side,” replied Chang Cheng, speaking in an altered voice. “The time has now arrived when sincerity may prevail and subterfuge be banished. This design to bind the planets to your purpose, O shortsighted Yan, is a menace to the orderly precision of the Paths and it cannot be endured. Desist you shall, either by force or by entering into a bond pledging your repose, and the repose of the one whom you most covet, throughout futurity.”

“That oath will never be exacted, thou detestable Chang Cheng!” cried Yan, straining at his chains. “Is this then the hospitality of the house of Chang, that was a kennel in the courtyard of my forbears’ palace? Or do malignant changelings haunt the Quang-ling heights?”

“It is better to destroy a shrub than to mutilate a tree,” stubbornly maintained Chang Cheng, but he kept his face averted from that time onward. “However, as it is truly said, ‘If there is meat at one end of a boar, there are sharp tusks at the other,’ and so long as you reject the pacific course there still remains the coercive.” With these insatiable words the perfidious astronomer took from beneath his cloak a cake of paste and a jar of water and placed them on an adjacent rock. “From time to time further sustenance will be provided, and when you are ready to bring your weak-eyed period of restraint to an accommodating close, a pacific sign will not find me hard stomached. May the All-knowing lead your feet to wisdom.”

“May the Destinies guide you even on the edge of a yawning chasm,” responded Yan with absentminded courtesy, though on recalling what had passed he added, “and also over.”

In such a manner, the inoffensive student Yan came to be abandoned in a narrow pass among the desolate Quang-ling Mountains, with the noontide sun sapping the inner source of his nutrition. Resolved never to relinquish the hope of procuring that which alone would enable him to claim Chou’s fulfillment, the likelihood of remaining chained to two massive rocks to the end of all time did not seem to be a far-distant one. Presently, his thirst having become intolerable, he began to drag his reluctant fetters toward the place on which his food was spread when, for the first time, the deep-laid malice of the offensive plot revealed itself. Thrust how he would, the rock was a full half score of paces still beyond his reach.

In setting forth the exploits of Yan toward the attainment of peerless Chou, later historians have relied on a variety of excuses, some even describing the exact Forces that lent him their aid. Yet this should be deemed superfluous, for putting aside the protecting spirits of his devoted ancestors (who would naturally assist in a matter affecting the continuance of their Line), the outcome was one of logical conclusion. Yan’s determination to avail himself of the challenge ruling Chou’s disposal was unbending and sincere; to do so it was necessary that he should remain in a condition of ordinary existence; and in order to sustain life, food and drink were essential to his being. . . . Toward sunset, Yan stretched out his hand and drank, and ate, for by the tenacity of his purpose he had plucked up Jin and Ne-u from their rooted fastness and drawn them at his need.

The next morning he awoke, encouraged and sustained. A renewed adequacy of food and water had been placed there in the night but at a yet greater distance from him than the other. By the time that the heat of the day was at its full Yan had reached this also, nor was the exertion so strenuous as before.

For a period of which no exact record has come down, Yan continued chained within the valley of the rocks, and during the whole of that time of inauspicious trial the false-hearted Cheng did not disclose his two-headed face. Yet no day passed without bringing its sufficiency of food, but each time with the labour of obtaining it increased, until Yan had to traverse the entire space of the ravine. This he could at length achieve with contemptuous ease.

When there was no greater test of endurance to which Yan could be there submitted, Chang Cheng one day appeared suddenly before him. Already Yan had striven to escape out of the valley, to confront that most perfidious kinsman eye to eye, but the ill-arranged protrusion of his prison walls had thrown back his most stubborn efforts. Now, with the thwarter of his ambitions and the holder of the key of his release almost within his grasp, a more concentrated range of the emotions lent a goad to his already superhuman power and with a benumbing cry of triumph Yan gathered together his strength and launched himself in Chang Cheng’s direction. But in this he was, as the proverb has it, dining off fish for which he had yet to dig the bait, for with a vigour astonishing in one of his patriarchal cast the astronomer easily out-distanced him and, by his knowledge of the passes, gained the upper peaks. Howbeit, Yan had thus reached a higher point along the outward path than he had ever before come to, and the noise of his progress, as he dragged Jin and Ne-u crashing from side to side and destroying in his wake, spread the rumor far and wide across the Province that the Ho-ang Ho had again burst through its banks in flood.

After that, Chang Cheng frequently appeared at this or that spot of the valley, and Yan never failed to extend himself in further pursuit. Each he attained a higher level on the barren slopes enclosing him, but the last peak ever defied his power. Observing this, the astronomer one day cast back an unbecoming word. Under the lash of this contumely, Yan put forth a special effort and surmounted the final barrier. Outside he found Chang Cheng waiting for him no diminution of his former friendship.

“The moment has arrived when it is possible to throw aside the mask forever,” remarked the astronomer benignly. “The course of your preparation, Yan, has been intensive and compact, for in no other way was it possible for you to gain the necessary aptitude within a given time.”

“Revered!” exclaimed the student, recalling the many occasions on which the venerable must have suffered extremely in his dignity at the hands of the pursuit. “Can it be — ?”

“ ‘Our troubles are shallow; our felicities deepset,’ “ replied the other, tactfully reversing the adage for Yan’s assurance, “and in contemplating your spreading band of sons I shall have my full reward. When I have removed your shackles, be guarded in what you do, for the least upward movement will certainly carry you out of sight into the above.”

“Has not the hour arrived when I may put my presumptuous boldness to the test?” inquired Yan.

“It will do so at a certain instant of the night, for then only, out of the millenaries of time, all the conjunctions will be propitious. Should you fail then through instability of mind or tenuity of will, demons could not preserve you.”

“Should I fall short in so unflattering a manner,” replied Yan capably, “I would not preserve myself, for all hope of possessing Chou would thereby have faded. Yet out of your complicated familiarity with the heavens would it not be possible to indicate some, as it were, sharp-pointed ends for guidance?”

“There are no abbreviated ways across in the infinite,” replied the profound, pointing. “There wheels the shifting target of your adventurous flight, and should you miss the mark your fall into the Lower Void will be definite and headlong. Now wrap your inner fibre round my words, for when you wing your upward track through space, the rush of wind and the shrieks of adverse Forces will be so marrow-freezing that all thoughts which are not being resolutely held will be blown out of your mind.”

“Proceed, esteemed,” encouraged Yan. “My ears stand widely open.”

“When you take your skyward leap from off this plateau, my staff will guide your initial course. If your heart is sincere and your endurance fixed, the momentum will carry you into the Seventh Zonal Path, whence your drift will be ever upward. Speak to none whom you encounter there.”

“Yet should I be questioned by one who seems to have authority?”

“In that case your reply will be, ‘I bear the sword of Fung,’ as you press on.”

“The reference to a sword being doubtless an allusive one,” suggested Yan, with a diffident glance at his shortcoming side.

Chang Cheng moved his shoulder somewhat, thought the gesture was too slight to convey actual impatience, and he raised a beckoning hand.

“At a convenient break in the instruction, it was this ill-balanced one’s purpose to disclose the point,” he remarked concisely. “However, for strictly literary exigencies, yours is doubtless the better moment. Let the dwarf Mow appear.”

“I obey, high excellence,” was the response. “Here is the sword, indomitable Yan.”

Yan took the weapon that the gnome had brought and balanced it upon his hand before he slung it. Of imperishable metal, it was three-and-thirty li in length and three across and had both an upper and an under edge for thrusting. The handle was of brass.

“I have somewhere seen the dual of this before,” thought Yan aloud. “Yet few warriors have come my way.”

“It was formerly the sword of that Ah-mong who lived in a strong tower above the Ch’hang River, being both the secret of his power and the reason of his confidence that he should achieve the test,” explained Chang Cheng.

“That accounts for much that was hitherto obscure,” admitted Yan, and he would have inquired further, but the astronomer’s poise did not entice discussion.

“The instant presses on when you must make the cast,” declared the latter person, closely watching the movements of the Paths through the medium of a hollow tube. “The Ram’s Horn has now risen and lying off its sharper end there winks a yellow star. Mark that star well.”

“I have so observed it,” declared the student.

“That is the Eye of Hwang, the Evening Star, and on it your right foot must come to rest. For the grounding of your left you must take Pih, the Morning Star, for that conjunction alone will form the precise equilibrium on which success will hang. Now gird yourself well and free your mind of all retarding passions.”

“I call upon the revered shades of my imperishable ancestors to rally to my cause,” exclaimed Yan boldly. “Let none refrain.”

Chang Cheng indicated that the moment had arrived and held his staff at the directing angle. Mow, who knew the secret of the clasp, cast off the shackles. Then Yan, gathering together the limits of his power, struck the ground a few essaying beats and fearlessly cleft upward. Freed of the clog of Jin and Ne-u there was no boundary to his aspiration, and he sang a defiant song as he spied the converging lines of spirits string out to meet his coming. When he looked back, the earth was a small pale star between his ankles.

The details of Yan’s passage through the Middle Space would fill seven unassuming books, written in the most laborious style, but wherein would Chou reside? One only spoke of her — Ning, who with a flaming faggot at his tail, as the Supreme had ordered, was threading his tormented path among the Outer Limits. Ning had the memory still of when he dropped to earth to become enamoured of the slave girl Hi-a, and as he shot past Yan he threw back a word of greeting and would have liked to have Chou’s allurement described in each particular. Let it suffice that “Between He and Ho,” as the proverb goes, Yan gained his celestial foothold and bending forward cut with the sword of Fung what he deemed a sufficiency out of the roundness of the moon. As he withdrew, a shutter was thrown open and a creature of that part looked forth.

“What next!” exclaimed the Being rancorously when he saw what Yan had taken. “Truly does this transcend the outside confine! Is it not enough that for a wholly illusory crime this hard-striving demon is condemned to live upon an already inadequate sphere and burnish its unappetizing face for the guidance of a purblind race of misbegotten earthlings?”

“There will be so much the less for you to keep polished, then,” replied Yan competently. “Farewell, moon-calf. I bear the sword of Fung.”

“May it corrode the substance of the hand that holds it!” retorted the other with an extreme absence of the respectful awe which Yan had relied upon the charm producing. “Hear a last word, thou beetle-thing: that once in each period of measured time I will so turn this lantern which I serve that all may see the havoc you have wrought, and suffering the loss of light thereby will execrate your name forever.”

Yan would have framed an equally contumacious parting had the time at his disposal been sufficient, but remembering Chang Cheng’s warning, and his design being now accomplished, he turned and set a downward course back again to earth.

His purpose would have been to embrace the astronomer affectionately, but, owing to some deflection which lay outside his sphere of control, he found himself transported to the region of his own penurious dwelling. As he neared it, he saw Kuo Tsun, who led Chou by the hand, approaching.

“To confess a former error is but a way of saying that exactness now prevails beneath one’s housetop,” remarked the philosopher auspiciously. “Owing to the misreading of an obscure symbol, this deficient person had hastily assumed that matter originally began as Everything and would ultimately resolve into Nothing. He now perceives, on a closer perusal of your inspired thesis, that its first principle was Voidity and that the determinate consummation will be a state of Allness. In addition to being a profound thinker, you have competently performed an exacting test.” Here Kuo Tsun pushed Chou slightly forward. “Take, therefore, the agreed but wholly inadequate reward.”

“Yet, munificence,” urged Yan diffidently, “this meagre hut—”

“All that has been suitably provided for by the justice-loving System under which we live,” replied Kuo Tsun. “During your absence the decayed Ah-mong has Passed Beyond, and as he was a person of notoriously corrupt views, I invoked my own authority as District Censor to depossess his band and to transfer your Ancestral Tablets to his tower.”

“It is well said,’The Destinies arrange, but under our benevolent government all must help themselves,’ “ commented Yan, after he had suitably referred to Kuo Tsun’s undoubted service. “Yet what was the nature of Ah-mong’s Out-passing?”

“An element of vagueness shrouds the incident,” confessed Kuo Tsun. “It is whispered that a mysterious Being appeared among the gang and, proving his authority by the precision of his knowledge, enticed Ah-mong with the promise of a certain way to gain his end. This consisted of a stupendous javelin, having bamboo cords attached, with which it was proposed to transfix the great sky light and draw it down to earth. In the end the contrivance proved so unwieldy that the cloven-footed outlaw fell upon its point from off his lofty tower, when there was none but the Being near. Thus and thus—”

“This concerns Mow, the subtle dwarf,” though Yan, but he said nothing then, being desirous of keeping the full recital until he could compose it as a song, to give Chou gladness at some winter fire. He had, indeed, arranged an opening antithesis when Kuo Tsun’s voice recalled him.

“By a complexity of circumstances, rare in this belated person’s experience of the Province, very little appears to be wanting to create a scene of ideal felicity,” the venerable sage was remarking. “The Ch’hang River, for probably the first time in history, is neither in flood nor completely evaporated; an almost poetical verdure has suddenly appeared where no vegetation was ever known before; several of the rare kinds of feathered creatures have raised their harmonious voices, and now and then it is quite possible to see the great-grandfather of the sky above the mists. If only a company of musicians could be inspired. . .”

Even as he spoke, a band of village dwellers of the younger sort began to pass that way. The maidens carried ropes of flowers which they had gathered at some toil, but many of the most powerful of the other kind had iron gongs and hollow metal tubes, sonorous ducks and fish of wood or stone, and a variety of implements capable of producing sound, with which they beguiled the time. Chou’s many-sided interest in the welfare of all had raised her in their esteem and Yan’s unassuming virtuous life was a byword far and wide. When the leaders of the band grasped how the position stood, they covered the two with whose involvements this threadbare narrative has largely been concerned with sprays and garlands and set out with them upon a joyful path, the minstrels, urged to a more tenacious vigour, leading the way. Thus, at the conclusion of their exacting trial, Yan and peerless Chou were brought in some triumph to the strong tower of the turbulent Ah-mong that was henceforth to be their home.

For several æons after these commonplace events, the comb was a venerated relic among the descendants of Yan and Chou, but during the insurrections of a later age it passed into undiscriminating hands, and being then much worn and broken, it was thrown aside as useless. It fell in the Province of Kan Su and became the Yue-kwang range. It is for this reason that the upper peaks and passes of those sacred heights are always clothed with brightness, while at certain periods of the year the lustre they reflect equals the splendour of the great sky light itself.


PART III. — THE BRINGER OF GOOD NEWS


CHAPTER XI. Whereby the Angle at Which Events Present Themselves May Be Varied
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IT WAS STILL the habit of Kai Lung to walk daily in his garden and to meditate among the shady walks of the orchard grove beyond; but in this exertion he was prone to rely increasingly on the support of a well-tried staff, and even with this assistance Hwa-mei was disinclined to encourage him to go unless Valiant Strength, Worthy Phoenix, or some other supple branch of his now spreading tree was at hand to sustain his elbow.

“Revered,” exclaimed Hoo Tee, who thus attended on the occasion with which this pointless relation is concerned; “behold, there approach along the stone path nine persons of distinction and with them one of official rank. Would it not be fitting that I, on whom their high-minded conversation would certainly be lost, should serve a useful end by bringing forth an assortment of choice food to refresh their weary throats?”

“Restrain your admitted zeal in that direction,” replied Kai Lung, “until they have declared themselves. Should they come with expectation in their step, whatever you could offer might fall short of their desire; should they have no such purpose it would equally prove too much. Your pigtail has still some length to grow, Hoo Tee.”

When the nine wayfarers drew near they disclosed themselves as three philosophers of the district round, three young men of literary tastes, and three who without any particular qualification or degree were in the habit of attaching themselves to whatever seemed to offer a prospect of reward. In their midst was the stranger who displayed a badge.

“Greeting, venerable Kai Lung,” remarked the leader of the band. “May your meritorious Line increase like the sprouting of a vigorous ear of corn in the season of Much Rain.”

“May all your virtuous tribe be no less favoured,” replied Kai Lung, with a desire to be courteous but not yet convinced of the necessity for any special effort. “Are your constituents well balanced?”

As they slowly passed along the conveniently arranged ways of Kai Lung’s flower-strewn garden, with a due regard to the ceremonial precedence accorded to their age, the nature of the occasion was presently made clear.

“He whom we have guided was in the out-paths seeking the house that bears your worthy sign,” explained the chief of the philosophers. “Plainly the occasion would seem to merit our felicitations.”

“My superfluous task,” enlarged the one thus pointed out, “is to be a Bringer of Good News, and in this pursuit I take my daily stand before the Official List-board of our provincial city. There your pleasant-sounding name is honourably displayed, Kai Lung, and in accordance with the immemorial right of our exclusive guild I have hastened hither to be the first to reach your grateful ear.”

At this agreeable announcement, the nine neighbours of Kai Lung shook hands with themselves effusively, and several admitted that it was what they had long foreseen, but the storyteller himself did not at once step into the full lustre of the moment.

“What,” he inquired, with a rather narrow-minded precision, “is the nature of the title, and are the initiatory expenses set forth in detail?”

“The latter part of the subject would appear to have been overlooked,” replied the other, after glancing at his tablets. “The distinction carries with it the privilege of unrolling your mat and relating one of your inimitable tales before any member of the Imperial House who strays within three-and-thirty li of your Domestic Altar — provided that you are able to reach his exalted presence and that he is not at the time engaged on serious public business. It also entitles the holder to style himself ‘Literary Instructor to the Shades of Female Ancestors’ in all official pleas.”

“It is doubtful if so exceptional an honour was ever bestowed before,” passed from lip to lip among them, though one of the less worthy added beneath his voice, “It is more profitable to step upon an orange skin before a cloyed official than to offer pearls of wisdom to a company of sages.”

The venerable storyteller, however, continued to shake his head with supine misgivings, nor did the added prospect of having two compose a deferential ode in answer tend to restore his spirits.

“Tou-fou and Li-tai-pe were not distinguished in their lifetimes, nor was a crown of leaves ever offered to Han Yu,” he demurred. “Why then should I, who only stumble in their well-made footsteps, be thus acclaimed? The ungainly name of ‘Kai’ is easily mistaken and ‘Lungs’ greet one on every side: the brush of some underling has, perchance, blundered to this arisement. . . . Yet, which of my negligible productions was singled out for mention?”

“Munificence,” replied the expectant messenger, “the quality to which you owe your distinctive popularity would not appear to have been specifically of a literary trend—”

“The frustration of Ming-shu’s detestable rebellion might certainly have been deemed a notorious public service, by a too-indulgent eye,” continued Kai Lung more cheerfully. “The delay of some two-score years in extending recognition is not unusual in a State Department connected with—”

“Truth adorns each word,” interposed the Bringer of Good News, not in any way desirous of becoming involved in a speculative discourse, “but your flattering reputation does not stand on that foot either. Rest assured, benignity, that it is wiser not to test a coin found by the roadside but to spend it.”

“Speak frankly,” urged the invidious voice that had already murmured. “We being all friends here, one among another,” and he looked pleasurably forward to hearing something of an offensive nature.

“A wet robe is more becoming than a borrowed umbrella,” was Kai Lung’s tolerant pronouncement as he signified assent that the stranger should proceed. “Withhold nothing.”

“However dubious the soil, the rice conveys no taint,” aptly replied the other. “But, since you persist, the unexpressed part of the occasion is as follows. A rumour has of late sprung up, esteemed, that you have been miraculously endowed with the unusual gift of being able to walk on the side of a house, or in any other upright place, with the superior agility over our own race possessed by all winged insects. ‘If,’ the analogy has thence continued, ‘the one in question (of whom we have never previously heard) is so remarkably conformed, it necessarily follows that his inspired productions must possess a very unusual blend.’ Within a moon, benevolence, you have thus become what among those who put forth the printed leaves is termed a ‘leading cash-enticer.’ Seeing this, it behooved authority to move, ‘For,’ flowed the rhythm of their thoughts, ‘inasmuch as flowers turn their faces to the sun and all men, when untrammelled, seek the highest, he who can claim the greatest number of adherents in any walk of life is necessarily the worthiest of his kind, and for our own repute we must profess acquaintance with his works and do him honour.’”

“Alas,” exclaimed Kai Lung, when he understood that he was thus indebted to a fallacious comparison with an illiterate insect, “how shall I meet the shades of Tou-fou and Han Yu hereafter? In our highly favoured land of unparalleled refinement is it essential to a just appreciation of his literary style that an unassuming relater of imagined tales must stand upon one foot for a record span of time, or be secretly conveyed to an unknown spot by a providential dragon, or consort with apes upon a trackless desert, or by some other barbarian wile appeal to the trite and superficial?”

“Who shall ordain in what form the deities bestow their gifts or question the wording of the inscription upon the outer wrapper?” asked the philosopher Wan Fo — he who in earlier life had provided for a virtuous old age by arranging competitions. “The husk which in the case of the salubrious nut protects the desired food is, when we turn to the equally nutritious date, itself similarly surrounded — clearly with the humane intention both of warning mankind against hasty generalities and of exercising the teeth diversely. That which — as may demonstrated with a coin — is round when looked at from above, is flat when seen edgewise—”

“Besides, O instructor,” interposed one of the studious youths (less, perchance, with the desire of assuaging Kai Lung’s umbrage than of deflecting the profuse Wan Fo), “have you ever yet attempted to progress upon an upright wall in the manner indicated?”

“This one has never bent his commonplace feet to so grotesque an essay,” replied Kai Lung, with an appreciable distance in his manner.

“Then for all that an ordinary person can declare you may be gifted to that extent, and as you are certainly now too patriarchal to put the contention to a test, it will never be possible to gainsay the achievement. How then,” concluded the disciple, “can you logically reject a distinction which in addition to being founded on an admitted merit may even in its circuitous process be exact?”

To this plea the others joined their voices, especially the Bringer of Good News, who foresaw no certain gain if the one whom he had come to apprise maintained a stubborn outline. Therefore, as they slowly trod the walks and admired the ingenious vistas — being prompted thereto by a whisper in his ear that he might thus induce Kai Lung to forget resentment — he approached the storyteller more directly.

“Beguiler of men’s leisure,” he remarked astutely, “it is asserted out among the more trodden Ways that in your time you have framed stratagems, led armies, and fought battles. How is it possible for one who has thus controlled events to have passed his later life in a state of unbroken ease, plying his simple calling?”

Before replying, Kai Lung led his guests among the remoter outskirts of his orchard where, on a few neglected trees, a shrivelled after-growth of fruit still lingered. These he laboriously sought out and pressed on each in turn, with hospitable insistence.

“Had we been earlier here, the fare might have been more full-flavoured,” was his mild extenuation. “But who shall blame the tree that has already of its nature yielded crops when autumn finds it wanting?” Then turning to the Bringer of Good News he added, “Since you put it in that way, it will be necessary for me to explain matters by relating for you, to the best of my decayed proficiency, the Story of Ching-kwei.”



The Story of Ching-kwei and the Destinies

I


The Manner of His Setting Forth, His Encounter by the Way, and the Nature of His Reception at Wang Tae’s Hostile Door
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NOT IDLY IS the warning given, “Destiny writes with an iron spear upon a marble stele; how then shall a merely human hand presume to guide her pen?”

This concerns Ching-kwei of the dwindling Line of Ying, Wang Tae the dauntless warrior, and the philosopher Ah-Yew no less also Shen Che, known later as the Poising Butterfly from the graceful lightness of her movements, and her sister Mei to whom no other name was ever given. It involves likewise the aged grandmother of Ching-kwei, the sorcerer who dwelt beneath the rugged tower of Ya, Shang king of the upstart power of Tsun, certain friends, associates and relatives of those chiefly engaged, warriors and captains of the various armies raised, usurpers and upholders of the dynasty, sages and historians, merchants and artificers, holy men, outlaws, and peasants, and a great variety of persons of the ordinary sort for whom no particular description here is necessary.

Ching-kwei was of the age of manhood when he first beheld Shen Che. Thereafter he marked the day with a special sign (binding a knotted cord about his wrist), so that on it he might initiate any great enterprise on which his mind was fixed. It was the thirteenth of the Month of Peach Blossom, and on that day he united with Wang Tae in the Compact of the Cedar Grove, led the assault on the walled city of Hing-foo, and, last of all, turned home again.

“Truly art thou thy father’s very son!” exclaimed his grandmother one day, at a period before any of these things had come to pass. “Are we to starve by slow degrees? Here are but nineteen goats where yesterday a score responded to my call. Pursue the misshapen recreant with all speed before another shall have killed and eaten it. Take with you rice sufficient for a lengthy search, and if, in the course of your wanderings, you should fall in with a reputable magician sitting by the wayside, do not neglect to traffic a portion of it with him for a written charm against this person’s pestilential cramps.”

“Venerable one,” replied Ching-kwei dutifully, “your spoken word is my unwritten law. Yet how, encountering a recluse of this description, may it be assumed with confidence that he is all you would desire and not an unscrupulous imposter?”

“Commiserate with him upon the malignity of his own afflictions. If he enlarges on the subject, pass him by.”

“Your words enshrine the essential germ of wisdom,” agreed Ching-kwei. “Although,” he added sombrely, “to one whose forefathers bore banners in the van of many famous wars, the pursuit of an erratic four-legged creature across a precipitous land is an enterprise neither dignified nor heroic.”

“Those who cover themselves with martial glory frequently go in need of any other garment,” replied the ancient capably. “Be content that by peaceful industry you have goats to pursue.”

Being of a docile and obedient nature — and also because no adequate retort occurred to him — Ching-kwei respectfully withdrew and at once made his simple preparations for the search. In this he was assisted by the praiseworthy honesty of that region, for so humiliating was it felt to be that the animals of one family should ingratiate themselves into the herds and flocks of an unsuspecting neighbour and enjoy his confidence that to render this contingency as remote as possible it had become the time-honoured custom for each household to stain all its removable possessions with a distinctive dye. Thus Ching-kwei’s inquiries tended to a definite end.

“Has there by any chance a base-born interloper lately appeared among your lordly herd of distinguished-looking goats?” he might have vainly asked at every farmstead.

“Is the one whom you address a hungry dog that the odour of one goat differs from that of another across his path?” would have been the discouraging reply. “Or have you counted the hairs of that which you claim to have lost, so that you shall describe it? Behold, within my flock are goats of every shape and kind, and by a meritorious fruitfulness their numbers increase from day to day. Begone then with this quail-and-dragon story of a wandering goat, the counterpart of one of mine, and seek a less wary victim.”

Truly; but what words of evasive contumely could be directed against one who should draw near remarking:

“Greeting, opportune possessor of this majestic flock of vermilion goats which so decoratively sets off the fertile hillside.”

“Greeting,” courtesy would demand in answer. “Yet the creatures are themselves evil in every bone, and the pasturage is meagre and full of bitterness.”

“On the contrary, only one blemish mars the harmonious unity of the engaging scene. Have I your genial permission to disclose it?”

“Say on — if you must,” would be the morose reply, the one addressed seeing no other course before him. “But a virtuous life speaks louder than a brazen trumpet.”

“Your gracious encouragement moistens my laborious tongue. Among such perfection even these afflicted eyes at once recognize yonder ungainly outcast, whose ineradicable coat of blue is very thinly disguised beneath a recent dressing of red earth. Permit me, therefore, to attach this commonplace thing to its rebellious horns and to free your nobly descended herd of its distasteful presence.”

In this mutually inoffensive way, Ching-kwei had already on several occasions recovered defiant members of his flock, and had himself not infrequently suffered a similar loss at the hands of equally determined neighbours. But this time an unstinted measure of no-success marked all his efforts, and his persistent endeavour to implicate one after another of those whom he distrusted led to nothing but a spot ever increasingly distant from his own domestic hearth.

It was toward evening on the second day of his quest that Ching-kwei encountered a brighter omen. He had then reached a barren and forbidding waste and was contemplating turning back from so cheerless a prospect when he noticed a little wizened mendicant seated upon a rock a few paces farther on. As even the rock had not been there the previous moment, Ching-kwei at once doubted the ordinariness of the occasion, and this emotion was added to when he perceived that the Being’s teeth were composed each of a separate jewel of unusual size and brilliance, and that he had four eyes and held four books in either hand. A golden centipede was coiled about his feet, and from his escaping breath there was formed a river of clear water. Ching-kwei’s first impulse was to render obeisance of the lowliest kind, but as he would have done so, it was put into his mind that the one before him, by invoking the threadbare garment of an aged beggar, wished to assume a part. He therefore approached the venerable one in an upright position, but saluted him obsequiously.

“Ching-kwei,” remarked the vision in some embarrassment, “the fact that you see me half as I really am, and half in the appearance that I have assumed, plainly shows that you yourself are not entirely normal. This foreshadows a life of chequered fortune, nor would it seem to be wholly settled yet to what end your destiny will tend. All this, however, is for your inner ear alone, for it would certainly involve me in humiliating censure if it became known in the Upper World that I had, in a moment of indiscretion, exceeded my imposed task. This is simply, in the guise of an aged native of these parts, to influence you from turning your dejected feet on a homeward bend by observing in your hearing,’Many hoof marks point inward at Wang Tae’s gate but few lead out again,’ adding,’To the deaf ox a meaning word is as efficacious as a detailed statement.’”

“Your timely warning falls upon a nutritious soil,” replied Ching-kwei gratefully, but without any especial reverence for one who was so inadvertent. “On your return, you can safely claim that your message has not failed.”

The venerable made a gesture of familiar understanding.

“Anything that I have said beyond, regard strictly as between one semi-supernatural Being and another,” he remarked diffidently. “At some future period in The After, doubtless an opportunity of doing no less for your accommodating Shadow will occur.”

Having thus discharged his mission, the one in question sought to vanish, but being still confused by the mischance of their meeting he failed to pronounce the charm efficiently, so that, while he and the rock disappeared entirely, the robes of the patriarchal mendicant remained in a seated attitude upon a void.

“Clearly it would seem that you do not necessarily act like a deity merely by being one,” thought Ching-kwei as he resumed his forward path. The intimation that he was himself of remote kinship with the Immortals did not gild his imagination, for he had often recognized that he was in some undetermined way superior to those around him, although the circumstance did not appear to have any direct pecuniary advantage.

He had soon other things to engage his mind upon, for, as he advanced, he heard from the scanty peasants of that inhospitable tract that Wang Tae’s dwelling was near at hand. It was spoken of as being strongly staked about, but when Ching-kwei would have learned something of the nature and attitudes of the one whom he was seeking, those he questioned ceased to speak and replied only by signs of such profound significance as to be wholly unintelligible.

“It is truly said, ‘A fly on the window may be taken for an eagle in the sky,’ and Wang Tae is doubtless no more formidable than any other man upon two feet,” reasoned Ching-kwei aloud, as he approached a stronghold of the kind described to him, and he would have continued in the strain when a defiant voice caused him to turn. One whom he had not observed in his eagerness to press on had stepped forward and now stood barring the path of his retreat.

“Perchance,” retorted this inopportune stranger, “but Wang Tae does not go upon two feet, and as he therein differs from the generality of men, so are the depth and lustre of his power not to be measured by a wooden rule,” and the one who spoke indicated with a gesture of contempt the staff that Ching-kwei carried. “If our agreeable conversation is to continue in the same harmonious vein, let your persuasive tongue acquire a more businesslike point,” and he struck the handle of the sword he wore.

“It is certainly my intention to speak a few pacific words at Wang Tae’s door, touching the movements of an erring goat I seek,” replied Ching-kwei mildly. “Should his reception of what I have to say not be entirely thus and thus, however, it will then be time to shape my tongue to a more incisive edge.”

“Your well-chosen language fills me with the most joyous anticipation,” said Wang Tae, moistening his hands with gross elaboration. “Here is the gate of my neglected hovel. When you have seen all you want of the outside world, pass within.”

It is in this not entirely sympathetic manner that Wang Tae now comes into the narrative, and it is chiefly owing to that voracious person’s large military appetite that the onward history of Ching-kwei moves to the measured clash of arms. At the time of this encounter, Wang Tae was of a middle age and very lusty in his strength. His hair was long and matted, his eyes open and sincere, and the expression of his face both bold and menacing. So bushy were his eyebrows as to give rise to the saying that phoenixes might build there, and with the closing of his hands he could crush a rock. In height he would have been above the ordinary had not both his feet been lacking; for having at an earlier period displeased the ruling lord of Tsun, that prince had caused them to be sawn off, to correct, he said, Wang Tae’s rising ambition.

“Henceforth,” declared the conscientious ruler, when this act of justice was accomplished, “it can no longer be hinted that your aspiring footprints point toward a throne, Wang Tae.”

“Benevolence,” replied Wang Tae unmoved, “by cutting back the branches of a tree, you do but increase the vigour of its fruit, and I will yet leave the impress of my thumb upon the age.”

Carrying with him the echo of this vainglorious boast, Wang Tae retired to a desert place apart and there built himself a strong retreat, guarding it with a trench and a palisade of teak. He lived by establishing a system of taxation for the benefit of travellers of the richer kind who passed that way, and gradually he found around him a company of necessitous persons who were of his own way of thinking. From time to time secret messengers went to and fro throughout the province, and as the land continued to grow more troubled, men’s thoughts began to turn toward Wang Tae as to a leafy banyan tree when the rain threatens to fall.

II


The Influence of the Wise Philosopher Ah-Yew and the Inspired Assurance of His Parting Forecast
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WHEN WANG TAE with a ceremonious welcome threw wide the gate of his outer yard, Ching-kwei did not hesitate, nor did the sound of the bolt being wedged against his escape cause him to stop. He found himself overlooking a considerable enclosure wherein every sort of beast displayed every variety of colour; a goat stained with his own distinctive shade of blue sported among its kind.

“In the matter of the colour of my herd I am content to preserve the harmonious blend of nature,” remarked Wang Tae, reaching his side again and speaking with polished insincerity. “What is good enough to arch the heavens is good enough to adorn my pastures.”

“It is well said,” agreed Ching-kwei. “Furthermore, by the same analogy, both manifestations would appear to be of spontaneous origin.”

“The honey of your continual approbation is too rich for my weak mental appetite,” said Wang Tae, by no means pleased at the insidious courtesy of Ching-kwei’s replies. “Is there haply nothing here to displease your fastidious eye?”

“On the contrary, there is that which amply rewards my inefficient sight, for at no great distance this person perceives the object of his footweary search. Permit him, therefore, to lead the truant home in triumph and your virtuous name shall ever remain a synonym for uprightness.”

“Put forth your self-reliant hand and take it, then,” replied Wang Tae, leaping down into the yard to draw his impatient sword. “There is but one slender bar between.”

“No obstacle is both too high to get over and too low to get under,” retorted Ching-kwei no less resolutely, and he suddenly thrust his staff forward in a way that Wang Tae was not prepared for.

In considering the various facets of the not altogether dignified encounter that ensued, it is necessary to hold an impartial balance. Admittedly Wang Tae was by repute one of the most skillful sword users of his day, while Ching-kwei was then wholly deficient in the simplest passes of that weapon. The latter person, however, was wont to rely in every emergency on the dexterous manipulation of his herdsman’s pole, while Wang Tae in all his numerous encounters had never yet gained experience of so contemptible an arm. The inevitable outcome was that neither could subdue the other, for while the length of Ching-kwei’s weapon kept Wang Tae at a humiliating distance, the thickness of the outlaw’s leather armor saved him from the full impact of the blows propelled against him. Yet it is not to be denied that Ching-kwei, by concentrating his efforts upon a spot somewhat lower than his adversary’s waistband, found a means to corrode the tempered surface of Wang Tae’s self-confidence and the loud cries of defiance which that person had at first raised in the hope of sapping the other’s valour began imperceptibly to assume a more personal tone. It was at this point, while they thus strove, that one of benign aspect and patriarchal cast drew near and held up a restraining hand before them.

“It has been wisely said, ‘If he is a stranger, do not give offence; if he is a friend, do not accept it,’ “ remarked the auspicious person judicially. “How then does strife arise between you?”

At this interruption both lowered their weapons, Wang Tae because he was not desirous of adding to the pain he already felt, while Ching-kwei had not sought the encounter.

“I have no wish to conceal my part in the arisement,” replied the latter person unassumingly. “I am of the forgotten Line of Ying and the separate names conferred on me are Ching and Kwei. Touching the cause of this, I did but claim my due.”

“That is the essence of all dissension,” remarked the philosopher, but he averted his face at the mention of the stranger’s name lest the conflict of his thoughts should mirror there. Then he took Wang Tae aside.

“Say what you will,” declared the outlaw, forecasting the reproach awaiting him, “but suffer me at the same time to continue rubbing the seat of my affliction.”

“If Ching-kwei’s blows remind you of the teeth of vampires, my words will associate themselves in your mind with the tails of dragons,” continued the sage, who may now be disclosed as Ah-Yew, the crafty counsellor. “You have done ill, Wang Tae, and by the anger of a moment imperilled what the patience of a year may not restore.”

“Continue in the same entrancing strain, excellence,” interrupted Wang Tae bitterly. “Already this person’s bodily pangs begin to fade.”

“When the time is ripe for action, who is there that is most essential to our common hope?” continued the wise adviser with measured sternness. “Not you, Wang Tae of the lion heart, nor I, venerable Yew of the serpent tongue, nor yet any of the ten thousand nameless ones who, responding to our call, will sweep on like driven leaves in autumn and with as little compunction be crushed down into the earth. But with us we must have, at every hazard, one of the banished Line of Ying to give a semblance to our unstable cause and to proclaim a mission accepted of the gods. Such a one, inspired by his destinies and suitable in every attribute, came to your gate today with a supplication in his hand and you, with contumely, have flung him back again. Could demons do more to bring about your fall, Wang Tae, than you have done yourself? Let me hence, that I may cleanse my throat of the memory of this ineptitude!”

“Press your correcting heel on my submissive neck, instructor,” murmured Wang Tae penitently, “for my all-too-ready sword admittedly outruns your more effective tongue. But in this matter surely it is not yet too late to walk backward in our footsteps. Ching-kwei, despite his royal line, is but an inexperienced villager, and a few words of well-directed flattery—”

“Mayhap,” replied the prescient one, “but even the guileless turtle does not put his head out twice. However, proceed to unfold your verbal strategy.”

On this understanding they returned to where Ching-kwei was endeavouring to entice the goat into a noose, and at that moment, by a device, he succeeded in doing so. To Wang Tae this seemed a fitting opportunity.

“Nimbly cast!” he cried effusively. “Never has this one seen it better done.”

Ching-kwei wound the loose excess of rope about his arm, and still grasping the staff he turned to go.

“Your experience is both far-flung and all-embracing,” he made reply; “nor would the confines of your landmark seem to be any barrier to your exploiting loop. Henceforth our goats must learn to become more nimble.”

“You have come on a bleak and irksome march,” continued Wang Tae, ignoring the venom of the thrust. “At least honour my deficient hut by entering to recline at ease and to partake of tea. To do less is to brand this person far and near as a bankrupt outcast.”

“I have already tasted of the hospitality of Wang Tae’s stockyard; that of his house will certainly be still more overwhelming. As it is, I have so far preserved my life. I go.”

In this extremity Ah-Yew came dispassionately forward and stood between the two.

“May the Threefold Happiness be yours, Ching-kwei,” he said benevolently, “but for a single pause of time listen to my voice, for I am old and very fragile and doubtless we shall never meet again.”

“The venerable length of your blameless pigtail compels my profound respect,” replied Ching-kwei deferentially. “Proceed.”

“There is a ready saying of these parts, ‘The Northern men ride horses, but the Southern men sail boats,’ thereby indicating the various paths assigned to us by nature. Similarly, Wang Tae is rude and strenuous from the shock of continual warfare, while you, Ching-kwei, living in a sequestered valley, have a bland and pacific guise. Yet when you go into the street of potters, there to bargain for a jar, how do you proceed to make a choice?”

“Selecting one that seemed to meet my need, I would strike it sharply, thus to detect its secret flaws,” was the reply. “Should it fail beneath the test, I would pass it by.”

“Therein lies Wang Tae’s policy and the enigma of your welcome,” declared the subtle Yew. “From afar, Ching-kwei, you have been marked out for great honour of a very special kind and to that end were your steps attracted to this place. Should you prove diligent and apt, there is no ambition to which you may not rise. But first it was necessary to submit your valour, enterprise, and temper to the test of sudden action; had you in this disclosed some hidden flaw, the call would have passed you by.”

“What you say is certainly plausible,” admitted Ching-kwei, “but the industrious bee is not attracted by the brightest flower,” and remembering his grandmother’s rebuke he added, “Those who cover themselves with martial glory frequently go in need of any other garment.”

This reply was far from meeting Ah-Yew’s expectation, for he had hoped that so definite a prospect would not fail to entice one of a simple mind, and the refusal found him unprepared. Seeing this, Wang Tae interposed his voice.

“Those who cover themselves with martial glory do not stand in need of any other garment,” was his arrogant retort. “It is both food and raiment and an elder brother too, so that he who wears it feels neither heat nor cold, neither does he sleep alone by night.”

Whatever might have been the outcome under other auspices, this speech finally decided Ching-kwei’s course. “Wang Tae is admittedly my superior with the sword,” ran the current of his inner thoughts, “and when she who has authority over me put forth that argument, I was unable to disclose its weakness. Herein Wang Tae has also proved his mastery, and it is not agreeable to a person of even remotely divine origin to be both physically and mentally inferior to the one whose rice he eats.” From this resolve, nothing occurred to move him, so that, now leading the recovered goat upon a cord, he presently set out again along a homeward course. The last words between them were those spoken by the age Yew as the closing of the gate marked their diverging ways.

“Ching-kwei,” he observed on parting, “it is well always to remember that men are not conquered by their enemies but by the decree of fate. This enables the wise to bear an unruffled front in all extremities. Sooner or later, ambition will lead your footsteps here again to seek Wang Tae’s assistance, but who shall compel the flower to fruit out of its season by plucking off the petals?” To this, Ching-kwei would have waved an appropriate farewell had not the goat leaped forward and thus foiled his purpose. When he looked back again, later, the patriarch had withdrawn.

III


His Visit to the Soothsayer Who Dwelt Beneath the Tower of Ya, and the Incoming of the Two Maidens Whereby the Destinies Become Involved
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IT WAS NOT until Ching-kwei had reached an intermediate village on the following day that a chance allusion to a holy man recalled the second detail of his journey. The gifted hermit referred to lived beneath a ruined tower on the wildness of a certain hill, at a convenient distance from the village. He was spoken of as being reliable and not exacting in his demands. To keep his mind from dwelling on merely worldly details, he unceasingly counted from one up to four when not engaged upon matters of divination and the like, and in this scrupulous manner he had succeeded in regaining a state of natural purity. At one time a rival soothsayer, encouraged by the repute of Ng-tung’s sanctity and by the stream of pilgrims attracted to his shrine, sought to establish himself upon another hill, but presently it was discovered that this later one, in order to endure the monotony of his life, found it necessary to count up to ten, and the craving for variety in his mind thus being revealed, he became discredited in consequence.

Bearing a gift of rice, Ching-kwei accordingly turned aside and sought out Ng-tung. The way led through an avenue of flowering trees where the sunlight came in shafts, it then being past the middle hour. As he proceeded, a distant sound of melody came down the aisle, and on its near approach Ching-kwei stood aside to watch. Soon two maidens came in sight, one dancing as she sang, the other more restrained but equally attractive. There being a sward about that place, they loitered there, the one displaying a variety of very graceful attitudes to the rhythm of her words while the other moved apart and sought for certain chosen flowers which she broke off between her shining teeth and held there. This one wore a cloak of plaited straw dyed an engaging shade, and having once seen her face, Ching-kwei watched her unceasingly, scarcely sparing a glance to regard the other.

“She is certainly a high official’s daughter,” was his thought. “Were it otherwise, I might offer her the gift of rice, but it is extremely unlikely that she eats anything beyond the scent of flowers and possibly an occasional fruit of the more sumptuous kind.” While he was debating with himself how he should inoffensively attract her notice an incautious sound betrayed him, and seeing one of another kind so near at hand, the maidens fled, the cloak wearer dropping the flowers she had gathered in her becoming haste but the other still continuing to sing and to dance along her path.

“Plainly my fitness for the society of goats and outlaws is self-evident,” thought Ching-kwei in an access of despair. Nevertheless, he recovered what the one had dropped and secured them in an inner sleeve, remarking:

“Today I have only occasioned her this loss; doubtless in future years I shall find an opportunity to restore them.”

It was but a short li farther on to Ng-tung’s retreat, and the anchorite welcomed Ching-kwei affably when he understood what was required of him and had received the rice. The nature of the task occasioned him no concern, as with unfailing accuracy he at once detected, by a few well-chosen diagrams, the personality of the malign influence at work.

“Should any of the indicated substances be difficult to procure, do not let that disturb the confidence of your venerable progenitor,” he remarked considerately, as he inscribed certain words and symbols on a shred of parchment. “If she will inconvenience herself to the extent of swallowing the written directions in the suitable form of a pill, the result will be equally beneficent.”

“Your mere words carry conviction,” replied Ching-kwei. “No wonder your harmonious name is sown broadcast through this land.”

“Agreeably so,” admitted Ng-tung diffidently. “Yet there is necessarily a period between seed time and harvest. Thus today, until your noteworthy shadow obscured my prosaic meditations, I had only been called upon to forecast the destinies of two adventuring maidens at the recompense of an inadequately made pair of unfitting sandals,” and the versatile recluse displayed his brightly adorned feet disparagingly.

“Did they whom you mention proceed from your hospitable door toward the west, and was the more symmetrical of the two covered by a plaited cloak of straw dyed an attractive shade? If so, I would willingly devote two or three brass cash to learn toward what end your divinations led.”

“It is never my aim to frustrate a natural thirst for knowledge,” agreed Ng-tung, passing across his wooden bowl. “The one cloaked as you specifically describe, Shen Che by name, is fore-ordained to become a queen and in the end to jeopardize the throne. In the case of the other, her sister Mei, nothing particular is indicated.”

“This is sufficiently surprising, although her mien admittedly suggests a royal destiny,” said Ching-kwei, endeavouring to subdue his strong emotion. “Perhaps, though, their distinguished father is some high noble of the court?”

“By no means,” replied Ng-tung. “He is an indifferent maker of the least reliable variety of threadbare sandals, his name being Kang, and his dwelling place about the cattle pools, beyond the marsh expanse. So humble is his craft that in times of rigour he is glad to make straw coverings for the feet of swine.”

“While you are in the mood, perhaps you would be so obliging as to become inspired as to this one’s ultimate future also,” suggested the other. “There must surely be occasions in after life when such knowledge could be of practical value even to an ordinary person.”

“Undoubtedly,” replied Ng-tung. “Thus, if one’s prescribed end is to be drowned at sea, it is possible to ensure a favourable extent of life by never venturing away from land until the natural end approaches.”

“Yet in such a case,” reflected Ching-kwei, “would it not be possible to remain here on earth forever by not venturing away from land at all?”

“It is never well to carry such matters beyond a reasonable length,” explained the soothsayer with an experienced smile. “Without actually eating their words, the Destinies generally contrive some hidden outlet, by which, if unduly pressed, they are able to give an unexpected meaning to a stated fact. However, in your straightforward case, at an added expenditure of eight brass cash, I will prognosticate to the outside limit of my power.”

To this Ching-kwei assented and Ng-tung at once engaged himself upon the task, skillfully contriving a fabric of deduction upon the stable foundation of the inquirer’s nativity and the outstanding features of his life. Yet from time to time he seemed to have occasion to begin anew, and even when he had sufficiently tested the precision of his chart, he had resource to the manipulation of the sacred sticks. Finally, he prepared a little tea and poured its leaves upon the ground.

“There is no getting away from the fact,” he at length admitted. “Long-armed as the coincidence will doubtless seem to later and less romantic generations, all the tests confirm that the drama of your life also will reach its zenith within the shadow of a royal palace. The indicated outcome of your destiny, Ching-kwei, is this: that at the call of some great passion you will end a sovereign’s life and by the same act terminate a dynasty.”

This intimation threw Ching-kwei into a profound abstraction. If the beautiful Shen Che, who in so short a time had grown inseparable from his thoughts, was destined to become a queen, while his own fate was to destroy the existence of a king, it was difficult not to attribute some link of connection between their lives, and in any case a not unnatural desire to trace the progress of the involvement to a slightly later period arose within his mind. To this inquiry Ng-tung turned a not wholly warmhearted face.

“It is one thing to forecast destinies,” he said, “that being an integral part of this person’s occupation. But it is quite another branch of the art to explain how these things arise and what occurs thereafter. Furthermore, Ching-kwei, in the matter of the eight brass cash agreed upon, it has not escaped my inauspicious eye that an unworthy deficiency still lurks within this unpretentious bowl.”

“The oversight might have been more tactfully referred to in the circumstances,” declared Ching-kwei with dignity as he made up the full amount. “Between one who is the mouthpiece of the Destinies and another who is fore-ordained to overthrow a dynasty should two brass cash this way or that lead to discord?”

“The amount may not in itself be formidable, but an essence is involved,” maintained the seer. “Even the gods must live.”

“It is equally true that no dust rises from an unstirred soil,” replied Ching-kwei. “Clear your mind of acrimonious currents, O Ng-tung, and integrity will no longer be obscured.”

Upon this slight derangement of the harmonies, the visit ended, and although they exchanged appropriate quotations from the poets at their parting, Ching-kwei did not ever again contrive to pass that way, nor did Ng-tung allude to a hope that he would do so.

In the days that followed, Ching-kwei found a new distaste toward his former occupations, and he who in the past had been content to lead a company of goats from one place to another, to open water-courses, and to secure the harvest as the seasons came, now took little pleasure save in listening to the recital of tales of bygone valour from the lips of passing minstrels or in strengthening himself by contests with the most expert whom he could meet. Under the plea of an advantageous bargain to be pursued, he made an early journey to seek the house of Kang, near the cattle pools beyond the marsh expanse, but he found it deserted. The sandal-maker, replied an argol-gatherer about the pools, had fled to avoid being seized to satisfy a debt, and his household was now scattered. Shen Che and Mei were spoken of as going north to crave a refuge at the hands of one who professed a kinship with their Line, but the seasons were lean and bitter and who should say? Fine argols, in particular, were hard to come by. . . . Ching-kwei returned in a headlong mood, and for a while he would contend with any but hold intercourse with none. Later, he sought out his grandmother and reproached her.

“Where is the sword of finely tempered make that our devastating ancestors were wont to bear? In former times it had its place above the Tablets of our race, but now that honourable space is empty.”

“It now has its place above the board on which the goats’ food is chopped, out in the farther shed,” replied the one addressed. “Thus for the first time in the history of our race it serves a useful purpose. Should you need it elsewhere, see to its safe return.”

“Its only becoming use is to add further lustre to our diminished name,” declared Ching-kwei with feeling. Then, remembering Wang Tae’s retort and being desirous that his grandmother should recognize the falsity of her argument, he added, “Those who cover themselves with martial glory do not stand in need of any other garments.”

“It is well that you should have reminded me of the gemlike truth in time,” replied the other. “I was on the point of contriving for your use another pair of lower garments to hide the open deficiencies of those you wear. Henceforth, cover the outstanding portions of your lower limbs with martial glory and I will save my cloth.”

“Probably Wang Tae could have matched this saying with another still more pungent,” thought Ching-kwei, “but I have yet something to learn from him in most respects,” and having no seemly retort in view he silently withdrew.

Nevertheless, he took down his father’s sword, and, as the days went by, he began to bend his powers to its use. At first, among the peace-loving dwellers of that untroubled part, he could find none able to instruct him or even willing to stand up against assault, but eventually he discovered an aged gatherer of water weed, Hoo by name, who in more prosperous times had been a pirate. Inspired by the promise of an occasional horn of rice spirit, this accommodating person strove to recall the knowledge of his youth, and in the end he did indeed impart to Ching-kwei the outline of most of the positions both of defence and of attack. Let it, however, be confessed that, owing to his instructor’s style having been formed at the capricious angle of a junk’s unstable deck, where he was either being cast bodily upon his adversary or receiving that one’s full weight upon himself, Ching-kwei’s swordsmanship to the last conformed to the rigid canons of no existing school but disclosed surprises and benumbing subterfuges against which a classical perfection could accomplish little. To this day the saying lives, “Like Ching-kwei’s swordplay — up, down, and sideways all in one,” to testify to the baffling versatility of his thrust.

When Ching-kwei had learned all that the well-intentioned Hoo was competent to teach him, and could parry each of that hard-striving person’s fiercest blows and beat down his defence, he cast about again for a means whereby to extend his knowledge further. In this extremity he was visited one night by the shadow of a remote and warlike ancestor and a means disclosed to him under the figment of a dream. Profiting by this timely intervention, on the following day Ching-kwei made a shield of toughened hide and took it to the forest. There he bound it in an appropriate position on the sweeping branch of a giant cypress tree. To the relentless force and gyrating onslaught of this indomitable foe, Ching-kwei now fearlessly opposed himself. Whenever a storm of exceptional violence shook the earth, he hastened to take up the challenge, nor was the blackness of the wildest night any bar to his insatiable zeal. Often he was hurled reeling a full score of paces back, frequently struck, stunned and bleeding, to the ground. More than once, being missed, the one who sought him found him lying there insensible; but he carried at his heart the flowers dropped from the lips of the maiden in the glade, and after every overthrow he returned again with an unconquered look of cheerful acquiescence. It is even claimed by poets and history makers of a later time that in those dark encounters Beings, and those concerned with the outcome of the age, gathered about the spot and strove to various ends — some entering into the fibre of the tree and endowing with special qualities while others protected its antagonist through all and sustained his arm. In this painstaking way, Ching-kwei rose to a great mastery with the sword.

IV


The Offensive Behaviour of Shang, Usurpatory King of Tsun, and the Various Influences under Which Ching-kwei Resolved to Menace Him
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IN THE SEVENTH year of his reign the usurper Shang exceeded all restraint, and by offering sacrifice in a forbidden place he alienated the goodwill of his own protecting gods. What was even more important at that moment, by this act of defiance he roused the just suspicion of the neighbouring power of Chung, and the potent ruler of that State withdrew the shelter of his indulgent face. From that inauspicious day, Shang’s strength might be likened to a river on the summit of a hill.

Nearly twelve moons had come and gone since the recovery of the wandering goat. Ching-kwei was drawing water from a pool when he looked up and saw a solitary wayfarer who leaned upon his staff as though the burden of the heat and dust were too great for him to carry. Remembering the many occasions when he himself had experienced a similar distress, the sympathetic one hastened forward with his jar and offered it, remarking:

“It is too trivial an act to merit even thanks, to pass on to one that which heaven freely sends for the use of all. Drink to repletion, therefore, and what you do not need pour out upon your weary feet so as to strengthen you in each extremity.”

“May the All-providing reward you with a hundred sons and a thousand grandsons, to sustain your age,” exclaimed the grateful stranger as he thirstily complied. Then he returned the vessel to Ching-kwei’s hands, but as he moved away his rod touched it, seemingly by chance, so that it gave out a ringing note. This incident, and the exchange of looks accompanying it, at once recalled to Ching-kwei his encounter with the broad-minded Yew, and suspecting something deeper he would have questioned the wayfarer, but before he could frame the substance of his speech it was too late.

“Had there been a spoken sign, I would willingly have met that upright man again,” thought Ching-kwei, and he was stooping to refill the jar when a gleam within its depths arrested him. He turned it over, and there fell out a golden fruit growing on a silver stem. He could no longer doubt the message of the sage’s beckoning hand.

As Ching-kwei returned, he met his grandmother at some little distance from the door, for the passage with the stranger had delayed him beyond what he was wont, and she had grown to misgive his absence. Seeing him, she would have turned back, but he called to her to stay, and when they were come together he delivered the jar of water into her hands.

“My sword is by my side,” he said; “the only wear that I possess upon my back. In the first wood I can cut a staff; in the last village, earn a bowl of rice. Henceforth, I must follow the pursuit of my destiny.”

“If you will but tread this path far enough, it will bring you to what you seek at last,” was her reply.

“Were we on the great earth-road, a few li farther to the north, that might well be,” assented Ching-kwei; “but you forget that this unfrequented track leads only to our door. Furthermore, there is a certain peerless maiden, now wholly necessary to my very life, whom I must find.”

“In that case you had better stay at home; for if you are equally necessary to hers, be well assured that she will infallibly find you.”

“Customs have perhaps changed since the days of your own venerable youth, esteemed,” replied Ching-kwei tactfully. “Nor is the one whom I indicate to be computed by our earthen measure, inasmuch as she exists on the smell of flowers, wears a robe formed of floating light, and is fated to become a queen — whose king it is my destiny to slay. Her imposing father, being a merchant of the princely sort, has gone hence on business of the state and I would follow. Nothing delays my journey now but your ceremonial blessing.”

“May the concentrated blight of eighteen generations of concave-witted ancestors ride on your back!” exclaimed the one invoked. “Is she who cherished you in infancy to perish in her own old age like a toothless dog whose master’s house is closed? Where is this person’s future recompense for twenty years of disinterested care and self-denial if contending camps are now to swallow you?”

“What you have done is assuredly recorded in a golden book,” declared Ching-kwei with flattering conviction; “and for this the High Ones will one day reward you.”

“Doubtless,” replied the other adequately, “but not in the exact way that I should myself select. However, as was truly said when this person left her father’s palace, ‘Pity leads to love; love leads to madness.’ If it is to be, it will be, but first return with me for a purpose that I will inform you of.”

On this persuasion Ching-kwei accompanied her, and being now free of her dissuasion, stayed to partake of food. When this was finished, she led him to an inner room and there unlocked a box that had lain concealed beneath the floor. From this she took a complete suit of the finer sort together with a cloak richly trimmed with costly fur, a shield of polished steel inlaid with gold, and a lavishly embossed scabbard fitting to his sword. When these were arranged about his person, she drew five bars of silver from a secret place and, leading him to the door, put them into his hand.

“Go, son of my own son, and fittingly uphold the imperishable glory of our noble race!” was her parting word, and behind him Ching-kwei heard the thrusting of the bolt.

That night Ching-kwei slept in a ruined temple, and at a little after noon on the following day, he stood once more before the strong stockade of Wang Tae’s fortress. He measured the width and depth of the ditch with an appraising eye and judged the stoutness of the palisade, deeming each one sufficient for its purpose. Then he examined the resources of the massive door and the tower protecting it and could find no weakness there. Afterward he beat upon the metal of the outer gate with a heavy stone and continue until a watchman appeared at the grille.

“Greeting to the valiant Wang Tae,” he called across the space. “Bear word to him that there stands one without who would disclose toward his private ear a weakness in the chain of his defence.”

“He sleeps upon that side; begone, O clown,” scoffed the keeper of the gate, seeing no profit to his own sleeve from the encounter (for Ching-kwei now carried what he had received wrapped in a skin and stood there as a meagre goatherd), and he turned away.

“Perchance a familiar sign may awaken him,” came back Ching-kwei’s retort, and with it his trustworthy staff winged past the menial’s head, carrying with it the lattice from the door. “Give him that message, brother.”

With gratifying promptitude, the door swung open, an ample beam was thrust over the gulf, and Wang Tae passed across. When that large-stomached person recognized Ching-kwei, most of the fury with which he had set out upon the enterprise melted from his expression, and finally he shook hands with himself cordially.

“Ching-kwei,” was his open-hearted welcome, “whether you are now come to claim tithe of the ill-assorted offsprings of that prince of profligacy you sought, or whether you have come to hazard for a throne, my roof is equally above you.”

“These things must take their proper turn,” was the discreet reply. “But first of all, Wang Tae, I would disclose to you a serious error in the scheme of your protection.”

“Some word of this affair has already reached my backward ears,” said the warrior. “Bring me to the point at which the danger lies.”

“Willingly,” replied Ching-kwei, and taking from the pack his sword he unsheathed it. “So long as there is a mightier one outside your walls than there is within, your security is menaced.”

“That is a matter which is very easily put right,” said Wang Tae, suffering his gravity to become very grossly removed at the well-planned jest. “Join the felicity of our commonplace circle, and the inference will manifestly be reversed.”

“Before I can do that it is necessary to see what sort of entertainment your hand provides,” declared Ching-kwei, fastening on his shield. “When last we met, you were somewhat lavish of receiving and sparse to give — perchance being a stranger then I kept you too much at a distance. Now we can mingle freely.”

“It is impossible to misunderstand the challenge of your two-edged meaning any longer,” said Wang Tae, taking up an appropriate poise and unsheathing also. “Your genial invitation warms me like the glow of very old wine. If only you are able to speak at all when I have done, nothing will be wanting to complete my happiness.”

The nature of Wang Tae’s appearance has already been described, so that it is only necessary to declare wherein he differed from it. His armour was more massive than before, being embossed on every plate with studs of shining brass, and in place of one sword of awe-inspiring size he now wore two. But his great height obscured all else, for having lately found his shortened limbs to thwart his reaching stroke he had contrived wooden pegs to replace the missing feet and these his domineering nature led him continually to lengthen until he towered above a world of dwarfs. When he spoke, his voice resembled a multitude of corncrakes, calling at variance.

“Should you have any preference for retaining a right or a left ear, speak before it is too late,” said Wang Tae as they engaged. “But do not plead for more than one.”

“Take both freely,” replied Ching-kwei, offering them in turn, “for so far nothing favourable to Wang Tae has come near either. First, however, let me correct your ill-balanced outlook,” and by a movement which the other person could never clearly understand he cut off at a single blow the lower part of one of Wang Tae’s props.

It has already been admitted that Wang Tae was an expert swordsman, and in an ordinary sense he was able to maintain his supremacy in a variety of attitudes, but the necessity of bending his mind to carry on the conflict with one side so materially lower than the other soon began to disturb the high level of his skill. Seeing this, Ching-kwei assumed a sympathetic voice.

“What ails the great Wang Tae that his blade no longer slices where his hand directs?” he said. “Take out your other sword, chieftain, and see if haply you can accomplish something more with two. Or beg a moment’s rest whereby to find your scanty breath. Or call one from your inner room to wipe the drip out of your smarting eyes. Or suck the juice up from a bitter fruit to ease your gasping throat. Or—”

“May the nine bronze tripods of Yu fall upon your pest-infected tongue!” exclaimed Wang Tae with concentrated feeling, and he made an incautious stroke that laid his defences bare.

“Plainly I took too much before and I must restore the balance,” remarked Ching-kwei and with a blow similar to the former one he cut through the other of Wang Tae’s supports. “Now that you are somewhat come down in the world, eminence, we can associate more on a level.”

At this fresh indignity Wang Tae cast away his sword and bent his neck in shame. Finding that it was not Ching-kwei’s intention to triumph over him, he recognized the justice of that one’s victory, and after embracing him affectionately he led him into the stronghold of his walls with every mark of ceremonious deference.

V


Wang Tae’s Just Tribute to the Prescience of Ah-Yew, and the Conference of the Cedar Grove, Wherein Ching-Kwei Learned How Shen Che Was Scheming toward a Throne
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THAT NIGHT THERE was a feast given in Ching-kwei’s honour, and at it he was the recipient of many flattering compliments, although it was not considered prudent by the more discreet to refer to the recent encounter within Wang Tae’s hearing. When they were all come together, Ching-kwei looked round.

“There are assembled here a hundred swords capable of putting me on a throne,” he remarked, “but I have yet to hear one voice able to keep me there. Where is the farseeing Ah-Yew, whose counsel is a better safeguard than a towered wall of seven heights?”

At this there was a sudden and profound silence, each man looking toward another who should speak. At last Wang Tae was forced to make reply.

“He had finished his ordinary work among us here and he has now Passed Above,” he said.

“When did this take place?” inquired Ching-kwei sadly.

“Yesterday, at such and such an hour,” they told him.

“If that is indeed the case, how can we gather here to feast together?” he demanded. “It would be more seemly to be eating dust rather than drinking wine. I, at any rate, will have no part in it,” and he began to rise.

“It is easier to judge than to administer justice,” replied Wang Tae, “and in this matter your exactitude is much at fault, Ching-kwei. Learn now how this has come about. Foreseeing your return and being desirous that no untimely omen should arise to mar its complete success, the one whom we all venerate laid a most strict injunction on our band that not even his own up-passing should be allowed to interfere with the rites of hospitality whenever you arrived. Thus, in feasting we are really exalting his decree above mere custom, and by rejoicing we mourn an irreparable loss.”

“This admittedly puts another face on the affair,” confessed Ching-kwei, permitting his cup to be refilled. “Yet it is aptly said, ‘When the tree has gone only then do we appreciate its shade,’ and before long the fierce rays of a retaliatory sun will certainly attempt to reach us.”

By most of those assembled, this speech was well received, but there was one present who in the past had been rebuked by Yew for the ordinariness of his character, and seeing now an opportunity to barb an insidious dart, he looked ingratiatingly toward their chief and spoke.

“So long as we have in Wang Tae a well-lined silk umbrella, the fiercest sun will shoot its beams in vain, nor is the reference to a defensive wall wholly to be praised. Ah-Yew was well enough in his proper sphere, but the present need requires a warrior’s voice, and this one has yet to learn that he who has been so servilely extolled had ever drawn a sword.”

Almost before he had finished speaking, a score were on their feet to express their indebtedness to Yew, but Wang Tae himself waved them all aside.

“When we who are here shall all have passed away and our swords be corroded into rust, our names will then be utterly forgotten,” he declared in a loud and compelling voice. “But to the end of time men will come together in moments of great stress and being perplexed will say, ‘In such a case thus and thus enjoined the clear-sighted Yew, the wily counsellor of the ancient days in the State of Tsun, and his advice was good.’ In that lies immortality.”

This testimony so pleased Ching-kwei that he rose up from his place, and taking Wang Tae by the elbow he exclaimed:

“It is one thing to reach behind your sword, Wang Tae, but I can never hope to get level with your supple tongue. Yet I would rather have said that about Ah-Yew than have found a ballast-load of topaz.”

“If you have felt it, what need of further speech, and why then should there be a rivalry between us?” replied Wang Tae, and from that time they were close in friendship.

When the repast was over, Ching-kwei and Wang Tae walked together in the cool fragrance of a cedar grove, beneath the full radiance of the great white daughter of the sky, and the warrior freely then disclosed his plans.

“As yet,” he said, “it would be unwise for us to aim at the throne direct, for by doing so we should alienate the weak and doubtful without attracting to our incipient cause those who have wealth or authority to lose. Nor have we a walled city on our side in which to raise our banner and to give protection to a sufficient host. For this reason, it will not be prudent to declare you publicly just now, but before those whom we trust your sovereignty shall be maintained.”

“I regard you as the living symbol of the profound Ah-Yew,” replied Ching-kwei. “For that reason, I am wholly in your guiding hand.”

“I am not without hope that he will occasionally find time among his important duties elsewhere to return to counsel us. In the meanwhile, he left an explicit chart of how to act in every arising circumstance. For the next year, our course is one of wariness, sowing ferment like a flung mesh across the land and enrolling the dissentious to our cause, but moving ever with our faces to the ground. At the end of that period of repression, we must, by a single well-planned blow, seize and contain an influential town.”

“Where the Shay River bends far to the north and then bends south again, there lies the great walled city of Hing-foo, which once this person beheld,” remarked Ching-kwei.

“Hing-foo is the target to which our arrow wings its devious flight. Thrust like the menace of a hostile elbow out into the plains, Hing-foo holds all the land south of the Shay and at the same time threatens irruption to the north. Already there are many worthy officials of the town who acknowledge our sign and give the countersign and when the time arrives the more intelligent of the defenders — after a few examples have been made — should have no difficulty in recognizing on which side virtue lies.”

“What follows next?”

“Turning over on his perfumed couch, the usurping Shang will languidly exclaim, ‘Two armies to the south and stamp these contumacious beetles down into their native mire.’ Yung and Wen-yi will rally to the call and begin to enrol their forces to that end. Wen-yi is incompetent and old, Yung vigorous and a commander by no means to be despised.”

“If that is the case,” suggested Ching-kwei, “would it not be prudent, at the essential moment, to ignore the menace of Wen-yi’s advance, but, concentrating all our resources upon Yung, to offer him a sufficient price to turn the scale of his allegiance?”

“The arrangement has already reached completion, and the amount is fixed,” replied Wang Tae. “Yung will be delayed outside the Capital and suffer Wen-yi to proceed alone. This chance to achieve the greater glory to his single arm, and so discredit Yung, Wen-yi will greedily accept, and, regarding prudence less than speed, he will urge on his weary force beyond a judicious limit. At a convenient obstruction in his path, our troops will bar the way, and, checking his advance, without permitting him to hazard a decision, will crush him between that agile wall and Yung’s arriving hosts. . . . It is almost inevitable that Wen-yi will also discover the justice of our cause when he realizes his position, but it is difficult to see in what capacity we could make use of one so senile and inept.”

“Yet Tsun must have other leaders besides these and other armies ready to be led, nor can Shang dare to remain acquiescent in the face of defeat.”

“There are other leaders without stint and doubtless other armies can be raised, but to keep them from falling down again their sustenance must be assured, and here another force among the intersecting lines of destiny appears to play a tortuous part. . . . In the seclusion of your native valley, has the rumour penetrated yet of

the wonder of Shen Che — why do you pause?”

“I heard something that held me,” apologized Ching-kwei. “Pray continue.”

“A shout doubtless from the banquet hall; some still linger there. In any case,

a reliant watch is kept.”

“It was nothing but a distant echo. You spoke of one — ?”

“Shen Che, to whom the fashion of the day has given the name of Poising Butterfly, from the winged balance of her grace. Her life recalls a passage from the missing epics of T’ai Chang, traced on bamboo slips and strung on cords of silk. A year ago she cooked her father rice in a meagre hut set in a barren place — if haply there was any rice to cook, he being but an indifferent worker in some cruder staple. The household scattered by misfortune, Shen Che, together with her sister Mei, went forth into a larger sphere, and being seen dancing by an affluent merchant, she cast her spell so that he lavished the surplus of his gold upon her capriciousness. From the feet of the merchant Shen Che stepped into the ya-men of a powerful mandarin, from the knees of the mandarin into the inner chamber of a high official, and from the shoulders of the functionary into the palace of the king. Now the whisper grows that Shang’s royal wife will shortly fall into an obscure decline and, being thus removed, that Shen Che will take her place.”

“She will then become a queen!” murmured Ching-kwei.

“She will become a queen, but in the end her influence will jeopardize the throne,” replied Wang Tae. “In her, all the attributes grow to a large excess, her matchless beauty being rivalled only by the resistless witching of her charm, and the sum of both equalled by the splendour of her wanton prodigality. Shang is besotted with desire, and beneath her scattering hand the hoarded wealth of Tsun is already gnawed by dogs. To chase a dark look from her face, a loyal counsellor will be disgraced today; to win a passing smile, ten thousand footsore men pressed to a futile task tomorrow. When that time of which we speak arrives, there will be nothing left to support another army on. Men may be procured by force, but the bare earth cannot be compelled to fructify by blows.”

VI


The Standard of the “Restoring Ying” Being Raised, Ching-kwei Is Hailed as Rightful Lord of Tsun, the Capital is Besieged and an Unworthy Dissension Thereat Engendered
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THE HISTORY OF Ching-kwei and the nature of his deeper thoughts, his spoken words, the omens cast about his path and the genealogy of each of those who rallied to his cause — these might perchance be fittingly set forth in nine-and-forty meritorious books, but though the finest paper and the smoothest ink were used, who should remain to read? Rather, in these later times of groundless stress, men would reach for their street attire, the one exclaiming as he went, “What befell this long-throated goatherd, storyteller?” and, “Impart a movement to thy tardy brush,” another.

Let it suffice, therefore, that for the space of moons Wang Tae had spoken of, the confederacy persisted in its righteous task, linking the members of its scattered force into a living bond, and sapping the power of Shang’s detested rule by various means. Then, when the fruit was ripe, the gatherers appeared, for in a single night they fell upon Hing-foo from every side and carried all its gates. Ching-kwei, seeing in the significance of the day a portent of success, led the assault and acquired much renown. All the more worthy of the citizens at once recognized in him the fulfilling of an ancient prophecy, and the city keys were laid before his feet.

“Not that their necessity exists in the case of one who wears a master key about his waist,” declared the spokesman of the band, “but Hing-foo has been taken and restored threescore and eighteen times in the history of its walls, and the polite formality has ever been observed.”

After the lukewarm and contentious had been humanely dealt with, the remainder of the populace settled down to existence as before, the unchanging motto of their city being: “Above Hing-foo are the heavens, on three sides of it the Shay, and on the fourth a ruler.”

At a later period, Ching-kwei was publicly enthroned in the Temple of the King and greeted with the royal salutation of, “Ten thousand years!” The execrated name of Shang was removed from every seal and record amid an outburst of tumultuous joy, it being proclaimed that all documents and obligations in which it had appeared should thenceforth be held as void. Having by these acts definitely cut off the path of their retreat, every person in the city was set to the task of repairing the shattered walls and mounting a sufficient guard.

Events in the meanwhile followed on Yew’s prescient course. Yung and Wen-yi converged as specified, and the former person brought a pacific face into Hing-foo and with him the stores and furnishing of all his force together with the staunchest of his men. On this foundation Wang Tae and Ching-kwei began to build the wedge that should drive the usurper ignominiously from his throne, for until he lost that last vestige of authority Ching-kwei might hold the handle of the sceptre but Shang still grasped the head. Across the intervening land, trustworthy spies were ever on the watch in suitable disguise, and no day passed without a message of encouragement being brought. Sunk into a deeper lethargy, the effete Shang scarcely deigned to turn upon his marble couch to listen to each succeeding recital of disaster; by his side Shen Che rose to more unbridled heights of recklessness until, in despair at the inadequacy of her own desires, she caused slaves to shoot priceless jewels from hollow tubes against the stars; while at the palace gates men and women fought for the sweepings from the kennels, and in the Ways the changing prices of a he-child and of a she-child went from mouth to mouth. It was at this pass that Ching-kwei and Wang Tae launched their force against the Capital.

At the northern water-gate of Hing-foo, flat-boats were drawn across by bamboo ropes, and in this way the army of the “Restoring Ying” moved out. As the different companies with their appointed chiefs passed across the river, a notched record of their strength was kept so that Wang Tae should have an exact knowledge of the various kinds of warriors under his control. Of iron-caps, armed with spears, there were as many thousand as could be counted upon the fingers of one hand; of bowmen, each with threescore crimson arrows in a sheath, the same; almost as many slingers with their gear; five chosen groups of fierce-voiced leapers clad in striped and spotted cloth to represent bloodthirsty creatures of the wild, and a suitable proportion of stalwart men equipped with horns and gongs. In addition, there were banner-men who waved insulting messages of scorn; firework throwers, of the kinds both loud and offensive to the smell; several stuffed animals propelled on wheels, and a full camp of diagram-men, whose secret craft it was to spread confusion by their mysterious artifice. Every warrior possessed a wooden bowl, a fan, and an umbrella, and many had also brought iron swords and leather shields. Stores and utensils of the necessary sort followed the army on two thousand wheel-barrows in charge of the elderly and weak. Many of the chief leaders rode small horses of a hardy build, and in front of all went a cloud of war-chariots filled with picked fighters of established valour. The omens had been duly sought, and nothing was wanting to assure success.

When this great army — which despite its vast extent moved with such precision that no part of it at any time completely lost sight of all the other — arrived before the Capital, the craven defenders at once retired behind its gates, nor could the most offensive taunts or gestures of the keenest provocation induce them to emerge. On the other hand, with weak-kneed lack of originality they stood upon the well-protected walls and by remarks of an objectionable personal nature endeavoured to luring passing members of the “Restoring Ying” to come within their reach, but all Wang Tae’s troops were too highly disciplined to fall into the snare. Finding the defences stronger than it was prudent to assail, and despairing of the garrison ever having the refinement to come out and face a decision on equal terms, Wang Tae disposed his forces round the city and proclaimed a siege.

Had the matter simply been left to its proper and foreshadowed course, the speedy subjection of the enemy could never have been in doubt. But it is truly said, “Even black may become unclean,” and the immediate conduct of the corrupt Wen-yi imparts a double-edge of penetration to the adage. This squalid-souled person has already been fittingly referred to, so that it is unnecessary to do more than record the actual happenings. Not being deemed worthy of the honour of pursuit, after his troops were scattered in dismay, it was assumed that he would be driven to the necessity of sustaining life by begging from door to door — an occupation logically suited to his low standard of attainment. It must be inferred that Wen-yi had always played an insidious part, for, instead of acquiescing to a defeat that was final and complete, he treacherously began to get together his ignoble followers again, and even to induce other credulous and slow-witted outcasts to rally to his offensive cause. Working with the most unbecoming secrecy, and assembling in distant and misleading spots, he brought on his illiterate and deluded rabble by a serious of one-sided marches until he was able suddenly to insert his contaminating presence between the army of the “Restoring Ying” and their essential city of Hing-foo.

Owing to this degraded act of perfidy, after several months of conscientious effort on everybody’s part, the position may thus be outlined: the defenders of the Capital were capable of resisting any onslaught but were powerless to emerge and free themselves from the encircling foe; the army of the “Restoring Ying” was safe within its camp but was not adequate to the task of entering the Capital or of reversing a position on which all its system had been based and turning round to engage the despised Wen-yi; the garrison of Hing-foo was sufficiently protected by the river from the menace of Wen-yi’s invasion but was itself too weak to march out and assist Wang Tae; and, finally, the decayed Wen-yi, having now exposed his feeble effort, was unable to move in any direction whatever.

But however badly arranged this unmentionable person’s despicable strategy had been toward a martial end, it had an outcome which that superficial one had never even though of, and very few more days had passed before Wang Tae called an assembly of the inner chiefs together at the council tent.

“When Yu, the pike, lay upon the river floor waiting for a bird to fall into the stream, and Yen, the kestrel, sat up in a tree waiting for a fish to leap on to the bank, both went supperless to bed,” he began. “Hing-foo, from which we draw our daily sustenance, is now a thousand li beyond our reaching hand, and the case is thus and thus. Let any speak his mind.”

“Your words are ruled with accuracy,” agreed Ching-kwei, “but let there be no fear on that account. It is decreed that I shall most certainly destroy the usurping Shang and by the same act end the sway of his ignoble Line.”

“The fear to which reference has been made, imperishable,” interposed a discordant voice, “is not so much whether you kill the vindictive Shang but whether in the meanwhile hunger will not kill us. What store of food is there yet remaining, chief?”

“Some threescore sacks of rice — sufficient beneath a frugal eye for three days more.”

“Here again destiny sets whatever qualms one has at rest, for the third day hence is the thirteenth of the month of Peach Blossom, and that is your imperishable’s lucky day,” declared Ching-kwei with confidence.

“Yet between now and the digging of our graves, what miracle will come to pass, omnipotence, unless we lay our elbow to the pole forthwith?” inquired another murmurer.

“What exact form our deliverance shall take will in due time appear, being doubtless revealed in the shape of a nocturnal vision,” replied Ching-kwei. “To pray for rain and then give water to the drooping vine is to deride the faces of the willing gods.”

“The celestial air you breathe, supremest, is too refined for the gross nourishment of those whom I command,” declared a third. “An empty bowl will come within their scope, but not the sustaining approbation of the unseen powers.”

“Peace — enough!” exclaimed Wang Tae, being in a double mind himself but fearing an open rift. “Words make a deeper scar than silence can always heal. Let all consider well our present state until we meet again at a like hour tomorrow. Then when each one has contributed the weight of his deliberate word unto the common cause, we will blend the accumulated wisdom into the weapon best suited to our need. In the interval, let mutual harmony prevail, for, remember: ‘Fire spreads of its own accord, but every jar of water must be carried.’”

VII


The Nature of the Stratagem Discovered to Ching-kwei, and the Measure of its Success. His meeting with One Whom He Had Thought to Be Queen of Tsun and the Rearrangement of the Destinies That Then Ensued. His Return and the Greetings Passed
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THAT NIGHT CHING-KWEI fasted and made sacrifice to the full extent of all he had, and having thereby purified his mind into harmony with the protecting influences around, he composed himself into a tranquil state to await their guidance. At dawn he sought out Wang Tae before that quick-moving person left his tent.

“In the past, Wang Tae,” he said, when they had greeted formally, “we have reposed an unshaken trust in one another, and in the clash of battle my defending sword has struck out from underneath your weary arm, and your protecting shield has been held before my bleeding face.”

“It is true,” replied Wang Tae with dignified emotion, “and the confidence that I still maintain in you is that of two men who walk along a narrow plank together at some great and rocky height. With me, at least, speak the first words as they rise upon your lips.”

“You are the front and authority of all our force, while in me resides the Immortal Principle. What, therefore, we two cannot do, shall the discording voices of a score attain?”

“I am with you in this also,” replied Wang Tae. “Should you demand an attack upon the Capital, I will myself drive the first wedge into its gate.”

“Our united mind could split a granite rock!” cried Ching-kwei joyfully. “But a less hazardous way has been revealed to me, as I indeed proclaimed. Is the extremity of our strait known beyond the camp?”

“Spies from both sides pass in and out as usual on one plea or another, nor, hitherto, has it been well to conceal our obvious strength. Now, this weakness also has inevitably been carried to the councils of both Wen-yi and Shang.”

“Let there be no uncertainty upon that head. Instruct a judicious captain of your own to conduct the spies all round our bankrupt store. At the same time, let every warrior in the camp begin openly to furbish up his arms, to sing of victory, and to create a general stir. This, to the spies, the various chiefs shall briefly indicate, with ‘Thus,’ and ‘Haply,’ or, ‘I might, if yet I would — ,’ but nothing more.”

“It shall be done,” replied Wang Tae. “Before another gong-stroke sounds, a tincture such as you desire shall colour their reports.”

“Once they have left the camp, there must be no return. Appoint a double line of sentinels and instruct them to use even force if necessary.”

“That, any rate, will convince the spies that something unusual in progress.”

“All shapes round that end. Tonight a letter must be sent toward Hing-foo.

This is its purport:

“Illustrious Wang Tae to the Ever-alert Martial Governor of Loyal Hing-foo, Greeting:

Our need is great, our stock being now but two-score bags of mouldy rice. In the mists of tomorrow’s dawn we attack the Capital, having learned of vast hoards of grain and richer food of every kind secretly stored within the palace there. If at the same time we can tempt out the ill-made Wen-yi, assail his rear with all your force. He is very credulous and may enter the snare.”

“The scheme might be well enough,” remarked Wang Tae, “but it is doubtful if our messenger can pass through Wen-yi’s line and reach Hing-foo.”

“To make sure of that miscarriage, send the worst we have — in fact, two had better go on separate ways: even the obese Wen-yi can scarcely miss both. How next shall a similar implication be contrived to fall into Shang’s unruly hand?”

“I begin to smell the gravy of your pig,” exclaimed Wang Tae with deepening interest. “There was a discontented eunuch of the palace guard who at first conspired with us, and messages have passed, but now the rumour goes that, one being dropped incautiously out of his sleeve, he has been charged and strongly pressed to tell everything he knows.”

“His name will serve. In this case it will run:

“ ‘To — ?’”

“Tsan, of the Third Green Banner displaying Righteous Truth,” contributed Wang Tae.

“ — From one whom he has knowledge of, greeting,” went on Ching-kwei, continuing to write:

“Our need is great, our stock being now but two-score bags of mouldy rice. In the mists of tomorrow’s dawn we attack Wen-yi, having learned that his camp contains vast stores of grain. Hing-foo will sally and assail his rear so that we shall have no lack of men. A snare has been contrived to take the ill-made Shang and all his force, if he can but be tempted out at the sound of conflict. Urge him to this, and you and your well-born descendants in perpetuity shall be entitled—”

“Eminence!” interposed Wang Tae hastily, “the one in question is—”

“True.

“ — you and your illustrious ancestors in retrogression shall be entitled to an open green silk umbrella with yellow tassels on all state occasions. He is very credulous and may enter the snare.”

“Seal it with your special sign, Wang Tae, and dispatch it by a thoroughly unworthy hand.”

“Whom, further, I will omit to recompense. It shall reach Shang’s council without fail. This scheme of yours, Ching-kwei, whatever the final shape, has a meatiness about its bones that stirs my appetite.”

“When the camp is free of all whom we distrust, about the hour of dusk, about the hour of dusk, let two-score chariots be emptied of their gear and drawn in secret to a hidden dell. To each pair appoint a tent of trusty men, some carrying digging tools, the others bearing for each car a sack of rice. The rest will soon unfold itself before your eyes, Wang Tae, but of this be well assured: the grain that we throw upon the earth tonight will bear a speedy crop and that a hundredfold.”

Is there a single one, aspiring to a polished style today, who has not heard or even used the phrase: “Like Wang Tae’s rice — a little on the top?” Yet he who has followed these commonplace words so far and put up with their painful lack of finish need not be told that the whole scheme and strategy devolved upon Ching-kwei. Who should then erect a public arch, or compose a written book, or even found a dynasty, if in a few thousand years his labour is thus to be accorded to another? Certainly it was not so in the glorious days of Yao-u and Shun.

But in order to bring this badly told narration even to an unpretentious close it is necessary to uphold the sequence of events and to state what followed after. That is the present way, and, as the saying goes, “If you would dine with dragons you must not stay to chew the meat.”

On the succeeding day, before the hour of dawn, both the hosts of Shang and Wen-yi became aware of something very violent taking place elsewhere. In the obscure distance a noise composed of every variety of martial strain, shout, roar, boom, blast, shriek, firework, rattle, imprecation, thud, musical instrument, and explosion grew and died down as it came across the intervening space at intervals, while fires at different points began to show and a great cloak of pungent smoke darkened the rising sun and shut out all the further details of the inauspicious scene. It was plain to each that the other was being vigorously attacked, while a demonstration in the nature of a feint was carried out against himself, but having been warned by intercepted messages, neither fell into the snare but lay behind his own defensive walls and watched.

When the battle had been in progress for a sufficiently convincing time, a combined shout of victory rent the air, and soon everywhere signs of rejoicing could be seen and heard. Shang and Wen-yi strove to pierce the veil of uncertainty surrounding them, to learn if haply any remnant of their ally stood, but the distance and the glow of fire and the drifting smoke conspired to baffle the most discerning eye, and presently each had a more convincing sign of the other’s overthrow than all that went before. Winding through Wang Tae’s camp, on its way to some secure place of storage, came a long and noble train of chariots, each one full and well heaped up with shining rice. Four well-trained horses went to the ropes of every car, with two henchmen at either wheel and four to follow after, so weighty was the load, and as they moved at certain parts more at their ease, the men laughed and frolicked and threw rice by the handful at each other in wanton joy to see so much. Forty such chariots there were in sight at once, and then, after a pause, a score more, and then another score, and a little later a second forty as before. Wen-yi first saw the offensive sight and knew the worst, and after him in turn the abject Shang and all his court, for Ching-kwei’s rice-train wound in and out among the camp for half a day.

“They have penetrated to the very heart and treasure of the citadel and taken what they would. Without doubt the garrison is all put to the sword and the ineffectual Shang now cast in chains or slain,” exclaimed Wen-yi. “Get me four bearers and an emblem of surrender so that I may hasten to eat dust and make what terms I can with this new line of kings.”

“The flat-stomached Wen-yi has failed again — as usual,” remarked the ill-starred Shang in an accent of refined despair, at about the same time and inspired by a like sequence of events; “and without doubt he has been taken in the snare. As our last hope is thereby brought to voidance, the hostile camp re-stocked, and their road to Hing-foo clear again, nothing remains for this much-depreciated sovereign but to put on an appropriate robe of sack-cloth and to suffer himself to be deposed without further ceremony by the morally deformed Wang Tae.”

“Chieftain,” reported a lesser captain to Wang Tae, as Wen-yi and Shang set out, “two separate groups approach the camp, one from the north, the other from the south, with banners of submission. What is your iron word concerning them?”

“At the peril of incurring each one of the seventy-five recognized ways of inflicting pain, let them be kept apart,” replied Wang Tae.

Thus it came about, Shang’s band by this time being brought into camp, that a message reached Ching-kwei, who had stayed within his tent alone, of one who sought his ear.

“Suffer the messenger to pass the guard,” pronounced Ching-kwei, for the word brought in had seemed to speak, though darkly, of the time which he knew must now approach, and they led one in whose face was masked by a visor of worked steel.

“Omnipotence,” pronounced a low but very golden voice, “I have a name to speak that merits your private ear. Furthermore, I bear no weapon anywhere while you have a notorious sword beneath your ready hand.”

“If I disclose my ear to you,” replied Ching-kwei, motioning to the attendants so that they withdrew, “it is no less fitting that you should reveal your face to me,” and he indicated the covering which the other wore.

“Your magnanimity is itself a better shield than any I could wear,” was the gracious reply, and what he asked for being done, they stood there for a poise of time, facing each other.

“Shen Che!” whispered Ching-kwei, falling back a step in wonder. “You who are now a queen!”

“I recognize in you the one who loitered in the glade, that day the holy anchorite warned me that we should meet. But wherefore do you call me by my sister’s name, and why greet me a queen?”

“Your sister’s name?” replied Ching-kwei, with a great and sudden happiness singing like a nest of radiant birds about his head. “Are you not then that Shen Che who should become a queen?”

“I am Mei of the lowly house of Kang, and to me no other name was ever given. For her of whom you speak I come to plead, that being my errand here. Of your illusion that I was other than I am — doubtless it grew from this: that we encountered only once and that but for a single passing glance. Let it not weigh against my cause, high excellence.”

“Not once but many hundred times, O dazzling one, have we two met, for every day that meeting is renewed within my heart; and though it was a single glance, so deep the image cut that the stone of life itself must be destroyed to wear away a line.”

“Benevolence!” pleaded the maiden, who had not expected to be involved in so abrupt and emotional an arisement. “The one for whom I crave your countenance—”

“The fault lay with that hoary soothsayer,” continued Ching-kwei, who was by no means concerned about Shen Che now that he had learned that this one was no longer she. “I described you beyond the possibility of doubt, and he then played me false.”

“Great majesty,” murmured the bright vision, advancing more than the single step that the other had gone back, and gazing into Ching-kwei’s eyes beseechingly, “by what feeble attributes did you chance to depict this in-no-way-striking one?”

“How else than by the glory of your matchless presence, by the pearly splendour of your lustrous being, which at every point outshines that of all other dwellers upon earth, by the constant wonder of your deigning to remain among mere mortal things at all — there could be no mistake. Further, as the venerable necromancer’s polite attention seemed to begin to wander at this point, I added that you wore a high-born cloak, your sister having none.”

“In this then, not the hermit but the very fates themselves have conspired toward a surreptitious end,” exclaimed the one henceforth to be described as Mei. “Know now, all-powerful chief, that until we left the pious Ng-tung’s cell, it was the more-admired Shen Che who wore that distressing cloak of plaited straw, which presently, to dance for joy at what the seer foretold, she cast about my form.”

“Then you indeed are not a queen, nor married to a king?”

“I am married to none,” replied Mei, indicating by a refined gesture that a contingency had been reached when it would be more suitable if she replaced the concealing mask, but to this Ching-kwei did not accede. “Nor am I likely now to encounter so forlorn an end, for the divination ran that my destiny lay with a guileless one who herded goats and led a tranquil life. Thus I stand secure, for such a man could not be found in camps or capitals.”

“Yet I have herded goats and led a tranquil life,” maintained Ching-kwei. “So that in me the prophecy takes root.”

“But can never come to fruit, esteemed, for from that life you have cut yourself irrevocably away, while to it I must straight return, like a homing swallow to its ingrained thatch.”

“Would you not instead become a queen, fair Mei, and found with me an undying line of kings?”

“Against that I am sworn. One queen from the inglorious house of Kang exceeds the moral limit, and having marked that same one’s upward flight, I trim my own wings now into a lowlier atmosphere.”

“Why, then, I also would not be a king,” declared Ching-kwei, approaching her. “And yet,” he added gloomily, “the iron line remains — to ‘end a sovereign’s life and by the same act terminate a dynasty,’ was the unbending fate. How else than by setting up my own?”

“Ching-kwei,” exclaimed a stern voice from the door, as Wang Tae threw back the fold, “what note of doubt is this? The day is ours, gained by your stratagem. Shang and Wen-yi have both made full submission and recognized your claim. The army of the ‘Restoring Ying’ only awaits the sight of you to raise an overwhelming shout of triumph and to carry you upon the impulse of its valour to any misty height. This is the very apex of your destiny, but though the point is here for you to grasp, the sides are smooth and steep. Fail to assert your right at once and all may yet be lost. Miscarry now, and you end your sovereign life and by that act now and for all time terminate the dynasty of your imperishable Line.”

For such a space of time as wherein one might count a score the three chiefly concerned stood in their different moods. Then Ching-kwei answered back, and his voice rolled like a ceremonial drum.

“There spoke the several voices that conjoin in me to piece my destiny and to reconcile all things! This is the kingship that I put an end to now and ours the dynasty which I thereby terminate. Wang Tae, your words have been inspired and you at last have cut the knot of all my difficulty.”

“Yet what remains?” demanded Wang Tae darkly. “Can the people be left to revert to savagery, and Tsun, deprived of every royal hand, become a vassal state?”

“Still less so than before. Tomorrow, in the Temple of the King within the Capital, Ching-kwei will voluntarily abdicate, and turning to his right will crown Wang Tae first of a martial Line. That is what Tsun requires today — a strong and vigorous ruler of natural force, not one whose kingdom is a dream and his chosen throne a chimney-seat.”

“This is what generally happens sooner or later when a capable general and a weak-minded sovereign are concerned,” declared Wang Tae, not wholly reconciled, “but in our exceptional case I certainly did not expect it yet.” Then, as he turned to leave the tent, Ching-kwei unsheathed his sword, and raising it before his face he very gladly cried: “Ten thousand years!”

“Yet what remains?” repeated Mei, as they again stood there alone. “You have lost all, nobility, and for — for a vagarious thought renounced a jewelled crown.”

“Not all,” replied Ching-kwei; “I still have what I value most,” and from an inner sleeve he took some faded flowers. “These I have kept unharmed through the dust of weary marches and the shock of furious battle, hoping perchance that if I bore them worthily, when we should meet, you of your own free will might requite me for everything with one.”

“One is a very little to expect, high prince,” said Mei, turning away her face as she received the flowers, “though certainly more might seem to be too much. Therefore the two I offer you are now but one, and the one that you receive has hitherto been two,” and in a tumult Ching-kwei perceived that in the hand held out to him were two stems tightly bound together by the crimson thread of mutual betrothement. “What more,” she continued with a still averted face, “what more can one to whom all initiative is rigidly denied say — or even do — Ching-kwei?”

As Ching-kwei, leading Mei by the hand and at the same time controlling a wandering goat of his own flock that he had recovered by the way, neared his door, his grandmother came out to gather wood and, seeing them, awaited their approach.

“What is the latest apophthegm from the front just now, Ching-kwei?” she asked. “And how does this new gear of martial glory fit about your limbs?”

“Those who cover themselves with martial glory appreciate a homespun robe at last,” was his reply; yet even as he spoke the thought went up: “Wang Tae would certainly have produced something more keen-edged than that.”

“At all events, the maiden whom you sought has found you, it appears,” remarked the ancient, nodding sagely. “Perhaps it was as well that you should have returned — another goat has cast off his allegiance and gone hence upon us.”

When Kai Lung, having thus successfully disposed of Ching-kwei, looked up, he discovered he was there alone, not even one of three whom he daily instructed in his art having lingered.

“It is doubtful if circles were quite so destitute of true refinement in the golden days of Tou-fou and Li-tai-pe,” he murmured; “though the comparison is admittedly vainglorious. What call is that?”

It was the voice of Hwa-mei, seeking him in the darkness of the garden, and as Kai Lung went at once toward her, they very soon encountered.

“There were nine of our neighbours here with me but now, to whom I owe some reparation,” he explained. “In the nature of analogy I pressed sour fruit upon them, so that now I would offer them both food and wine. Are they, perchance, awaiting me within?”

“There are none within, neither have there been any with thee here in the garden, save only Hoo Tee, who has already tasted bamboo for leaving thee alone, musing by the arbour. Hast thou slept again, O dragon-hearted one, and dreamed a dream of ancient valour?”

“I may have mused somewhat,” confessed Kai Lung, “as I sat there by the arbour. But I can hardly, as you say, have slept, for a Bringer of Good News has sought me with a message.”

“Truly so,” replied Hwa-mei, with a ripple in her voice of both laughter and affection. “Your evening rice awaits you.”

THE END
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THE IMPERISHABLE SOVEREIGN of the land and the all-powerful Mandarin T’sin Wong having been duly mentioned, the feeble but conscientious recorder of authentic facts discloses the position affecting those of less importance.

I

IN the reign of the enlightened Emperor Ming Wang (of whose reverence for duty it is written that he invariably reclined upon his back, so that even when asleep neither of his ears should be closed against the upraised voice of the meanest of his subjects calling for justice) there dwelt in the mud-walled city of Kochow a variety of persons who will in due course be brought discreetly forward according to the requirements of those with whose fortunes this ill-delivered narrative is favourably concerned; but towering above all others, as a many-tiered pagoda overtops the meagre residences of the necessitous and unofficial, there must, with a seemly regard for the essential proprieties, at once be announced that high dignitary of the coral button, the Mandarin T’sin Wong.

Having thus complied with the formalities of ceremonial usage, the obsequious-mannered relater of this distressingly inept chronicle would regard it as an act of amiable condescension on the part of those who may have been enticed into purchasing his lamentable effort to be allowed to begin anew from a more convenient angle.

II

For a period that was to be counted not by days or moons alone, but even years — and on the elastic authority of the glib and inexact probably unmeasured cycles — the annals of Kochow had been as destitute of pleasurable excitement as a meritorious scholar’s sleeve is devoid of silver, until, in the repulsive apothegm of their kind, the young and gyratory of both sexes might frequently be heard to declare that they were “stagnated to rigidity” by the lack of animation discoverable around.

And, indeed, not to withdraw the plain but wholesome face of truth behind the gilded mask of wanton exaggeration, a full decade had elapsed since the town had last been reduced to ashes by fire or overwhelmed by flood. So effete had become the neighbouring hostile tribes that it was not an uncommon circumstance to meet those of the inner chamber — even of middle-age — who had never been submitted to the experience of rape or forcible abduction, while the periodical visitations of plague, black evil and the pitting sickness had been almost robbed of all their salutary virulence by the short-sighted activities of the impious and interfering. So that, whereas under a more judicious system the elderly, the infirm, and the unremunerative were automatically weeded out by a process that was not only reasonable to themselves but convenient and economical to authority, now by the effervescing of a grain of magic powder on the tongue or the scratching of a cryptic emblem about the forearm even a river-pirate or a hungry beggar might not unreasonably cherish the ambition of outliving those so careful of their skin as even to hire others to perform their recreations for them, and so wealthy as to be able to overeat themselves whenever they had the inclination. Truly it was not so in the virile days of the puissant Hwang, when all men below a certain rank were measured with an iron rule, and shortened or lengthened as the case required.

Thus may the internal state of Kochow be positioned on the first day of the Moon of Much Gladness, that being the time selected by the lesser Deities concerned as a fitting moment for the initiation of their somewhat elaborate purpose, and therefore the one chosen by this scrupulous but uninventive historian as the one most suitable for opening his badly arranged if surprisingly developed recital of events.

III

Considering the remoteness of the epoch, the size and importance of walled Kochow, the position and authority of the dignified Mandarin T’sin Wong and the undoubted deference that would certainly be paid to his illustrious spirit when at last he had condescended to Pass Above, it was only to be expected that the calamitous act that was to prove the fountain-head from which ultimately proceeded the full river of event should be presaged by celestial hints and omens of unmistakable significance. Whether these took the form of contending dragons in the sky, unnatural noises arising from the Beneath Parts, fiery visitations traversing space, or some other of the recognized signs usual in such an emergency, is clouded with a slight textual ambiguity in the pages of the Epics. Thus positioned, even though engaged upon a work of biographical exactness, it is more convenient (as is now, indeed, the common usage) to refer definitely to the conversation and manner of behaving of ordinary persons then alive, and these, in spite of the distinction of moving in so classical an era, would seem providentially to have conducted themselves in a manner not appreciably different from our own.

IV

It so chanced that at this period one of the appointed guarders of the Ways — they who by means of hollow drums, sonorous shells and the interspersal of an occasional cry of menace warn thieves and other loiterers of evil habit that it is time for them to withdraw in safety — was kinsman to the chief custodian of the Mandarin’s door. Respecting the claims of blood, it was the habit of this club-bearing official to investigate anything of a doubtful nature taking place in the neighbourhood of the yamen at about the gong-stroke when the janitor might perchance be abroad in the exercise of his several duties, and should they happen to encounter none but an outcast would have abstained from the rite of a mutual greeting with, if it could be prudently effected, the ceremonial exchange of appropriate vessels. A tea-house known by the Sign of Well-Sustained Endurance was enticingly positioned.

“Greeting, son of my father’s brother!” cried each, striking their hands when they had thus come together. “Are all your constituents well balanced?” But when the guarder of the Ways (on whom the name Ah-Fang had been bestowed at teething) would have suggested by a convenient movement of the wrist that they should partake of what he described as “the habitual,” the other (Shun-Ho his style on going forth to work, their common Line being Cheung) raised a dissenting gesture.

“For,” he said, indicating the gate that was within his office, “a special task has been laid upon me, and, as the proverb rightly says, ‘A single date consumed in peace is better than a basket of ripe figs beneath the shadow of affliction.’”

“That may be true enough as regards figs, which — especially when over-ripe — lie qualmous on a craving stomach,” admitted the other. “Yet touching ourselves, it being no part of our intention to consume matter of a solid nature — —”

“Nevertheless,” interrupted Shun-Ho, who, having failed in the examinations at the outset of his career, was of a slightly superior culture to his kinsman, “the pith of the saying has a general application. Join now your hand to mine and our delay will be the sooner ended.”

“What is the motive of this stress, and why should we labour to throw back these massive gates that are so rarely opened?” inquired Ah-Fang, as he carefully laid aside his fan and umbrella before thrusting his loin against the beam as Shun-Ho directed. “Does some important noble pay a ceremonial visit?”

“By no means,” was the reply; “those for whom way is thus made are of a very different bacon. A misbegotten zeal for innovation has possessed the Vermilion Pencil and an edict has gone forth that henceforward between the time of light and no-light the gates of every yamen throughout the land shall stand freely open.”

“If that is the case why should we, having fully complied with what is called for, now fix a spiked barrier across the path of any who would enter?” demanded Ah-Fang as he lent his aid to his kinsman’s further purpose.

“Nothing is said in the proclamation about spiked barriers,” replied Shun-Ho capably, “and to leave the passage open would be to invite the intrusion of a procession of the needy and undeserving. . . . Wind a few more lengths of this barbed chain about the farther column and our seclusion will be reasonably protected.”

“You have only to command a thing and it is done,” said the docile Fang, complying. “Yet who among our suppliant throng would have ventured to encroach here, well knowing as they do the merit of the saying, ‘Keep from before an angry bull, from behind a startled pole-cat, but as far as possible in all directions from a high official’?”

“That is as it may have been in the past, but by this printed notice — which under very severe penalties it is ordained must be displayed upon the gate-post — a new era is instituted. Henceforth, one and all are incited to press forward with their several pleas, and under its terms a very superfluity of justice is foreshadowed.”

“What next?” grumbled Ah-Fang, “this being the extremest measure. In the virtuous days of this person’s youth integrity endured, and the people were encouraged to abide at peace by fining equally both parties to a suit and reprimanding the several witnesses with bamboo rods, of a thickness depending on the length of the testimony they offered. In future all — but how shall the terms of the edict spread abroad if its written surface is thus nailed to the gate-post?”

“That,” replied Shun-Ho, driving in a final skewer, “lies outside our plain instruction. ‘The sheet displayed for all to see,’ runs the tenor of our orders — and he who can overlook so visible a parchment should have his eyes properly scraped without delay at the stall of the nearest barber. Come, brother, we have upheld rightful authority as befits our own positions: none but a niggard would deny us a scanty respite.”

“We have done all that sincere men could: to have done more would be to prove us demons,” agreed Ah-Fang. “I sustain thy weary shoulder.”

V

When they were seated, each with a cup of a special flavour, and had released their waist-cloths, mutual confidence prevailed and neither forbore to speak freely of the shortcomings of those in authority above them.

“It is scarcely to be imagined that one so deficient in refined understanding as the lesser captain of our band — he of whose ill-arranged face and gravity-dispelling gait I have already spoken — should distribute honours to those who most deserve them,” remarked Ah-Fang. “Were it not that mankind is endowed with two ears and but one tongue as a judicious warning it would go hard with Lin Hing’s reputation.”

“Say on,” encouraged Shun-Ho, at the same time displaying the dregs within his cup, but whether to show Ah-Fang that they formed a lucky combination or to another end did not at first transpire. “Are we not both the sons of a common forerunner?”

“It was thus, since your polite curiosity will not be gainsaid,” continued Fang; “this being but a single instance among many. One night, at an angle of the Ways, he who is now relating the occurrence chanced upon an unknown stranger sleeping, with his body north and south and his face uncovered to the radiance of the great sky lantern.”

“Was he an Out-land man, one of the Short-haired of the Over-mountain Spaces?” inquired Shun-Ho with interest. “They say their demons cannot fly against the wind and are thereby easily outwitted; and it is credibly reported by those who have travelled there that these pale-eyed strangers propagate singly after the manner of fish, though others assert that they do not, but that their lesser ones have feathers on their breasts and lay eggs in earthen vessels.”

“He may have been a Middle-distance man,” admitted Fang, “but the outward signs were lacking. Be that as it was, here in Kochow he would be subject to the methods of our own especial spirits. Yet there he lay at the conflux of the paths, north and south, and without so much as an open paper umbrella to turn aside the malignant Forces.”

“That being so, how did you act?” demanded Shun-Ho.

“Without pausing to take breath I hastened back to the one who mars our prestige, whom presently I discovered at the Sign of Righteous Indulgence, rejoicing to set music. ‘Behold,’ I exclaimed when I had gained his ear, and thus and thus I reported, concluding, ‘Becoming afflicted in his mind as the result of this rash exposure, the undiscriminating stranger will likewise find when he awakes that he is bereft of the sense of continuous direction, and being thereby unable to leave Kochow he will ever after lurk about our Ways and open spaces, a source of alarm to all honest guardians of the night and an added tax upon the resources of the charitable henceforward.’”

“More might have been made of it, had you only taken breath,” demurred Shun-Ho. “They have been known to change into vampires.”

“I did but pause with the expectation that my zeal would be commended, and, haply, an auspicious sign set against my name in the book of daily omens and accusations.”

“To have done so would have been to proclaim his own dependence. Your mind, Ah-Fang, is like the progression of an elderly, footsore tortoise, and you should chew the strings of deer to correct this failing.”

“Merit would have been withheld had I recited an entire Ode suited to the occasion,” contended Fang darkly; “for, as it is truly written, ‘Bestow meat on an upstart and the bone will be cast back at you when he has picked it;’ and in furtherance of the saying, the one whose virtues we are here discussing, after he had thus ignored my service, added, ‘Begone, thou mutinous offspring of a mentally deficient he-mule, and resume thy neglected duties.’ ‘But the inauspicious stranger by the Way, O gracious under-chief,’ I pleaded. ‘The printed leaf of what we shall and shall not do contains no relevant instruction. And lying north and south, as I have said, in the full splendour of the great sky lantern — —’ ‘Then take the enterprising wayfarer by the most convenient angle of his form and cast him east and west into the nearest shadow,’ he replied, and with that, in an entire reversal of hospitable usage, this hard-striving person was unworthily ejected.”

VI

“Your experience in this matter is not surprising, considering that I, though on a more exalted plane, have much to put up with at the hands of the envious and grasping,” remarked Shun-Ho, after he had again drawn Ah-Fang’s attention to the fortunate conjunction taken by the lees in his empty vessel. “There is Hao Sin, chief of the grill, who when I cross the yard to bear him a courteous greeting rarely fails to bar the door with a wooden shutter if he sees me at a distance; and the habit of licking his fingers vigorously in my direction whenever we meet outside falls short of true refinement. Wherefore, also, is it that Liang, the distiller of grain-extract, should always make a double count of the jars that he leaves at our gate unless an insidious barb has been thrust into my uprightness?”

“It may be,” suggested Ah-Fang, “that the integritous Liang fears lest one jar should have escaped him while he journeyed, and would have double assurance, so that your lustre may not suffer.”

“It may be,” replied Shun-Ho, with an extreme air of no-conviction, “but his device of impressing a special seal about each stopper casts a misgiving shadow.”

“Is there no method by which this sordid implication may be lifted?” asked Fang.

“Not when, as is the case, an ignobly tenacious wax is used and its substance firmly driven down into the gullet of each bottle,” confessed Shun-Ho with an overcast expression. “When one is eating meat, however, the bites of insects pass unnoticed and these disappointments represent very little actual loss that could be put into a balance. So long as an occasional voice in the granting of chance audiences falls my way and I can press in my services as intermediary for the disposal of the high ones’ abandoned raiment, there will be very little need for Shun-Ho to brick-beat his head to excite compassion.”

“Your state is an enviable one,” agreed Ah-Fang, “and that, like Shing Te’s sword, for a two-edged reason. Not only do you occupy a dignified and lucrative position here below, but when you Pass Beyond you will in all probability, through the influence of the one you serve, be accorded a very similar office there — if, indeed, your shadow is not actually given charge of the shadow of the Mandarin T’sin Wong’s shadow’s door.”

“It is as good as promised,” confided Shun-Ho with meaning; “so that I shall still be in a position to exercise a useful benevolence towards the shadows of those who have gladdened the face of my approval here below,” and he inadvertently overturned his empty cup, which Ah-Fang hastened to replenish.

VII

“In spite of an assiduous loitering at the hasp of ill-closed shutters, we of our ever-resourceful band hear very little in a profitable direction of what goes on within Kochow of late,” remarked Ah-Fang. “Does the ancient male fowl of your allegiance maintain his digestive balance?”

“His High Excellence — —”

“High Excellence — true. When one has acted as custodian to a Hoang-ho flower-junk during the Glad Moon one learns to call a sail a sail, but High Excellence is more scrupulously official.”

“Between the two who are here conversing together and our Ancestral Tablets, let it be freely admitted that the one to whom you have so fittingly alluded becomes increasingly vagarious in his humours as the time goes on,” volunteered Shun-Ho, relenting in his somewhat distant strain as he followed Ah-Fang’s outstretched intention. “Were a man provided with the eyes of a jealous husband, the ears of a discreet female slave, the legs of a prudent warrior and the hands of a needy official — sixteen members in all — they were still too few to serve him.”

“Yet in the past he has been spoken of as sincere and not too expectant.”

“Such a state of things undoubtedly prevailed, but of late he has more or less abandoned the invigorating pursuits becoming to a well-born noble of the Province — catching winged insects, flying kites, taking out the saffron bird upon a stick, and the like — and immersed himself in working charms and investigating omens. Until she with whom the matter rests produces definite reassurance that the Line of T’sin Wong is not to dwindle, there will be very few crackers let off within the four walls of the yamen.”

“It is a sombre outlook for one with a craving towards shark-fin and the priceless nests of remote sea-birds that he has yet no he-child to assure a continuance of supplies when he has Passed Above,” admitted Ah-Fang, who could himself rely on the service of a stalwart and ever-increasing band of offsprings. “It is not to be wondered at that he should consult the portents.”

“That is well enough,” murmured Shun-Ho, contending with an inclination to fold his arms and slumber, “but, as has been rightly decided, even the Yangtse-kiang must come to an end somewhere. Already seven-and-thirty soothsayers of one kind and another have recently cast the Sacred Sticks inside the yamen, and a tribe of eleven distant-speaking horoscopists is reported as approaching. Nowadays any leper who stands before the gate and can lay claim to a shred of wizardry is fulsomely welcome.”

“It is a matter of some comment among the Ways that he whose failings we are discussing has not sought out another chief one of his inner chamber, in that this bearer of the name has responded to his efforts so effetely. Haply she sways him by her excessive symmetry of outline?”

“Her appearance is nothing to display banners on the walls about,” replied Shun-Ho, assuming an apathetic manner, “but on such details His High Excellence and the one now finishing his wine are not wholly in agreement.”

“It is as well that we should seek our stations,” announced Ah-Fang, rising hastily, for the reference to Shun-Ho’s ever-empty cup did not tend to reassure him. “Already several distant thunder-bolts have descended on the city, and a paper umbrella is a poor defence against a red-hot missile.”

“Since we are both bankrupt of resources it would be idle to contend,” agreed Shun-Ho, rising also and again reclining at his ease several times in succession. “But you are under a mental distortion, ill-informed Ah-Fang, in this matter of distant thunder; and were it not that we are, so to speak, the fathers of a common offspring, the attempt might germinate in some offensiveness between us. ‘Distant thunder’ was the essence of your claim that we should withdraw our custom, yet — —”

“Be that as it might,” interposed Ah-Fang mildly, “it now admittedly has something of the rhythm of a very powerful drum at closer quarters.”

“A drum!” exclaimed Shun-Ho, embracing Ah-Fang about the neck in his effort to maintain an alert position. “A drum beaten within three li of our magisterial palace! This implicates gross treachery, thou corrupt and hollow Fang, outvying any thunder.”

“Illustrious customers!” besought the keeper of the house, entering with a lavish display of versatile emotion; “make your way hence while the paths still lie open. Flags are being unfurled, fireworks discharged; the official guarders of the routes have withdrawn to safety; all open doors are being securely barred, and all barred ones thrown widely open; the great drum at the chief gate of the yamen has been taken down and sounded, and without the most shadowy grasp of what is taking place every quarter of the city is joining in the tumult.”

“It was the drum of State, and another hand has beat it!” exclaimed Shun-Ho, weeping profusely as Ah-Fang upheld his shoulder. “Some danger threatens, the order has gone forth, and Shun-Ho was not at his post to fulfil it. So drastic a line of action can only indicate one of two misfortunes: either the dynasty has fallen or His High Excellence has suffered extreme annoyance at the rendering of an unusually depressing omen.”


CHAPTER II
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UNPROPITIOUS OPENING OF the First of Much Gladness and the various ill-effects that Malign Influences had upon the charitable activities of a high official.

I

Is it not written in the wisdom of the Verses, “He who desires to ride with ease must be content to follow the road-maker,” thereby indicating in a somewhat oblique manner that a sore tribulation may be the outcome of a too rigid insistence on the claims of strict precedence? By a similar analogy the poverty-stricken device of listening, as it were, to the low-conditioned conversation of two such illiterate persons as Ah-Fang and Shun-Ho is designed to smooth out painlessly the harshness of the position affecting that exalted functionary the dignified Mandarin T’sin Wong, and make it possible for those who have not already cast aside this discreditable essay in high-minded annoyance to grasp the essentials of his plight.

Added to this, a well-grounded confidence prevails that by the expedient of leading up from so commonplace a situation to one in which persons of undoubted superiority appear, those who have so far continued to tolerate these wholly inadequate printed leaves may be imperceptibly lured on, in the hope of, haply, some further improvement.

II

This most illustrious official of the Badge of the Golden Pheasant, the Mandarin T’sin Wong, was then at the very pinnacle of his fame, and although it would not appear from the pages of the Annals that he actually achieved anything, either before or after, this is doubtless due to his misfortune in living in an era when men of exceptional ability were as the clustering berries on a prolific lychee tree, or else to the jealousy of rival statesmen who may have effaced the records.

To those who in a spirit of narrow-minded prejudice demand some further proof, it is enough to point to the investure of T’sin Wong about this time with that treasured emblem of sympathetic authority, the specially created Order of the Everopen Ear. This unique distinction, which must have been conferred upon the enraptured Mandarin by his appreciative Sovereign for service of a very humanitarian nature, permits the happy recipient to approach the Dragon Throne after merely striking the floor with the side of the head three times, instead of with the more ceremonial brow of less favoured courtiers. . . . In so passionate a spirit of loyalty did T’sin Wong perform his homage on the marble pavement of the throne room at the occasion of the bestowal as to induce the claim on his behalf that he was never entirely the same official afterwards. Some, however, among them standing the revered mother of the chief one of his couch, declared that no appreciable change was discernible; while others maintained that the recipients of hereditary degrees invariably tended to a process of deterioration as the generations passed, and that T’sin Wong in his devotion only enshrined within himself the full effects of the time-honoured system.

III

When the first rays of the great sky-fire awoke T’sin Wong on the morning of that day ever to be marked with a white and ineradicable sign of mourning, the First of Much Gladness, it was with a cheerful sense of something pleasurable impending that he closed his eyes again. Not pointless is the saying, “To those whom they would crush the Deities send a lucky dream.”

Thus positioned, it was but logical that the Mandarin should first associate his unformed anticipations with the thought of food. Doubtless, proceeded the methodical function of his half-awakened senses, he was expecting a consignment of the arriving season’s rice-worms, or an especially choice jar of the gills of some of the rarer sea creatures. Or, perchance, intelligence had come that the vanguard of the returning salt-snails had been sighted — but at this point an alerter faculty recalled him, and with an admitted change of angle, though scarcely any diminution of his gladness, T’sin Wong remembered that the occasion was not one directly connected with the board at all, though a suitable feast would not be lacking. It was, be it not forgotten, the First of the Moon of Much Gladness, and on such a day, now a cycle of years ago, the venerated grandmother of the cherished ruler of his inner chamber had come into being. To mark the palmy occasion T’sin Wong would, as usual, receive gifts appropriate to his station from the overjoyed dwellers about Kochow, and accept their homage-laden congratulations. No doubt as to the suitability of the offerings marred his vision, for, taught by the experience of former years, T’sin Wong had caused it to be made known through trusty sources that his accommodation for coffins, shrouds and silk-bound copies of “The Virtuous Official’s Sleeve Companion” had passed its appointed limit, and that for this occasion nothing but actual silver or paper obligations of the gold-lined order would rejoice his imagination.

IV

When the one whose privilege it was to take down the inspired Mandarin’s spoken words — and also to perform certain other less literary offices about his sublime person — approached the couch at the stroke of a summoning gong, T’sin Wong indicated by a gracious movement of the hand that he desired to remain in a recumbent attitude for a further period of intellectual meditation.

“At the same time,” he continued indulgently, “there is no reason why you should bask in a state of unproductive lethargy, Chin-tung. Take your tablets, therefore, and set down, in a neat and grammatical sequence, our definite instructions for the day.”

“To hear your melodious voice is to obey with delighted alacrity, High Excellence,” replied the other, moistening his brush. “Speak on.”

“This being the First of the Moon of Much Gladness — the day for ever distinguished as that on which the last-but-one of our inferior half began her admirable existence — the occasion will be observed with the usual appropriate rites. At a convenient moment before the middle rice the one who is outlining his intentions will take up a commanding position in the ancestral hall and reluctantly accept the spontaneous tributes of admiration forced upon him by a grateful people; you, Chin-tung, meanwhile lurking in the convenient background and inscribing on your sleeve the names of those who seek to absent themselves from the informal gathering, and also details affecting any of the offerings which do not come up to our tabulated list of reasonable expectations. To bridge, as one might say, any regrettable gaps in the stress of the arrivals the Kochow Porcelain Pagoda Table-gong Strikers will be in attendance, and — —”

“High Excellence,” Chin-tung ventured to interpose, “an ill-conditioned chance — —”

“Among the desirable attributes of even a third-rate taker-down of the spoken word it has been aptly said that large ears and a well-retired mouth compensate for many obvious failings,” continued the enlightened Mandarin, raising his accomplished voice somewhat, but without suffering any other variation in his gratifying eloquence. “Learn henceforward, O inopportune-lipped Chin, to emulate the facial merits of the docile elephant, or your yearly adequacy of taels may dwindle. In the period of after-rice the Kochow Throng of He-child Track-followers, accompanied by the Dragonet Band, and, if those of the inner chambers of the town permit it, the Group of She-child Out-pointers will be massed about the yamen sward, and when each has received a refreshing fruit and a moderate supply of plain but nutritious fare they will go through their gratifying evolutions. The Drum and Spiral-shell Noise-makers of the First Horde will enliven — —”

“Extreme Benevolence!” pleaded the harassed inscriber of his word, “at the risk of bringing down the celestial lightning of your chastening frown the unpropitious sentence must be spoken, for, as the philosopher Nyi Hi remarked when condemned to death by boiling, ‘Were there no shadows we should cease to appreciate the sun.’”

“If the inspired sage was the person who observed, ‘By tenacity it is possible to arrest the progress of an earthquake, but the tongue of the witless outruns a Mongolian camel,’ proceed, Chin-tung, for his words are golden, and that which your rebellious obstinacy forfeits is but silver.”

“Nevertheless,” persisted Chin-tung, taking a firmer hold upon his resolution, “it is unendurable that your symmetrically arranged periods should be wasted upon so mentally threadbare a being as myself. Know, O Most Exalted, that the bright and undoubtedly remunerative vision which you so proficiently outline has already faded.”

“It is well said that he who talks too much when there is no occasion invariably says too little in moments of real need,” declared T’sin Wong with a refined bitterness of accent. “Endeavour to get the better of this weakness, Chin-tung, by studying the moves of chess, and in the meantime declare your bankrupt mind more fully.”

“Your sympathetic indulgence only adds to my lowborn discomfort, but I will trim the repugnant fact to its acutest angle,” replied Chin-tung submissively. “Owing to the misdirected energy of an inauspicious planet it has been found necessary to modify the Calendar, and the First of Much Gladness will this year fall upon the Second, in order to restore the harmonious balance of the Upper Spaces.”

“Is this the full extent of the beneficial achievement of the ill — the illustrious officials who control the Records?” asked T’sin Wong in a delicately attuned voice of two-edged import, “or does it preface some further attraction which you, Chin-tung, are tactfully endeavouring, as it were, to lead down to?”

“Omniscience, it would be as easy to wean a he-goat from pollution as to withhold your exploring mind from that which may affect a profit,” was the generous admission. “According to the ‘What is in progress’ column of to-day’s Official Printed Leaf, an exceptionally virtuous Emperor of the reigning Line was invited to ascend on the Second of Much Gladness five hundred and fifty-five years ago, and in consequence the day will be observed with ceremonial mourning. In particular, a functionary of any button detected accepting gifts or being glad to music will be degraded on a special scale, as set forth with typical examples.”

As he spoke, Chin-tung would have produced the sheet referred to in witness of his message, but the considerate T’sin Wong did not seem to require it. He closed both eyes and an occasional low word passed his proficient lips — doubtless invoking prosperity upon the spirit of the justice-loving monarch in question, but although Chin-tung caught a fervent reference to the dynasty at large he did not actually overhear the blessing. After an adequate pause the broad-willed official’s features resumed their usual tolerant expression.

“It is an undeniable fact,” he remarked dispassionately, “that he who is slovenly with his rice-bowl will also contrive to be a scatterer of distressing tidings, and you, Chin-tung, are a notorious example of the adage. Learn, now, how unpleasant to yourself this indiscretion makes you. There no longer being an inducement to get up, the one who is thus expressing his disappointment in you will compose himself again to inward contemplation, and you will thereby be denied the extreme felicity of assisting him into his going-about garments. Furthermore, it would seem to be a fitting opportunity to disclose now that your appearance is the reverse of agreeable, Chin-tung, and in a general sense you have failed to win approval.”

“Your well-chosen phrases of compassion are a continual source of nourishment to my admittedly second-rate understanding,” replied Chin-tung profusely. “Lo, Graciousness, I will now withdraw to my own unsightly quarters and endeavour to adjust your in-taels to equalize your out-taels for the past financial season.”

V

When the liberal-minded T’sin Wong emerged from an introspective reverie some time later he assumed that the adverse influences which must undoubtedly have been responsible for so disastrous a start might be relied upon to have passed on elsewhere. He accordingly decided to arise and robe, but with prudent foresight he refrained from striking the gong lest some lingering hostile Power might perchance still be within hearing.

In spite of a judicial calling which occasionally rendered it inevitable that he should condemn those who did not cherish virtue to various unpleasant forms of ending, the Mandarin T’sin Wong was of a mild and benevolent disposition. Even when consigning those who had no possible claim on his indulgence to the more rigorous sorts of torture he rarely failed to thread a pearl-like string of gravity-removing aphorisms among the commonplace formalities of the sentence, so that the most dissolute should have something mirth-compelling to dwell on when the mind would be peculiarly in need of distraction; nor did he grudge the time — that might otherwise have been spent in sleep — given to devising these spontaneous flashes. For this reason the name of T’sin Wong came to be esteemed as space-worthy among those who sent forth the printed sheets, and his court became the resort of the effete and lethargic beyond any other in the Province.

It was the custom of this immaculate official when the morning seemed to be one of unusual geniality to pass a slightly damped cloth across his intellectual features on rising, even when, by his own exacting standard, the conditions did not actually require it. To those who, on learning of the venture, inquired if so violent a hazard did not affect the essential balance of the harmonizing functions, the intrepid magistrate would reply that so far from this being the case, a feeling of stalwart self-confidence was engendered. Under this stimulating influence T’sin Wong now began to attire, and as he did so he chanted a vainglorious song concerning a high official of a bygone age who had possessed a concubine so engaging that a prince of the neighbouring power of Wei had sought a pretext for making war in order to secure her. He would have continued in a like defiant strain through the second verse had he not remembered that the persistent intonation of his voice might give annoyance to the silkworms.

These proficient creatures, on whose habits and orderly behaviour the Mandarin largely relied for guidance in many of the more general contingencies of life, occupied a space set apart at an angle of the chamber, and as he assumed his loin-cloth T’sin Wong bent his steps in that direction, with no other thought than to gratify his eyes by the sight of their meritorious labour.

Alas, who has not experience of the profoundness of the maxim, “It is better to pick up a copper cash than to dream of drawing a winning number?” Instead of the wonted activity of a zealous band, a scene of apathy and disorder was his welcome. Many of the less resolute-minded of the insects had already Passed Beyond, and even the most enduring had clearly received The Message. At this fresh evidence of the malignity of the Forces an unworthy despair would have possessed T’sin Wong, until he realized that much of the unsettled equipoise of his constituents could be restored in the process of unburdening his mind to one whose conduct he might censure. This feasibly brings in the contumacious Li, whose special office it was to be a remover of discarded fragments.

VI

Owing to the persistence of his claim when a reprimand was foreshadowed, Won Li was commonly referred to as the “Other Hand” among his fellows in the mean parts of the palace. On this occasion so menace-laden was the Unapproachable’s bearing when, in answer to a vigorous summons, Li was thrust inwards to the Presence, that the person in question did not even wait for his offence to be outlined before he proclaimed a denial.

“Some other hand, High Excellence, is accountable for this evil. The lowliest of your slaves was at the time busied elsewhere in your service.”

“Thus and thus,” assented T’sin Wong, withholding his just reproach in order to learn what further crime the egregrious Li had committed. “How, then, may this mischance be the readiest amended?”

“That is no great matter, Munificence,” replied the supine one, walking into the snare unaided. “The jade must be of a very inferior sort to come apart at this person’s bare touch, or, as he now recalls the fact, merely when it was looked at. A convenient phial of ‘Ah-Grip-Ho’ will remedy the blemish, or, for the matter of that, why should not the jar be left as it now is, with the fractured side delicately propped up against the carved image of the Sincere One?”

“This also, O thou most transparent Li!” exclaimed the conscientious law-giver, thus for the first time discovering the abuse to which a priceless vase of the choicest tone had been subjected. “Is there no end to the misdoings of this more than usually left-handed demolisher of order? Behold the hard-striving creatures whose industrious thrift has doubtless incurred your rancour, and prepare your stubborn back to wear out an ample but totally inadequate supply of bamboo rods in the light of a general warning.”

“Yet there is no occasion for dismay, Benevolence,” protested Li, “this being but in the process of their nature. All such creatures lose their skins from time to time and then fall into a stupor. This, doubtless, is what has happened — —”

“It is what assuredly will happen without delay to one who need not be more exactly specified,” interposed T’sin Wong with sombre meaning. “By a well-established axiom of justice, he who would be guilty of the vice of attempting to instruct a lesser forbear of his Line in the art of extracting the fruit of a banana is automatically held to be capable of any crime up to and including playing games of chance on tombstones, and you, Won Li, by assuming to explain the usage of the industrious worm to one who is the father and the father’s father of a city, have clearly brought yourself within the network of the statute.”

“Nevertheless, Omnipotence, it is well said — —”

“It is still better left unsaid,” declared the impartial magistrate concisely, “or on to your original offence may be grafted that of interrupting a high official in the accomplishment of his function. In a strictly legal sense, whatever you may say or omit saying is evidence of a criminal intention that may be used against you, but as between an ever-indulgent chief and a wayward and ill-designing minion, impartiality may be, so to speak, diluted with forbearance — after you have made a full confession of the lapse and disclosed the exact manner of your crafty vengeance.”

“Inasmuch, Tolerance, as this person has not even — —”

“Without actually going to the unpleasant extremity of compressing the diligent-hearted toilers between a thumb and finger,” continued the obliging administrator speculatively, “there are several Malign Influences to which this class of insect is notably subject. Thus you may have looked significantly in their direction immediately after watching a funeral procession, thereby throwing them into a wasting sickness.”

“Alas, Great Highness, such entertainments do not come within the scope of one whose activities are bounded by the four walls of — —”

“Or,” suggested the resourceful authority tactfully, “by breathing heavily outside their cage after partaking generously of fish you have doubtless diffused a fatal apathy about their system.”

“If,” declared the clay-souled Li, with more than usual ardour, “if it were possible under the usurious thumb of the parsimonious Hao Sin to obtain even a bare sufficiency of the simplest rice — fish being in the nature of a distant vision — —”

“Then you have doubtless brought in a live lizard and allowed the unsuspecting creatures to observe it, or told them something unsettling to their simple mode of life, or in one way or another effected your vindictive purpose,” definitely announced T’sin Wong, his humane forbearance becoming somewhat corroded under Won Li’s unreasonable persistence. “The silk-worms being manifestly dead, a logical excuse must inevitably be found to account for the arisement. Insects so devoted to their frugal toil do not Pass Hence for nothing. It would be as irrational for this person himself to sacrifice his own striking and ornamental pig-tail as for these orderly and custom-loving creatures to self-end themselves merely — —”

“Pre-eminence!” exclaimed Won Li, who had dared for a moment to lift his mediocre eyes to follow the parallelism of T’sin Wong’s apt allusion, “the unguarded word has been spoken. We are undoubtedly in the thick of very convincing Forces: your highly distinguished head has indeed suffered this unmentionable effacement!”

How shall the degrading fact be adequately expressed with a brush of only ordinary size and in ink having no particular brilliance? The Mandarin T’sin Wong raised his self-reliant hand to his nobly proportioned neck, but at what it failed there to encounter his deficient knees betrayed him. His incomparable pig-tail, essentially the badge and symbol of his dignity and sway, had completely vanished.


CHAPTER III
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THE INSATIABLE DEVOTION of Chin-tung and his timely proclamation to the community of Seers, together with a threadbare account of the difficulty this occasioned and an opportune example of the penetration displayed by the Mandarin T’sin Wong.

I

HOW many among the thousands who daily give point to some lack of foresight on their neighbour’s part by the helpful reminder, “It is useless to bar the shutter when the pig has flown,” spare a charitable thought for the unfortunate Mandarin T’sin Wong, stricken in the very seat and citadel of his dignified authority almost within sight of the gravity-unstable and derisive element of legendary Kochow in the ancient days of Ming Wang, who rearranged the Statutes? Rather, by the corrupting passage of time, the natural words themselves have come to obtain a deeper implication, whereby the illiterate and uncouth do not scruple to maintain that in those patriarchal ages a race of animals notoriously earth-bound and devoid of aspiration possessed the semi-divine attributes of dragons, griffins and other beings of a similar creation.

II

It cannot be denied that in the first anguish of his humiliating discovery the usually self-possessed T’sin Wong completely lost his feet and issued a variety of conflicting orders with no very clear perception of what would logically result, his one apparent desire being to keep his entire retinue and household in a state of perpetual flux and to tax any whom he encountered carrying out his instructions, with treason, insubordination, embezzlement, venality, sluggishness, precipitancy, lack of poise, over-confidence, sycophancy, arrogance, or failure of initiative to a censurable degree.

The city gates were closed and thrown open again more times than an ordinary person could remember; the Ways and Spaces cleared of loiterers, and immediately afterwards filled to congestion on the injunction that all the trustworthy should freely display themselves or be deemed guilty of plotting behind barred doors. The entire stock of fireworks and coloured lights that the stalls of the Make-glad Mart contained was promiscuously discharged as an indication that those in authority were by no means disheartened, and, conjointly, demonstrations of every kind were prohibited by horn-blowers, crying from lofty towers. Both the Iron Caps and the Tiger Braves were speedily called out as a provision of emergency and as speedily disbanded as a precautionary measure. All prisoners were set at liberty so that the various keepers of the cage might be free to lend their weight wherever aid was needed, but a like number of doubtless equally guilty passers-by was quickly gathered in lest it should seem to the dissolute that iniquity prevailed. To merchants of every sort, and to vendors by the Routes, an order was passed on that none should seek in the general stress to increase the profit of his commerce; and the people were everywhere assured that all had been foreseen and was being capably dealt with, so that nothing was required on their part but obscurity and repose.

Having in this comprehensive manner provided for everything, whichever way it went, and convinced the populace that something of an exceptionally disastrous nature had taken place and was being withheld, the resourceful-minded dispenser of justice inadvertently caught sight of himself from a backward angle in a mirror of three facets, and suffering an overwhelming emotion of despair at this reminder of his loss, he again retired to his inner chamber to see if perchance guidance would be revealed to him through the medium of a vision. Before closing his eyes, in order to concentrate inwardly with suitable detachment, he again summoned Chin-tung from the lower parts of the palace, and specifically commanded the unassuming inscriber of his word that he should now earn his overdue sufficiency of taels by probing the outrage to its source at once and recovering the severed queue before it had suffered any further desecration at the hands of the lawless and unofficial.



“Does the grasshopper spin webs wherein to catch its prey, or the earthworm lay up for herself a store of honey?” reasonably contended Chin-tung as he weighed his own shortcomings in an exacting balance. “Assuredly this concerns the collective prescience of the company of Sages, to whom I will send forth an authoritative summons . . . and may the President of the Lower Regions fructify their labour.”

III

Seldom even in the variegated history of epoch-gemmed Kochow had a more impressive ceremony been witnessed than the gathering together of the entire company of omen-readers and revealers of the obscure, when, in response to the proclamation that Chin-tung had taken it upon himself to farcast in T’sin Wong’s name, they began to converge by guilds and fraternities, or as solitary wayfarers and straggling tribes upon the yamen gate. Shun-Ho alone, upon whom it devolved to unloose the bar of the outer door until his wrist grew flaccid, voiced any discord.

“Has sandal-leather become a thing of no account in Kochow that one must toil for nothing more negotiable than a blessing?” was his lament, as he swung an empty sleeve fruitlessly before a band of hereditary ape-worshippers whose leader had made him a flattering obeisance as they passed in, but no material contribution. “It were as well to be shoot-bolt to a community of locusts as to expect a piece of broken copper from this sort — may their Deities pelt them with the sacred ordure!”

Even the distressed Mandarin himself, denying his usually open-hearted countenance to all save the faithful recorder of his word, as he lurked in a darkened chamber — even T’sin Wong could not forgo an element of pride that his unendurable misfortune should occasion the greatest gathering of its kind which the city had ever known, and it became his meagre entertainment to count the arriving horde through a slotted opening, though he did not refrain from upbraiding Chin-tung for much that he found to be sinister in his conduct.

“None but a concave-witted Manchurian she-ass would have spread abroad that which should have been prudently concealed behind a guarded lattice — until, perchance, nature had to some extent remedied what the opaque-eyed fruit of shame (may his guilty hand develop the itching sore) has traitorously encompassed,” he proficiently remarked when the inscriber of his word obeyed the summons. “The only reasonable inference, Chin-tung, is that the one standing in an offensively absent-minded attitude before me is either deliberately plotting to undermine set authority or has temporarily blurred his never excessively well-developed mental focus.”

“Your unfailing gift of appreciation sends a warm glow of excusable pride through my confessedly ill-nurtured system,” replied Chin-tung, whose mind was busily computing the necessary accommodation for an arriving band of horoscopists. “I press forward, Eminence, to earn a further meed of your lavish approbation.”

“Go, and the seven-pointed blessing of Tse-tz the Full-throated guide your movements,” contributed T’sin Wong perversely. “For not without understanding is it written, ‘Avoid walking beside the deficient, for he whose head is badly balanced will inevitably be clumsy with his footsteps also.’”

IV

It is an indication of the fame attaching to T’sin Wong’s name, and also of the thoroughness of Chin-tung’s proclamation, that when all those who felt themselves called to the assembly had at length arrived it was found impossible to reach agreement on any single detail. Not only was there no building in all Kochow capable of holding such a concourse, but when an attempt was made to secure the inspired pronouncement of their judgment by means of a public gathering held in the great Open Space within the city, so overpowering was the volume of simultaneously expressed wisdom that no individual voice could be heard above the tumult, and for many days afterwards ordinary persons who had the extreme good fortune to live in that quarter might be seen going about with sheaths of padded wool about their ears.

V

In this extremity T’sin Wong applied himself to the task of restoring order with the high judicial insight that had doubtless recommended him in the eyes of the August Ruler to his eminent position.

“Since you, Chin-tung, have displayed in this matter a surfeit of incompetence that could scarcely be matched outside a Harbourage for the Mentally Unstable, it accordingly devolves upon your notoriously overworked superior to discover an avenue of extrication,” he announced.

“Nothing could be more felicitously expressed, even in the pages of the Epics,” declared the gratified inscriber. “Alas, that in listening to the music of your flute-like voice its occasional sense escapes these moss-grown ears. Proceed, Eloquence, to the elaboration of your opportune solution, so that — —”

“Even the bull-frog does not open his mouth until the song-birds have closed theirs, and you have much to learn therefrom, Chin-tung, until you overcome an ill-bred habit of interrupting. . . . To every guild, company, fraternity, gang, knot, circle, tribe, league, left-wing or bound-together confederacy let it be proclaimed that all may now depart save only one from each, the wisest of their band, who will thus enshrine the collective learning of their several orders and constitute a select assembly of reasonable dimension.”

“The ink is as good as dry and the heralds clearing their lusty throats in preparation,” declared the effusive Chin-tung. “Yet, Benevolence, shall it not — —”

“To each of those who are dismissed let there be conveyed an appreciative motto, together with sufficient pure water and wholesome rice to carry him to a satisfactory distance from the city,” continued the enlightened authority, addressing his profound words to an elaborately carved chair of solid teak, however, in order to indicate courteously to Chin-tung that he was not earning commendation. “As a mark of further recognition an inscribed parchment might be given, testifying to their painstaking efforts and excusing them from any further deliberations of a similar nature for a full hand-count of years.”

“Even to have failed in your service, Esteemed, is more gratifying than to have received a garland of azaleas from another,” declared Chin-tung. “Yet how, among the complexity of their pretensions, can reliance be placed upon retaining the wisest of each sect, and not merely the most assertive?”

“A certain amount of intelligence will admittedly be necessary to secure that end,” agreed T’sin Wong, “and you, Chin-tung, had therefore better not appear in the matter. The one who is thus doing the task for which you extract a lavish competency will cause it to be rumoured that the honour of being selected to remain will be considered so exceptional that no other reward is offered, the various representatives, indeed, being, on the contrary, expected to contribute to a fund for their mutual sustentation.”

“Yet, Revered, in such a case consider well what must inevitably follow,” pleaded Chin-tung, who saw thereby his labour in assembling the Augurs brought to a barren end. “Faced with a prospect so devoid of promise even the one before you would, in a similar plight, be himself among the first to remove their presence.”

“Assuredly,” agreed T’sin Wong, “and thereby will the analogy be established. The grasping and superficial will fall into the snare and hasten elsewhere; the merely ordinary will be swayed by the action of the others and will follow more discreetly, but the sagacious and observing will consider well, and recognizing our undoubted need and their own assured position, will probe beneath the surface. In the deplorable locution with which you and your unbecoming associates probably freely express yourselves when unrestrained by the refining influence of our presence, the wise will infallibly sense the proximity of a tortoise.”


CHAPTER IV
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THE COMING TOGETHER of the wisest of the Augurs and the intricacy of their task, with a meagre reference to the double-faced exertions of those who sowed dissension among the members of the band.

I

THE logical outcome of the Mandarin T’sin Wong’s far-seeing scheme was what that penetrating official had so discerningly foreshadowed. Not only were the astute induced to remain, in the rational belief that terms apparently so harsh must in reality conceal something especially attractive, but the wiser a person was the more tenaciously he clung to this opinion, the inevitable result being that when a formal assembly was called it was found that in every instance the most sagacious of each band had outlasted all the others. This fixed principle of diplomacy (ever since known as “T’sin Wong’s Formula”) sufficiently explains why our own pure and exalted nation is invariably at an advantage when negotiating with the short-sighted Barbarian peoples of the Out-lands.

II

Chin-tung, in spite of the many rebukes to which he was in the process subjected, threw himself into the task of arranging the procedure with a cheerful stomach. It was on his initiative that cushions were provided for the reclining benches round the Chamber of Deliberation, the purpose being that those who intended to unweight their copious minds should lack no encouragement towards refraining, although this inoffensive move was set at defiance by the pretensions of the various sects of Paradoxists who maintained an ancient privilege to talk while in any position, including, if necessary, complete inversion. Nor was his ingenious project for arriving at the considered opinion of the Assembly by means of diversely coloured beans which they deposited within a hat, offered to each in turn, wholly successful; for after a lengthy sitting it presently emerged that the one entrusted with the rite — a mendicant ascetic of extreme simplicity of life who had been elected to the office on account of his entire ignorance of our refined and expressive tongue — had meanwhile consumed the frugal gathering, in the belief that it had been charitably bestowed upon him in compassion. Thereafter, Chin-tung to a certain extent dusted his feet of the trend of the proceedings, though he still continued to hang out a banner whenever they assembled, and to greet with an appropriate saying any Sage whom he happened to see looking expectantly in his direction.

III

It is of the Muster beneath the Cedar Roof (as the gathering of the Sages was destined to be called) that there has arisen the adage, “Two resolute men acting in concord may transform an Empire, but an ordinarily resourceful duck can escape from a dissentient rabble,” and without following too closely the analogy of the saying it must freely be admitted that the diversity of the gifts possessed by those chiefly involved did not tend to germinate the seeds of mutual attainment.

This in particular concerns Ip Tsoi, whose form of divination it was to spit vigorously against a headstrong wind and to read the future from the shapes taken by that which he had propelled, in falling.

Strongly opposing him (until they made a common cause against the voice of recognized authority, which presently ensued) was Fong-min, who, when inspired, would sit down powerfully in a pool of mud and discover much that was hidden by the configuration of the arising dispersal. From the outset both Ip Tsoi and Fong-min nourished a disputatious bitterness that the coming together of the united Assembly should take place within the four walls of a roofed enclosure, the one because in the absence of the natural elements he could not enlarge his special power, the other to a like effect in that by the most assiduous scraping he could not bring together sufficient mud to demonstrate his endowments. Nor were their obliging efforts to contribute to the common fund of enlightenment to the best of their ability within the cramped limits of the Chamber always productive of a harvest of gratitude in the eyes of those around.

“Is it to be deemed,” conjured Tang-san, the one who by a general count had been chosen to direct their counsel, and upon whom had been conferred an onyx chisel as a badge of his incisive office, “is it to be deemed seemly that Sages who derive their authority from the Books, the Propitious Sticks, and other recognized sources of orthodoxy should stand aside to the advancement of one whose only claim to inspiration lies in a fecund gullet, and another who depends wholly on the resilient quality of a pair of unnaturally callous hams for the Inner Vision? Rather shall Hung-leung the geomancer, whose opportune eye has just engaged those of your appointed Decider, beguile our negligible moments with his usual brilliantly expressed opinions,” and he struck the wooden barrier that displayed authority with his sonorous chisel in order to enforce this ruling.

“If,” retorted Ip Tsoi, still maintaining his assertive ground despite Tang-san’s pronouncement, “he who by the very nature of his immune position should most preserve an even balance breathes heavily into the opposing scale whenever his ignoring glance avoids this one’s direction, what remains of Justice? This describes Tang-san, whom doubtless the Philosopher had clearly in his mind when he pronounced the warning: ‘Of the two, an average demon is preferable to a bad official.’”

“Yet is it not said with equal insight, ‘He who upholds a feeble cause may be known by the vigour of his windpipe’?” cast back another, and the continuous sounds of approval greeting this well-edged barb plainly indicated that Ip Tsoi had failed to lead their voices.

“Furthermore,” advanced one who divined through the medium of dreams and so cherished a reasonable hope that the prolonged deliberation of the Council would engender material for his method, “standing on the very point and pinnacle of our habit, is it among the things to be permitted that the distinguished and far-reaching expectoratist should apply so unprepossessing an analogy as that of ‘demon’ — even under the oblique and ambiguous guise of a philosophical allusion — to our benign and incorruptible Decider?”

“That is a consideration which may fittingly be left for the Chisel to deal with at a more convenient season,” replied the one who thus merged himself within his office, and observing that his fingers abstractedly tested the edge of his very capable badge of order, it was considered only becoming not to press the arisement too closely.

IV

From thence onwards Ip Tsoi withdrew himself from the common body of the Council and sat somewhat apart, though he still maintained a claim to be enrolled among their number, together with an unshackled freedom to condemn their ways and to dissent from all their rulings. There he was shortly joined by the aspersionist, Fong-min, who had in turn also suffered in his seat of rectitude when one who foretold from the trailings left by snails was preferred before him, and from time to time others receded from the general band and signified their adherence to Ip Tsoi’s faction. These persons always reclined at a distance from the rest, and as they sought to thwart whatever was advanced, from a conscientious sense of duty combined with a stimulating lack of information, it became the custom, from the convenience of the impress, to refer to them collectively as the Opposers. Under this harmonious scheme whatever the main body resolved the Opposers found to be corrupt and designed to bring about oppression, and should Ip Tsoi or any of those banded with him raise a constructive voice it was held by the Elder Branch to veil effeteness and in all probability to mark out the path to ultimate disaster.

Thus in the end sincerity emerged, for it was soon recognized that by this rational system of mutual assault Truth must inevitably be pressed out to the front, and that with so much disturbance between the contending ranks ever in progress there was no abiding place for Fallacy to linger.

V

“Like the blades of Hwang-ti’s shears, never moving at one yet ill betides the hand that comes between them,” is a well-worn caution from the days of Yu, the Drainer (but for whose energy mankind would still be fishes), and the manner of behaving of the Assembly beneath the Cedar Roof justified the adage, for although there was no single detail on which they were agreed among themselves, yet when confronted by an outside threat they formed a solid barrier. Such a moment of stress had now arrived, for, embellish it how they might beneath a gracefully embroidered cloak of complimentary subterfuge, the unavoidable gong-stroke had drawn near when they must declare their inspired findings relating to the missing pig-tail, and so far Enlightenment had not enticed their footsteps towards a satisfactory issue; or, viewed from another angle, there had been no lack of proffered guides indeed, but every portent led towards a different direction.

“It is one thing to declare that the Deities pronounce the porter Shun, Li the inept, or Fang who safeguards the Ways to be the guilty person, but to what extent can Their Celestial Highnesses be relied upon to lend the necessary aid when we are bidden to produce that which is hidden?” inquired Tang-san, upon whom fell the burden of blending their conflicting voices. “Even the worthy suggestion of the integritous representative of the Company of Tea-leaf Readers — that in the cause of uprightness one of our number should sacrifice his own attractive pig-tail, which could then be deposited in the necessary spot to which the Omens would duly lead us — is not devoid of humiliating pitfalls. By what ingenious exercise of agile-minded wit would it be possible to effect a dignified withdrawal if it should presently appear that the tails referred to differed in some essential detail which has hitherto been unscrupulously guarded from our knowledge?” And the no-appearance of enthusiasm on the faces of those around did not contribute to a prosperous solution.

“Thus positioned,” urged one who styled himself an Accurate Thinker, “would it not be feasible to maintain — as all solid matter is contendably a deception of the mind, possessing no substantial being — that the disappearance of the pig-tail is in the nature of an untenable illusion?”

“Admittedly,” replied Tang-san, with a slight corrosion on the polished surface of his usually indulgent voice, “if, when we are called upon to disclose a practical solution, the accommodating upholder of this view will equally produce the material illusion that the pig-tail is now back again in its natural position. Failing such a manifestation it is extremely likely that the impartial-handed law-giver would direct the resourceful theorist’s very picturesque head to be detached from his really ornamental body, on the plea that to do so charitably removed an incongruous hallucination.”

“It is indeed futile to attempt to pour truth into a vessel that is already full to the brim with obstinate delusion,” hastily conceded the one who had thus spoken. “Let others, more to the wonted taste, raise their suggestive voices.”

VI

The formal ceremony of the delivering of the interpretation of the Augurs was shorn of the essence of its lustre by the absence of the one most intimately concerned — the benevolent Mandarin himself, who, when the moment for entering his impressive chair of state arrived, discovered an unpropitious omen in the significant behaviour of a passing tribe of migratory dung beetles. Thus was undone a scene of almost unparalleled splendour in which a delighted populace could have played a fitting part by acclaiming their sympathetic viceroy with deafening cries, among which expressions of grateful loyalty would doubtless have predominated. As it was, a certain appearance of inelegance prevailed, especially at those points of the route where thrifty keepers of the stalls had bargained with expectant passers-by for space whereon to stand among their wares, and much of that which followed arose from the ambiguous nature of their bargain, for although the discriminating merchants had required full payment in advance, many had incautiously neglected to remove the more perishable objects of their commerce.

“This amply justifies the assertion that he who entrusts a person of weak intellect with a box of fire-sticks is himself guilty of the crime of arson,” remarked the humane T’sin Wong remorsefully as the sounds of conflict reached his well-trained ears. “The one thus expressing his regret that the inevitable has come to pass has clearly to reproach himself for allowing an underling of your notorious incompetence, Chin-tung, to mismanage this business of the Soothsayers from the beginning end down to the other.”

“It is a sufficient reward to be allowed to tread the path of your all-guiding footsteps,” zealously declared Chin-tung as he sought to arrange his scattered tablets. “Lo, Omniscience, is it not — —”

“You will therefore bear the brunt of the popular disappointment at this one’s enforced absence by representing him, however grotesquely, in the awaiting procession, and, subsequently, receive and transmit, with as little misconstruction of the text as your bankrupt mind is capable of, a full account of the Assembly’s doubtless conclusive findings. Should these be satisfactory on the whole, and cast in a becomingly submissive spirit, you may convey the gratifying message to the mouthpiece of their wisdom that we have decided to recommend him for the Illustrious Honour (Third Degree) of Brotherhood of the Golden Mullet, and the more conspicuous of his painstaking helpers, up to twelve or fifteen, for remoter steps of relationship in the same exclusive Order. Needless to say, you will at once gather in, on the usual basis, the customary exaction levied by the unscrupulous Board of Seal Impressers and other rapacious bodies on the necessary parchments.”

VII

Of Chin-tung’s reception at the Hall of Ten Thousand Ages there remains very scanty actual record, both sides equally shunning the necessarily confidential details. This undoubtedly arose from the fact that while the object of the faithful-hearted inscriber of the Mandarin’s word was to obtain from the Assembly a specific pronouncement with only so much delay as was inevitable, that of the no less allegiant Tang-san was to convey as little of a concrete nature as might be prudent in view of T’sin Wong’s notorious sense of widespread justice, and to delay even what must be said until the last possible moment.

Being of a sincere and ungrudging nature, it was some time before Chin-tung recognized in the excess of elaborate ceremonial with which he was received an unworthy artifice on Tang-san’s part to gain a further respite. This took the form of meeting him at the foot of the terraced flight leading to the great door of the Hall and insisting that the honour of preceding one possessing such priceless attributes would be so overpowering that afterwards he would be quite incapable of further exertion for the remainder of the day. To this, none but an outcast could have failed to reply in a strain no less obsequious, and the lengthening shadows testified to the unquenchable delicacy of both before a seemly compromise could be effected. It being necessary to ascend three-and-thirty broad steps of polished malachite before reaching the summit, and as Tang-san was overcome by a like sense of personal unworthiness at every stair, it presently began to appear to the one who was becoming increasingly concerned that unless he could arrange their progress on a different basis his report of what had been disclosed by the Assembly would consist of an unwritten page when T’sin Wong required their message.

In spite of a mild and compliant disposition where no particular issue was involved, Chin-tung was neither inept nor feeble, and when once he had become convinced that a crafty purpose lay behind, he stretched out both hands for a means to counteract it. This took the form of seizing the resourceful-minded Wielder of the Chisel at the juncture of his head and body, and also by the slacker part of his lower garment, in an unguarded moment when he was bowing deferentially to give point to a saying, and impelling him vigorously up the remainder of the flight and into the presence of the assembled gathering, at the same time divesting the action of any appearance of discourtesy that might otherwise have attached to it by protesting the graceful line that in the case of the very retiring it is sometimes necessary that they should have honour thrust upon them.

VIII

Thereafter, as if recognizing the potency of Chin-tung’s logic, Tang-san forbore to urge his own inadequacy, as a reason for delay, whenever the former person stood up and made a movement of dissent towards him. Even in so ceremonial a detail as that of pressing an unending succession of cups of scented tea upon him there was a disposition to meet Chin-tung’s wishes when at length he declared that the distinction was becoming more than he could reasonably carry.

Deeming that the moment of revelation must now be at hand, Chin-tung arranged his brush and tablets and expressed his willingness to learn and record the Assembly’s inspired findings.

“Your agreeable voice well recalls the theme,” professed Tang-san, seeing that further evasion would be not only inelegant but certainly useless. “Hitherto, in the delight of welcoming so accomplished a person to our unworthy midst the occasion itself had escaped our weed-grown memory. Assuredly: the Assembly’s findings.”

“Say on,” conjured Chin-tung, testing the smoothness of his medium. “No golden link in the jewelled chain of your matchless eloquence should be lost, and already the light is fading.”

“So unprecedented must be accounted the crime of denuding an official of the higher grade of his always jealously guarded pig-tail that no inconsiderable part of our labour has been in the direction of establishing the necessary precedent,” explained Tang-san. “The nearest case on record would seem to be that of a confirmed litigant in the very early days, in the Province of Wei-chi. In order to call attention to the justice of his cause, this unpleasantly active suppliant secretly contrived, under the deceptive cloak of a prolonged kowtow, to attach the free end of the presiding functionary’s treasured pig-tail to a staple in the floor and then exploded a fire-cracker immediately before him. The effect on the official, the chronicle relates, was distressing, but the punishment that was devised as adequate to meet the unusual case supplies a logical basis upon which, always regarding the known facts strictly in the light of a mathematical equation, the Assembly has been able to formulate a scale which will doubtless satisfy everyone — or nearly everyone — concerned.”

“Your admitted historical voracity is deserving of a metal tablet,” was Chin-tung’s generous concession. “Yet would it not be possible, without impairing the fabric of your praiseworthy achievement, to acquire a slightly increased vocal momentum?”

“Reproach so delicately conveyed would stimulate the movements of a turtle,” replied Tang-san profusely, “and this one will at once come to what might be considered as the meat part of the gravy. The suitable punishment thus arrived at would involve smearing the profane-minded culprit with liquid fat and leaving him, securely bound, on a rocky, sun-scorched height frequented by hungry ants and aggressively inclined scorpions. A continual supply of tempting water would be drawn into transparent vessels and then thrown down upon the thirsty earth, out of the reach but always within sight of the rebellious malefactor. Should he attempt to avoid — —”

“Undeniably so,” agreed Chin-tung, “but these mere flowers of detail may be safely left to His Excellence, who is himself the compiler of a useful set of precepts entitled, ‘The Official Executioner’s Come-with-Me and Complete Torturer’s Fireside Companion.’ Not to dig around the roots of your gifted ingenuity to any greater verbal depth, Tang-san, it is necessary to point out that so far you have failed to disclose who the guilt-laden felon is, and beneath what sign he conceals the fruits of his transgression.”

“In the eyes of a thoroughly loyal Assembly so unpardonable appeared the crime that the detail of adequately requiting it not unnaturally first engaged our attention,” replied Tang-san, with a subtle indication of well-deserved reproach marking his versatile tones. “The more mechanical functions of indicating actual delinquents and disclosing their hidden dens,” he continued, with a certain falling-off in his self-reliant manner, “lie rather outside the ordinary routine of general divination, and for this purpose the Assembly has thought it better to appoint a small underbody to deal with this section of the case and to report their attainments.”

“If this indicates a further delay, necessitating the sending forth of another yellow parchment — —”

“By no means,” declared Tang-san. “Not only has the desired end already been achieved, but with a concensus extremely rare in the doings of such groups it is endorsed by every member of the band. The pronouncement on all points is simple, self-contained and absolutely conclusive. About sunset on the evening of the third day from this an elderly stranger, having the appearance of a footsore wayfarer, will approach the city by the entrance known as the Gate of the Upright Camel. Affecting to be both obscure and in want of shelter he is in reality a profound philosopher with a remarkable capacity for unfathoming the hidden, and now in answer to our occult influence, and at the stress of so exalted an official as the Mandarin T’sin Wong, he is being guided here by the directing Powers. While respecting his ambiguous methods, receive him well, for not only is he the appointed mouthpiece of the High Authorities, but nothing could be luckier than to fulfil his needs. So much it is permitted to reveal. The Omens have disclosed their message.”

IX

“Yet, revered,” craved the one who replenished Tang-san’s cup, the youngest of their band who had but lately taken up the quest of divination, “how can it be assured that he whom you have so concisely named will be in reality a wise philosopher and thus conform to the message?”

“If a destitute traveller, entering an unknown city at nightfall, does not prove to be a profound philosopher after being received with special honour and made freely welcome — where is mankind to find one?” replied Tang-san deeply. “Should he however fail,” admitted the penetrating Sage, with an almost imperceptible raising of his self-reliant shoulders, “then the undiscriminating inhabitants of great Kochow will obviously have picked the wrong wayfarer.”

“How, then,” persisted the assiduous youth, “must it come to pass that the intersection of the Fates will be at their culmination three days hence?”

“There is in the number three,” benevolently explained Tang-san, “a very cryptic flavour. Furthermore,” he added profoundly, “three days from now is an undeniably convenient lapse should one, for instance, wish to journey to an appreciable distance from a city. . . . The seed beneath your hat, Chi-pun, has somewhat yet to sprout before you can be entrusted with the casting of a portent.”


CHAPTER V
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WHEREBY IT IS shown that matters of a conflicting nature may be essentially diverse from what they at first appear, and Kwan Yen, together with Hwa-che, are now discreetly brought into the record.

I

UNCONSCIOUS of the all-directing hand of Destiny, and acting merely under the impression that they were turning aside to linger in a grove of spreading camphor-wood because the path was long and dusty and the discomfort of their sandals scarcely to be borne, two footsore wayfarers rested from their journey a few li distant from the eastern towers of walled Kochow on the evening of the third day after Tang-san had spoken. Yet the discriminating among those who are still turning the threadbare pages of this depressing chronicle, in the virtuous hope that an inspired tenacity may presently be rewarded with something more worthy of their effort, will need only to be told that of the two one might reasonably pass in any assembly as a philosophical recluse, to recognize in this carefully arranged delay a scheme on the part of the lesser Deities to bring both Kwan Yen and Hwa-che within the orbit of their fixed design.

Kwan Yen, the venerable-looking personage thus indicated, had for the greater part of his tranquil life led a blameless but in no way distinguished existence in the remote province of Si-shang as a professional expresser of public apologies, until at length a malignant Fate was driving him forth, homeless and destitute of taels, in the hope of avoiding certain hostile Forces. Of the one now resting by his side, whose immature form implied scarcely three hands’-count of years, Kwan Yen spoke in a guarded way, though when necessary he described him as second in direct Line from himself, Hwa-che by name, and the last of a dignified but financially hard-pressed succession.

II

“Now that we are somewhat rested, and the fierceness of the sun withdrawn, shall we not press on again towards Kochow, revered, before the gates are closed?” urged Hwa-che, in what seemed to be a favourable pause in the profound meditation affected by the ancient. “Although the city walls doubtless have the usual gaps provided for the convenience of late arrivers, the extortionate Guardian of the Bolt will certainly demand the customary toll for disclosing where they lie,” and Hwa-che shook out an empty sleeve significantly.

“Yet somewhere in the pages of the Classics there occurs the passage, ‘He who sleeps beneath the stars has a jewelled counterpane for his coverlet, but the four walls of a roofed enclosure are a barrier to the crystal stream of inspiration,’ “ meditated Kwan Yen.

“Doubtless, esteemed, and thus to repose on a gathering of sweetly scented herb fulfills this one’s most romantic expectation,” assented Hwa-che, with an unlooked-for melody of intonation. “But the ever-to-be-regretted stiffness of many of your venerated joints precludes this delightful simplicity of existence, now that the clinging mists of evening are to be encountered.”

“The neglected tombs that are discoverable along the route of this conveniently arranged Province are both commodious and dry,” urged the patriarch, with the stubbornness of one who reclines at ease with no inclination to resume a journey. “Within a stone-cast of this reposeful grove there is doubtless — —”

“The obligation on a dutiful and affectionate second-in-descent to conform to the wishes of an almost idolized forerunner is practically unbounded,” interposed Hwa-che with the disclosure of an unexpected firmness, “but — setting aside the bondage of cords or of being clubbed senseless — nothing within the imagined limits of the flat earth will induce this absolutely resolved person ever again to spend another night in the spectre-haunted recesses of a disused burial-place.”

“The experiences of last night were admittedly annoying,” agreed Kwan Yen, “but it must indeed be rare that coffins are so delicately poised on end that the mere vibration of this person’s rhythmic breathing should cause them to fall forward. Apart from such remote contingencies, Hwa-che, it is never to be forgotten that, ‘He who leads a virtuous life has nothing to fear from a myriad of demons, but a company of bowmen cannot protect the unscrupulous even from a gnat-bite.’ Why then — —”

“Why then should we, who have not only obeyed the Essential Injunctions but never even overstepped the Celestial Prohibitions, be fleeing from our native Si-shang, and this person compelled to assume the garb and simulate the unprepossessive behaviour of one of an alien sort?” demanded Hwa-che, with somewhat less of an implicit acquiescence to authority than her submissive words would have tended to infer.

“That is a very different matter,” replied Kwan Yen, abandoning for the moment his strictly philosophical abstraction, “and your obliquity of mental vision only serves to establish, Hwa-che, that one of your sort, whatever your outward garb, is incapable of logic. The ordinary every-night or couch-side variety of spectres, such as inhabit all deserted buildings in this weed-grown corner of the Empire, do not come within a thousand li of the really influential fire-breathing, five-clawed, earth-and-air Forces such as make life decidedly complicated in Si-shang. A wise person takes no more notice of these two-and-a-half cash local apparitions than a crocodile turns aside from the attentions of a gad-fly. But when it became plain that you had incurred the malignity of one of the most powerful dragons frequenting the Middle Spaces, it was absolutely necessary, unless our sadly attenuated Line was to accept extinction, to draw a piece of roast pork, as it were, across his nose by some ingenious counteraction. Since it has been announced publicly that you have definitely Passed Above, and by henceforth assuming that the person now accompanying me is someone otherwise than what you really are, has not this menace faded?”

“That is undeniable,” assented Hwa-che. “Whereas heretofore scarcely a night passed without the fastening of this one’s inner door being tried continually by some intruding Spirit, unearthly words dropped into her ears in crowded places, and the embarrassing pressure as of familiar hands in the darkened courts and narrow by-ways of the city, since she stained her face to a repulsive tone and adopted the uncouth garb and behaviour of one of the other sort the infliction has wholly ceased.”

“Nothing could be more convincing,” maintained Kwan Yen, “and that, to render certainty doubly assured, is why we are wearing out our sandals in this Deity-forsaken refuse-heap called the Province of Kwei-chang, thou ungrateful second-in-descent, and thereunto it is now this one’s present intention to seek out a convenient and sequestered tomb wherein to pass the night.”

“Your voice has all the authority of a wind-instrument delicately attuned,” dutifully replied Hwa-che, “and as regards the bestowal of your own high-minded body immediate compliance will attend your most trifling wishes. Propitious omens surround you, revered, until the morrow.” With these sympathetic words Hwa-che took up the heavier of the burdens and prepared to turn her decisive footsteps in the direction of Kochow.

Kwan Yen, more slowly, followed.

“ ‘As accommodating as Hi-sen’s wife, who patched the seat of his under-pair with a piece cut from the forefront of his trousers,’ “ murmured the venerable, as he thrust the bamboo pole resentfully across the cordage of his burden. “It is well said, indeed; for it is less profitable to expect reason from a she-being of one’s own house than it is to dig out a wasp’s nest in pursuit of honey.”

III

As they continued their journey side by side Kwan Yen sought from time to time to engender a tendency towards repose by pointing out the attractive qualities of the various shady swards bounding the laborious earth-road. He also spoke appreciatively of certain ruined structures which, he said, he thought he could faintly discern just beyond the limits of Hwa-che’s less experienced vision. These, he surmised in a voice not actually designed to be outside the other’s attention, would probably be tombs of a specially alluring type, for which the Province of Kwei-chang was justly famous. They might be relied upon to contain no coffins, and for that reason would be devoid of spectres, while it was not an unknown circumstance to discover there food and wine, and — as this failed to entice Hwa-che’s imagination — sometimes material whereon to repose, which the charitable left in the hope of acquiring merit through the blessings of footsore and hungry travellers. To this he would doubtless have added other inducements had not Hwa-che at that moment pointed out the eastern gate of Kochow, appearing through the golden mist of evening at not more than the distance which a full-bodied person might prudently accomplish in order to ensure a satisfactory appetite.

“In that case there is plainly no incentive to press on,” maintained Kwan Yen, casting down his burden and leaning on the bamboo pole to contemplate the jade-like scene, wherein the narrowing line of deep green trees led them, so to speak, by a gentle slope across white fields of ripening poppy and prolific rice to where the protecting waters of the Ming (if suitably appeased) safeguarded the defensive walls of rich Kochow. “The city gates will not be barred until a full gong-stroke space of time from now, for the great sky-fire has yet an appreciable fraction of his daily wheel to accomplish. Observe how strikingly the upward-slanting rays burnish the under surface of each leaf into the semblance of a fabricated scale of beaten copper. The time would not be misspent in resting by this spot and composing verses on the theme — —”

“Haply,” replied Hwa-che, resuming the arduous way, “but a more profitable development would be to contrive the means of acquiring something having an appearance of minted silver on both the under and the upper surface. The occupation of expressing public apologies, however well and abjectly performed, is not one that in a strange city, and at a moment’s notice, can be hopefully regarded as a means of procuring food and shelter through the night.”

“Without actually begging it should not be difficult to stand in such an attitude that those who are of a sympathetic nature need not fear repulse,” suggested Kwan Yen, as he also reluctantly resumed his burden.

“Without actually eating it might be comparatively easy to stand before a stall whereon meats stew, and so inhale their vapour,” replied Hwa-che. “But,” she added, “to say which process would the more effectively satisfy the void that inspired it lies outside the instance.”

“In the days before this person took his second name it used to be widely said, ‘The song of a serpent and the voice of a woman apt at replying do not make for harmony,’ “ murmured Kwan Yen morosely, “and this journey with the one who is henceforth to be called Hwa-che has gone a long way to show that the ancient wisdom is by no means extinct. However,” he reflected, with the supineness of one afflicted with his narrow outlook, “it is only to be expected that in the more settled atmosphere of an established city like Kochow a period of unruffled tranquillity may be assured.”

IV

When they were come at length to where the convergence of the paths led straight to the gate called that of the Upright Camel, both Kwan Yen and Hwa-che paused for a beat of time at the unusual sight before them, for instead of the deserted Way which at that hour might reasonably be depended upon, a notable variety of persons in all conditions seemed to have been attracted to the spot, and all were engaged in looking expectantly in their direction. As the great sky-fire sank beyond the line of western hills at that moment when the two appeared, a general exclamation of wonder, not unmixed, it seemed to Hwa-che’s penetrating insight, with admiration, greeted the occurrence.

“These can foreshadow no good to us, from whatever angle it is regarded,” declared Kwan Yen, seeking to retain the other’s elbow. “Let us retrace our footsteps in a slow and negligible manner, and so haply escape attention.”

“This comes from the complicated inferiority that has become part of your second nature,” replied Hwa-che, striving to urge him forward. “Is there not, among your stock of appropriate sayings, anything to the effect that he who always has doubt in his mind will never lift his feet out of trouble? An apologetic front, except strictly in the way of business, is an invitation to Affliction not to pass you by. Leave the conduct of this enterprise in my unworthy hands, revered, and it will go hard if assurance does not fill our rice-bowls.”

“It was not thus with the unfledged ones of our inner chambers in the meritorious days that marked this person’s youth,” reflected Kwan Yen, as he suffered himself to be drawn to the encounter. “All this stress and turmoil undoubtedly comes from the new device of inscribing leaves by pressing them down upon blocks of wood having an ink-smeared surface. Contagion of one sort and another is bound to be diffused by so widespread a process, and Hwa-che has certainly become infected by some small but potent Spirit that has taken advantage of this means of passing from one place to another, and now possesses her with a very unbecoming sense of no-reluctance.”

V

When suitable salutations of polite regard had been exchanged, one who had taken it upon himself to assume authority among the throng would have approached Kwan Yen, but Hwa-che inoffensively arranged herself between them.

“For,” she explained, “we have come on a long and exacting march, and although, whenever we tarried, the righteous — possibly to incur the blessing of so devout a pilgrim — brought out the choicest that their homes contained, the rough way has sapped his vigour and my office is to protect him from increased fatigue.”

“You speak of those who succoured you as compassionately inclined, and describe the one whose shoulder you uphold as being a worthy of extreme merit. In such a case it would surely have been their care to bear him easily from stage to stage along the way, and not leave his sanctimonious but obviously weak-kneed feet to stumble.”

“Each morning a long awaiting line of suppliants contended for the honour. But he who is now on the point of falling into one of his exalted reveries put them all aside, protesting that the repute of Kochow stood so high among the cities that even the greatest should approach it unassumingly on foot, like the meanest of ordinary beings.”

“That discloses a very proper spirit in one whose fame has doubtless already reached us. His illustrious title —— ?”

“In conformance with an imposed vow he has taken the quite low-class signification of Kwan Yen, so as to pass unnoticed. My even more commonplace name is that of Hwa-che, and we describe ourselves as coming from obsolete Lo-ngo in the third-rate State of Si-shang. Your own high-sounding style is doubtless —— ?”

“Ling-yan is the misshapen outcast now before you. He is by trade a thoroughly discredited instructor in the art of passing competitive examinations by fabricated transcripts. His door, beneath the Sign of a Successful Hand grasping a Well-balanced Pencil, may be further recognized by the number of would-be candidates who go on elsewhere. But it is of your venerable charge that we would speak. Is he notorious in any special direction?”

“His virtue is greater than his unblemished pig-tail is long, and the diffuseness of his garnered wisdom has never yet been really sounded. . . . Are there any other particular attributes in a pilgrim that the open-handed of Kochow consider deserving of charitable recognition?”

“Your veiled reference to a pig-tail that is blemished and your affected willingness to depend on contingent alms assure us that we have not been mistaken,” declared Ling-yan after he had drawn aside to confer among his fellows. “In one particular alone would the forecast seem to have suffered an ambiguous rendering. You who have so capably performed an irksome part have no mention in the saying, nor in any event should we have expected to find one so young involved in so weighty a matter.”

“As to that,” replied Hwa-che, “I am somewhat older than I might appear, and in several other particulars I am not entirely as you may deem me.”

“It would be presumptuous to attempt to pry beneath the surface as everything seems to fit in with what we have expected. Doubtless you will be willing to continue your charitable ministration of the aged recluse even though he has now reached the attainment of his journey?

“Assuredly. Apart from the necessities of his physical well-being, who else could interpret the finer shades of his exact meaning?”

“Is his philosophy, then, of so inscrutable an order?”

“It is so variously complicated as to be at most times practically incomprehensible to the untrained imagination. Not infrequently he conveys a cryptic meaning under the simplest form of ordinary speech — as what on the common tongue would be an inquiry as to when the next rice may be expected, or the statement of an intention to perform some natural office.”

“That has been the way with the really profound from time immemorial,” agreed Ling-yan; “for what is there to the general ear in the plain assertion that thus and thus is such and so?”

“If all this observance is to tend to anything substantial,” interposed Kwan Yen, emerging abruptly from his impending lethargy, “it were well that the chop-sticks should be forthcoming. It is truly said that the less spoken of a feast before, the more it will be appreciated afterwards.”

“It is even as was told,” remarked Hwa-che, raising her expressive eyebrows, “and this implies something of a rather special nature. We will now withdraw — —”

“To my own ill-furnished hovel, surely?” exclaimed Ling-yan with gratifying insistence. “Nothing could become your philosophical indifference to externals better, for it is doubtful if there is a more comfortless abode in all Kochow, or one where you will receive worse food cooked in a more insipid manner.”

“Before that is definitely arranged hear an inserted claim,” broke in one who had hitherto fretted impatiently at Ling-yan’s elbow. “The compact, O crafty wielder of the instructive pencil, was that you should voice our welcome to these happily arrived strangers, not entice them to your own advancement. Behold before you, opportune wayfarers,” he continued, affecting to ignore Ling-yan’s restraining gesture, “Tsoi-han, an inefficient retailer of dried herbs and flavouring extracts. His own meagre hut, if admittedly larger and more lavishly provided than that of the other person here, is quite unworthy of your refined attention, and the deficient fare that he can offer, though perhaps rather less unappetizing than that which would elsewhere be placed before you, is utterly beneath your meritorious notice. If, however, in a spirit of high-minded condescension — —”

“Not without reason is it freely quoted, ‘His goats are larger than his neighbour’s camels,’ when passing beneath the Sign of a Truly Iniquitous Pestle,” and Ling-yan again forced himself into the forefront of the discussion. “It is one thing for a liberal-minded host to decry what he is offering in terms of ceremonial politeness: it is quite another thing that he who is notorious for the squalor of his sty and the niggardly division of his tasteless bounty, should seek for his own ends to impugn it. Whereunto also is it, thou calumnious Tsoi-han, that while a sprinkling of costly herbs and fragrances are seen to reach thy door, sacks of dried weeds and weighty loads of sand are secretly borne in by night and disappear thereafter? The essential laws of hospitality require that these confiding strangers should be protected from the contamination of this harbourage of short weight and double dealing.”

“There comes a time,” replied Tsoi-han, thrusting his face against Ling-yan’s in a markedly offensive manner, “when if a person does not proclaim the truth it is better that he should be struck by thunder, and as regards the pretensions of a competence to instruct in the art of passing examinations and of your general unworthiness to live, that moment has arrived, O most superfluous Ling-yan. To speak plainly, since the matter has been probed, that to which you apply the name of home is but the enlargement of a sewer, laboriously hollowed out into the semblance of a dwelling, while the viands that find their way into your stew-pan are disregarded offal, filched from beneath the stalls of the inferior sort of dog-butchers in the low-class districts of the city. To allow these unsuspecting wayfarers to risk plague and leprosy under the guise of fellowship would bring down upon Kochow the contempt of ghouls and hired assassins.”

“The reference to thugs and questionable Beings is apt,” cast back Ling-yan, “for who should better speak of them than one who shares their secret councils? Oh, thou most adulterous intermingler of market scrapings! where are the eight taels — setting aside the seventy-five brass cash — entrusted to thy care by this one, which established thy bankrupt commerce?”

“Not without cause was he of we two who is alone speaking the truth warned by an omen-reader against a gross, convergent-eyed extortioner who would give the name of Ling-yan and profess a virtuous friendship,” maintained Tsoi-han. “The occasion being fitting, a deliberate request is made that the Recording Spirits should take down the actual facts for reference when this same Ling-yan Goes Upwards: that of the eight taels referred to, three gave forth a hollow tone when sounded and one bore a fictitious impress. Two score of the brass cash were of the kind that the charitable lay by for bestowing on sightless beggars, being useless as exchange. Furthermore, the one who is accurately describing the occurrence had at the time of thumb-signing the receipt been enticed into a sort of stupor, and he has, moreover, since repaid all that integrity requires.”

“The original begetter of the House of Tsoi was a distinguished river pirate,” remarked Ling-yan, falling into the frenzy of a methodic calmness, “and the one whom he took in marriage having been an experienced stall-despoiler, the chiefship devolved in strict succession. No one has ever disputed Tsoi-han’s right to inherit these endowments — —”

“Worthy and hospitable contenders for so meagre an honour, consider well what will ultimately befall,” implored Hwa-che, beginning to fear that in the progress of the strife its origin would become forgotten. “Without the ripple of a doubt it is not beyond your exceptionally well-nourished powers to continue this versatile display of gifted eloquence until the great sky-lantern shall arise and thereafter reach its zenith, but meanwhile the venerable old man who is the cause of your very flattering contest shows signs of dissolution and will inevitably soon faint of sheer exhaustion. If, however, it is permissible for this one to hazard a suggestion — —”

“Say on,” agreed Tsoi-han. “The Deities rule justly.”

“Nothing could be more exact,” assented Ling-yan. “Sincerity can never ultimately be stifled.”

“What is there to choose between a flawless pearl and an unusually matchless opal? Or who shall weigh in one scale of the balance a virtuous life and adequately measure it against a high capacity to train performing locusts in the other? If, however, it is the practice of either of the two concerned to provide freshly cooked viands for his evening rice, while that of the other consists of reassembled fragments, a very definite standard of preference is thus established — —”

“Doubtless the opulent and round-bodied may have hot evening rice, but it has never been a custom with the House of Ling, nor is he who speaks a sorcerer to call up fire to an extinguished hearth at his mere bidding,” remarked the one who bore that name, falling back from his advanced position. “Furthermore, the uncompliant ruler of his domestic round would certainly insert a disagreeing voice,” and he merged himself still more among those who were not pressing forward.

“There is an adage among the judicious of this city, ‘He who lifts the pot-lid before taking his seat will receive scant pressing to a second helping,’ “ declared Tsoi-han with circumstantial meaning, and he, too, forbore to entreat further.

“This comes of leaving things in the hands of one who impugns a deferential bearing,” repined Kwan Yen, for despite his deep relapse he had meanwhile followed all that was being said with varied emotion. “Something could have been secured from one or both by a suitable display of conciliation. Even yet — —”

“Forbear, revered,” directed Hwa-che, withholding him as he would have followed, with an apologetic message, the two who had thus failed them; “one higher still approaches. Should he be no less well disposed we shall do better there than with these others.”

“It is Chin-tung,” was passed from lip to ear among the watchers, “and he hastens with a welcome. Chin-tung who takes down the lord T’sin Wong’s spoken word and even prompts him on the legality of his very original rulings. Doubtless the strangers are to rest within the shadow of the yamen, and even to receive their rice from the Mandarin’s own table. Now it becomes clear to us why this deep philosopher and the wise youth who leads him waited.”

VI

“Your strategy, Tsoi-han, was ill-contrived,” declared Ling-yan as, after an open withdrawal apart, they came secretly together. “Now, instead of being beneath our guiding hand, this inspired detector of crime will be lodged in the very citadel of our chief oppressor and beyond our supervision. The Crimson Circle of the Restoring Balance will not regard this lightly.”

“The unfolding of events beguiled me,” pleaded Tsoi-han, “that and the white-hearted Cho-kow’s defection. Plainly, the all-discovering partisan of oppression could not be housed beneath either of our roofs, to listen at the bolt-slot, and the effete Cho-kow was to step into the breach at the appointed moment. That he failed to disclose himself and play an appointed part made it necessary to protract a delusive drama, and so paved a way for the inopportune Chin-tung and our present sore misgivings. For this the deficient Kow will be brought up against a very keen-edged sentence.”

“It will be necessary to secure his condemnation in order to safeguard our own position. In fact, we had better arrange together the details of his guilt so as to ensure that when the matter comes up there shall arise no obstacle to justice.”

“That should be easy to one of your inventive bend,” agreed Tsoi-han. “When the time arrives you have but to say and my voice will confirm you in all the details.”

“In that case I will set apart a quiet half gong-stroke after the worship of my deserving ancestors to-night to establishing his treason,” engaged Ling-yan. “In one particular alone does any doubt pursue me: the presence of the ambiguous youth of whom we have had no warning. . . . There can be no uncertainty but that this Kwan Yen is indeed the one appointed by the Chief Upholder of the Law to lay bare our hidden purpose?”

“Who can doubt it on the assurance we have gathered? And the shallow device of seeming to arrive conforming to Tang-san’s prophecy does but substantiate — —”

“Restrain your efficient voice,” warned Ling-yan concisely; “one approaches from the west under the dusk of evening. Let us affect a convincing interest in extraneous matters,” and he began to speak appreciatively of the lesser-known verses of Han Yu, an accomplished poet of the T’ang era.

“It is Cho-kow at last,” declared Tsoi-han as the one alluded to drew near. “Thou sluggish-stomached Kow!” he exclaimed in greeting, “is this the way that the decrees of our strict Order are regarded?”

“A misbegotten sandal-lace delayed me,” replied Cho-kow. “Furthermore, one who had a grievance against this person’s kinsman’s ass in the matter of a trespass stopped him by the way with a reproachful message. What ensued meanwhile?”

“That instead of being beneath our watchful eye the emissary of those who wish us ill is safeguarded in T’sin Wong’s palace,” pronounced Ling-yan with impending menace. “That has ensued, O recalcitrant Cho-kow, and for it thou shalt answer very sharply.”

“No man can hasten with a sagging latchet,” urged the dilatory Cho-kow, “and in the matter of the ass certain immemorial rights of pasturage were threatened. Who, seeing a piece of silver lying by the way, will hesitate to bend his form towards it, even if thereby an angle of disrespect is turned towards some passing high one?”

“Was ever effeteness more brazenly self-pictured?” murmured the two who listened to his pleading.

“As regards the enemy to our League the case is by no means desperate,” continued the obtuse-witted Cho, unconscious of the erosive ground that formed his foothold. “Within the yamen walls Li, the two-tongued, is sworn to watch our interest, while just beyond the gate Ah-Fang, the custodian of the paths, will report whatever threatens.”

“Forbear!” exclaimed Ling-yan, “or what punishment can requite you? To the offence of failing to accomplish a task you have added the crime of speaking aloud the names of those secretly of our number. By the first you have delivered yourself to a certain fate; by the other you have made it both painful and humiliating.”

“If this is the view that you take of the matter, it is useless to argue further,” confessed Cho-kow. “However, as it is very justly said, ‘The most prudent cannot escape death once, nor the headstrong incur it twice’: therefore, why tremble? In his hands this person holds the cord with which it was his intention to lead back the wayward ass, and should that fail he has by his side a knife of proficient keenness. Added to that, by self-ending himself at once a certain gain is made in the matter of his rice between now and the fulfilling of his sentence.”

“There would seem to be no actual objection to such a course,” admitted Tsoi-han in answer to an inquiring glance, “provided that you do not bind your revengeful ghost to haunt our rest hereafter.”

“It would be uncourteous to dissent,” confirmed Ling-yan, “especially as this one will thereby be in a position to devote more time to the worship of his cherished forerunners.”

“The undertaking is freely given,” agreed Cho-kow. “By the repose of his seven immediate ancestors he assures it.”

“Nothing could be more straightforward,” was their farewell. “May your Passing Up be short and the attendant Beings indulgent.”

“May your virtuous cause no less prevail,” replied Cho-kow as he turned aside from them into a convenient coppice.

VII

“There is more in this than meets the organ of vision,” declared Hwa-che, when, refreshed by a meal both several-coursed and rich, they were alone together in a room allotted to them at no great distance from Chin-tung’s own quarters. “Setting aside the extremely mysterious reception of our threadbare selves at the east gate of this city, why should the ruling lord hereof depute his very agreeable recorder of the spoken word to do us honour?”

“Doubtless to you it wears an ambiguous face, but so far as this one is concerned it is little more than was to be expected,” replied Kwan Yen, stroking his venerable moustaches with dignified self-approval.

“Say on,” invoked Hwa-che. “It is as well to know what form of intelligence is germinating within your productive mind, revered.”

“Among the more enlightened communities of this illimitable Empire there must be some where the art of expressing a suitable public apology is held in deserved esteem. By the fostering intervention of our appreciative ancestors we have been led to such a spot, and, the whisper having spread, the outcome is thus and thus.”

“Haply,” replied Hwa-che, “though it is doubtful whether in the end it may not prove merely so and so. In the hope of averting such a mishap, however, it is this one’s immediate purpose now to explore the Ways in the out-parts of the city and glean what may be learned there. Meanwhile, esteemed, if any seek to probe your hidden wisdom it would be advisable to relapse into a scholarly abstraction, and on no account to part your descriptive lips.”

“Be that as it shall,” maintained Kwan Yen, with a stubbornness that, in one affecting a philosophical guise, was rather unbecoming; “before a pearl can be admired it is necessary that an oyster should be opened.”

“The analogy has a somewhat fishy trend,” observed Hwa-che, “and is not fitted to our pastoral surroundings. Rather is it said, ‘The wiser the ox, the longer he contrives to hold his tongue.’ Be guided.”

To this Kwan Yen would have made a suitable reply, but before he could recall a conclusive instance, Hwa-che had passed out and closed the door upon him.


CHAPTER VI
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HWA-CHE, HAVING DECLARED to Kwan Yen’s ear what she has learned in the by-ways of the city, further explains what their strategy should be if they are to avoid the various unpleasant fates that now beset their progress.

I

SEVERAL gong-strokes passed before Hwa-che returned to their lodging within the yamen, but Kwan Yen did not suffer himself thereby to become unduly harassed. Doubtless this in part sprang from the unstinted trust that he reposed in her alertness, but it is not to be denied that meanwhile the person in question had discovered a jar of seasoned wine, left by a discreet well-wisher just inside the angle of the door, and he was passing the time profitably in testing the purity of its flavour. When the one whose absence he was not altogether regretting at length displaced the bolt and entered, it was evident from the burden of her impugning glance that Kwan Yen had done well to reinforce himself against affliction.

“Thus and thus,” exclaimed Hwa-che, possessing herself of the vessel and pouring out what remained upon the floor. “Is it not enough that this hard-striving one should have to bear the combined weight of our united needs upon her careworn shoulders, but that during an essential absence he whose sole protection against indiscreet garrulity lies in a rigorous silence should adopt the means most calculated to sway his unfettered tongue like the insistent clapper of a warning bell in time of panic?”

“Proceed to discharge your copious mind,” replied Kwan Yen, seeing no prospect of any other outcome. “Yet there are those for whom any stimulus towards that same result would be deemed an added surfeit.”

“This is not the occasion for a display of effete personalities,” said Hwa-che, discovering at the moment no apt retort in answer. “Our very existence is menaced, for it is indeed an attractive stew-pan of eels that your insatiable craving for change has led us into!”

“Speak freely,” enjoined Kwan Yen, to whom the quality of the wine had conveyed a valiant message. “The analogy of your instance is far from being exact, but after a well-spent life devoted to all forms of exculpation there is no arising emergency — from opening the wrong door in the dark to thinking aloud about the reigning dynasty — known to this person from which a delicately expressed apology does not provide a graceful means of extrication.”

II

“Know then,” continued Hwa-che, “that after leaving your congenial presence this misgiving person sought out the denser and less reputable quarter of the city, and there soon ingratiated herself into the society of various bands of the young and outspoken of the other sort, with a well-formed determination to learn what course of events had conspired to bring about our dubious position.”

“Nothing could have been more hazardous, and thereby your inability to conduct an enterprise is clearly shown,” declared Kwan Yen sincerely. “Because of your ignorance of the subjects of conversation most affected by those whose company you had chosen, discovery of the fact that you were one of the other sort lurked in your every utterance — if, indeed, the disclosure has not actually already come about, and your unseemly freedom now being made the matter of a questionable jest among the by-ways.”

“On the contrary,” replied Hwa-che, with an appreciable distance in her manner, “the subjects of conversation most affected by those — whatever their age or calling — of your repulsive sort would seem to be matters upon which this one might reasonably be supposed to be much better informed than they should be. Setting this aside, however, learn now how complex and menacing an outlook unrolls its vista.”

In the labyrinthal depths of his capacious mind Kwan Yen was, under the exalting influence of wine possessing a hitherto-unsuspected vigour, engaged upon the composition of an apology that would outvie all the greatest historical examples of the classic past, and in a single formula be applicable to practically every emergency in life with which an ordinary person might be confronted. Hwa-che was thus suffered to relate what she had learned from the conversation of the young and freely spoken almost as a consecutive narration.

III

“The ruling lord of this city of Kochow, T’sin Wong by name, has long bewailed his he-childless state and sacrificed on countless shrines to the All-supplying Forces. Just now the by no means submissive Lady Fa, sole mistress of his inner courts, is again, for the seventh and — so it is whispered she has forcibly declared to those who drink tea with her — for the last time, preparing to withdraw for what is harmoniously described in our chaste and elusive tongue as ‘a specific purpose,’ whereat the concerned T’sin Wong has abandoned himself to a glut of omen reading, to learn whether perchance his necessity is at last to be fulfilled, or whether this will again and for the seventh time be yet another unserviceable she-child.”

“One all-embracing word — indicating ‘cleft to the heart with sorrow,’ tactfully admitting ‘a consciousness of personal uncleanliness,’ deftly implying, without an actual promise, ample restitution — —” murmured Kwan Yen.

“At this momentous crisis in the progress of his hopes, he whose bounty we enjoy suffered an unworthy trial,” continued Hwa-che, raising her melodious voice no more than was actually necessary to recall Kwan Yen’s divergent senses. “While he slept his incomparable pig-tail was mysteriously removed, but whether at the hands of the sacrilegiously inclined or by the direct intervention of thwarting or guiding Powers is as yet obscure. Be that as it will ultimately appear, there could be no doubt of the sinister implication of the omen: for how should one who had suffered such a deprivation hope to secure the continuity of worship at his Domestic Altar? The most superficial could not miss the obvious portent that direct succession in male tail had been thus symbolically shorn off at the very well-spring. The blow, coming at that particular moment, was a distressing one, and the internal cords of T’sin Wong’s dignified self-possession for the moment slackened beneath the impact.

“In this emergency the resourceful inscriber of the Mandarin’s spoken word, that same Chin-tung who so agreeably led us to this haven, effected a bold design. By a single stroke of assumed authority he summoned to his aid representatives of every branch of necromancy throughout the Province, and enjoined them to agree among themselves upon the several points requiring interpretation. The Augurs, no less ingeniously in turn, learned from the Sources that an inspired Messenger, charged with revealing all, would appear within the city at a certain time, having the outward semblance of a wise philosopher. By one of the sarcasms of Destiny, esteemed, your own unpretentious arrival here — combined with a certain venerableness of outline and the habit of falling into an ambiguous reverie when not otherwise employed — would seem to have established you by universal acclaim as this accomplished stranger, and the entire court and city are now confidently awaiting your profound disclosure of the abductor — whether human or demoniacal — and a speedy recovery of the priceless hostage.”

IV

In spite of the engaging simplicity of this recital and the symmetrical purity of Hwa-che’s harmonious voice, it was some time before Kwan Yen could be made to grasp the essential outcome of the position, with the impressive part that he was definitely expected to play in its fulfilment. When he understood the length and depth of the involvement, he reached for his street attire and laid a strict injunction on Hwa-che that she should remain meanwhile in close seclusion. “For,” he said, “had it not been for your inopportune discovery, we might have gone on for several days longer in a pleasurable ignorance of this impending pitfall, all our material needs supplied, and the ultimate disclosure no worse than what immediately awaits us. ‘He who meets disaster,’ it is truly written, ‘may pass it by. But one who fears its coming is never free from the menace of its shadow.’”

“It is well recalled,” agreed Hwa-che. “How then, revered, is it your indomitable purpose to surmount this mischance?”

“Did you but exercise the upper part of your face rather than the lower, such an inquiry would not have passed your unnecessary lips,” replied Kwan Yen severely. “Have you not seen the expectant crowds within Lo-ngo assemble in their tens at this one’s upraised voice, nor heard their tones of admiration as he who is now speaking sought to exonerate some prudent-minded transgressor? The occasion now at hand is unique in its requirement, but the more laborious the bow to bend the straighter does it speed the arrow, and the public apology which it is this person’s immediate intention to proclaim in each of the four quarters of the city will undoubtedly, to continue the analogy, sound the gong of approbation that indicates a hit in the centre of the target of achievement. In the meanwhile, rest content.”

“Assuredly,” replied Hwa-che, “and never let it be forgotten that the essential principle guiding this submissive being’s most trivial mood is the passionate obedience that she accords to the lightest wish expressed by one who is both the Sun and the Moon of her negligible existence.”

“The obligation is by no means ill defined,” observed Kwan Yen, pausing for a moment on his way, partly in order to afford Hwa-che the opportunity of expressing herself still further in so commendable a strain, but no less because her attitude before the door made it impossible for him to act in any other manner.

“That maxim firmly digested, it will at once be seen that anything that she may feel called upon to say or do springs from an unswerving sense of loyalty to your cherished person,” continued the docile maiden. “Speaking in this sense, therefore, esteemed, it would be well for you now to replace your hat upon the wooden peg, for assuredly if the agile-tempered dispenser of summary justice learns how his hopes have been misled, there will be no other suitable place upon which to dispose it, and lay your outer cloak aside again, for should the easily inflamed populace of this self-opinionated city conclude that their sympathetic interest has been imposed on, its weight would press unbearably upon your much-enduring shoulders.”

“There was a saying passed about among the sage in the period of this person’s youth, ‘It is possible to escape from an enemy carrying a two-edged sword but not from the interference of a well-meaning woman,’ and much that has happened of late goes to prove the foresight of the proverb,” murmured Kwan Yen as he bent his crestfallen feet to comply with Hwa-che’s requirement. “Proceed, fountain of reverence, proceed; for having got us here, assuredly you now have some further expedient designed to render our sojourn in this stronghold of promiscuous hospitality doubly joy-laden.”

“The challenge has been cast, though barbed with an undeserved reproach,” Hwa-che admitted; “nor will it be evaded. Therefore wrap your venerated ears well about my ill-considered words, for much depends on your playing a not absolutely weak-kneed part in that which is to follow.”

V

When Kwan Yen had removed his outer things and seated himself again upon the floor, Hwa-che took up a convenient poise, from which she could satisfy herself that he was not falling into a retrospective state, and began to explain her purpose.

“If an exhausted goat, fleeing from the embrace of a voracious tiger, finds across its path a deep and untrod chasm, how would it act — assuming, esteemed, that the goat had no preconceived belief in the efficacy of a well-turned apology on either the rapacity of the tiger or the steepness of the chasm?”

“Faced with such an alternative there could only be one outcome. Foreseeing a certain death if it remained, though only a faint hope of escape if it adventured on, the goat would commit itself to the dangers of the unknown ravine — doubtless with a suitable appeal to the protecting spirits of its ancestors.”

“Nothing could be more convincing, and thereby you have paved the way of our future conduct. For in the similitude of a threatening tiger it is not difficult to recognize the fatal course of proclaiming that we are the unwitting cause of a high official’s displeasure, while the alternative line of acquiescing to the dubious rôle thrust on us by an irrational and concave-witted people, though neither light nor easy, offers a possible chance of extrication.”

“The analogy so far is not devoid of a certain classical authority,” allowed the other. “Who, however, of those concerned, can be traced under the obnoxious guise of an infirm goat — a creature at once stubborn in its mode of life and illiberal in its outlook?” and Kwan Yen stroked his patriarchal beard as he considered deeply.

“Setting aside the questionable detail of horns there is no sufficient reason why the one on whom will fall the arduous task of discovering a reliant path among the threatening abyss should avoid the implication,” replied Hwa-che circumspectly.

“Yet how, pursuing the comparison still further, would it be remotely in your power — who are immature, superficial, illogical, wanting in persuasion or authority, and destitute of parts, as befits one of your sort — to unmask the hidden working of an untraced crime when those most experienced in the divining arts have faltered?”

“The scruple is a natural one, indulgence, and were it that she who is now disclosing her threadbare mind had to rely on the obsolete and moss-grown lore of our own decrepit systems, the outlook would indeed be one destitute of promise. The time has come, however, to initiate, as painlessly as is feasible, one whose lightest word will ever be this one’s Guide and Ruler into the workings of certain very unexpected Forces.”

With these auspicious words Hwa-che abruptly drew aside the bolt that closed their shutter and thrust out an inquiring hand into the darkness. Satisfied that no encroaching ear had been pressed against the crevice, the resourceful maiden assumed a graceful attitude in such a position that she could command Kwan Yen’s attention, and continued the pearl-like flow of her confessedly ill-recorded eloquence.

“It would have been well if mankind had remained content to cast pebbles from a sling and to transfix each other by means of shot-bolts from a space-destroying crossbow,” ran the burden of Kwan Yen’s thoughts, though at the same time he did not neglect to assume the appearance of paying a close heed to Hwa-che’s recital. “This latest scheme whereby certain earths are ground together into a powder which has the quality of propelling a missile from a hollow tube is bound to disturb the harmonious balance of the Spaces. Setting aside the annoyance of a resentful band of cave-dwelling demons whose rest may have been disturbed by the unseemly outburst, the volume of smoke engendered must have a benumbing effect on all but the most solid wits throughout the Empire. It is embedded in logic that as everywhere is already full of something, to create a considerable bulk of anything else must inevitably press what already exists into an unnatural position. Certain misshapen ideas have thus been forced into Hwa-che’s elastic mind, where there was doubtless a regrettable amount of waste space already, and this is what then happens.”

VI

“In order to grasp the position adequately, revered, it is necessary to raise somewhat the curtain of this one’s secret activities extending over a period of moons, when it was generally supposed that she was busily engaged in gumming her not very attractive hair into new and alluring shapes, or embroidering wholly mythical winged creatures in golden thread upon a purple background,” resumed Hwa-che, when she was reasonably assured that Kwan Yen was merely thinking. “In the security of a chamber far removed, however, and under the guiding hands of those skilled in the obscure, she was in reality imbibing the hidden wisdom of the mysterious West — those remoter Out-lands on the uncharted fringe of space where to a suitable accompaniment of the dim green light peculiar to such parts, unthought-of systems for disclosing what is dark, and the retributive avenging of stealthy crimes have long been practised by a highly special guild of the literary classes.”

“In our own more intellectual land the literary devote their lives to endeavouring to pass a succession of competitive examinations,” observed Kwan Yen. “That would appear to be a more dignified occupation than what you have depicted. However, proceed.”

“These scribes are as a class set apart — together with street musicians, hired witnesses in claims for damage at the hands of wealthy charioteers, conscientious objectors to the meat of beasts, and concubines who exceed the normal limit,” explained Hwa-che. “It is as well to be wide-headed in regarding the ritual of alien tribes,” she added, with a magnanimous gesture of refined endurance, “seeing that we ourselves hold mendicants, barbers, bond-slaves, guarders of the streets and play-actors to be unclean.”

“That is a very different matter,” was Kwan Yen’s stubborn contention. “All those whom you have cited are notoriously reluctant to express regret, and are therefore rightly banned. Nevertheless, do not deviate continuously from the verbal path of your seasonable exposure.”

“The reproach is just, esteemed, and should not have been called for. Thus leisured, the one before you gave herself to the by no means unentertaining task of examining the complex systems of the varied schools of those who treat on dire or fantastic crimes and their methods of detection.”

“Yet since these Barbarian seers would necessarily explain their uncouth views in an Out-land tongue, how should you, who have no particular accomplishments of any sort, uncloak their feeble meaning?”

“By an ingenious arrangement which it is superfluous to describe, these illiterate islanders can express everything that they may wish to say through the rhythmic grouping of scarcely more than a score of easily remembered symbols. To a second-from-yourself the acquiring of this art was less elaborate than transposing a single Ode or perfecting the balance of a creditable antithesis.”

“To a second-from-myself that is but natural,” agreed Kwan Yen. “Whether it was worth the commonplace effort might involve the other scandal. It is grounded in reasonableness that as we require at least several thousand written signs to express our general purpose — and even then have to indicate many of the finer shades of extreme politeness by singing — a language that may be pressed within the narrow compass of a score can have made little advance on the grunts of swine and the chattering of magpies. But restrain your verbose tendency to roam unchecked along the fruitless by-ways of an unpruned imagination and declare, as succinctly as may be, the nature of this system.”

“What is contained in three hundred and eighty-five compendious volumes — each with an illuminated cover emblematic of its hidden problems — cannot be told between the sounding of one gong-stroke and another. So highly valued are these printed leaves in the country of their being that under the threat of a quite untranslatable torture it is ordained that one of each must be brought to a strong citadel within their capital, where it is held beneath a central dome and surrounded by a guard.”

“It is not to be denied that these pale Barbarian ghosts have eyes so light that they can see through solid matter,” conceded Kwan Yen, with less assurance in his bearing. “Yet in the casting of the Sacred Sticks, or foretelling by the form of smoke given off when appropriate written sentences are burned to a proper incantation, is it to be thought that our Augurs have anything to learn from a race of wan Out-land spectres?”

“That is not their mode,” replied Hwa-che, “inasmuch as they do not seem to place reliance on extraneous portents. Thus where with us a Diviner of the Signs would cast the Sticks and say, ‘Behold: the one whom you accuse is guiltless’; with a Detector of Crime among the tribe whose ways we are now discussing, it would rather be, ‘Yet how comes it that he who protests his innocence so assuredly has teeth that fit the half-consumed banana that this dead High Excellence was grasping?’ Thereupon he would enact the prescribed ceremony of Sleuthing the Clues, and in the destined end retribution would close in upon the guilty ill-doer with all the force and precision of a well-oiled rat-trap securing its victim. Compose yourself now to rest, benevolence, for at daybreak we shall assume our delusive parts and embark on this admittedly hazardous enterprise of disclosing what is hidden in the romantic Barbarian manner.”

“It would be as profitable for this person to raise a dissenting voice as for the unfledged lapwing to contend against the fostering breast of a marble roller,” was Kwan Yen’s unspoken lament as he drew the coverlet of plaited grass around him. “The Sacred Sticks have hitherto been well enough; for he who is accused must be either in the wrong or sinless, and the equitable outcome is that in any case truth is as likely to prevail as error. This Out-landish plan of leaving guilt or innocence to be decided by the chance formation of a culprit’s teeth . . . doubtless it has escaped Hwa-che’s unstable mind, but whereon do we stand if the one whom she impugns should at the test prove toothless?”


CHAPTER VII
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SOMETHING OF THE secret methods of the Barbarian crime detectors, and how Hwa-che, accompanied by Kwan Yen set forth to test the process.

I

WHEN Hwa-che recalled herself from the Middle Air, where she had floated in the untroubled state that rewards only the virtue-loving and solvent, the fiery ruler of the sky had already ascended through his outer courts, and as he looked down upon the Middle Kingdom of his Lower Realm was shedding warm approval. From the streets and Spaces out beyond the yamen walls came the sounds of reawakening enterprise — drums, horns and cymbals, designed to attract the passer-by to the wares each stall displayed, or, should that fail, at least to discourage the uncertain from trafficking with a more persuasive rival; the raised voices of street beggars calling down alternately a blessing or a curse as the emergency required; the warning cries of official guarders of the Ways advising the feloniously inclined either to desist or hasten, with the occasional discharge of a salutary fire-cracker where some prudent stall-keeper sought to ensure that no chance loiterer from among the dark Beings of the night should still lurk among his commerce. Accustomed to the smoother-flowing life of remote Lo-ngo, this evidence of stress and turmoil engendered in Hwa-che’s reliant mind an increasing sense of no-reluctance, and she looked even pleasantly forward to the doubtful course into which she was about to thrust one to whom she owed (as she would hasten to assure him) both the Length and the Breadth of her meaningless subsistence.

II

Certain sounds of movement had not been lacking from beyond the hanging curtain, but when Hwa-che drew it aside to apprise Kwan Yen that the moment for the first trial of their powers was now at hand, the ancient had all the outward appearance of reclining in a profound abstraction. With a few well-chosen words Hwa-che repeated the substance of her resolution and indicated to Kwan Yen that he should take up his hat and staff and go before her. “For,” she explained, “although to this one will fall the exacting task of discovering the Signs and tracing their indication, it is necessary that you, revered, on whom has been conferred the cloak of divination by an expectant city, should assume the outward semblance of authority.”

“The word is well recalled, thou acrimonious she-child,” replied Kwan Yen, to whom the nearness of the test detracted still more from its lustre. “The control of a second-in-ascent shall not be lightly questioned. Learn now, how during the silence of the night a warning Vision stood by this one’s couch — —”

“Such visions are by no means rare when the elderly and effete have partaken over freely,” interposed Hwa-che, solicitously pressing down the hat upon Kwan Yen’s venerable features. “It would have been more in keeping with the plight of one who through all contingencies will ever be my Stay and Grapnel if he had spent the night quietly in sleeping off the excess of his surfeit rather than adventuring forth at an obscene hour in search of further indulgence.”

“A scale of the dragon that has breathed its venom is counselled as the surest antidote,” was Kwan Yen’s hasty palliation. “Though, O precocious daughter of a notorious Line of peccant she-fowl,” he added, “the thrust is inept from one who has plainly lurked with a discovering eye fixed to a weakness in the curtain.”

“The need did not arise,” replied Hwa-che coldly. “To one versed in the deductive wisdom of the efficacious West your unseen course is as open as if proclaimed on an Imperial edict in the Mandarin style, and with ink of the brightest crimson. Assailed by a consuming thirst it is very evident that you sought vainly here for the means whereby to satisfy the craving, then wandering forth in the precarious dawn bruised your exploring nose against some obstacle that barred its progress.”

“May the knee-joints of those who place ladders in the way snap ignobly as they reach the summit!” was Kwan Yen’s murmured imprecation.

“Thereafter, it is not concealed from me that you sought out the retreat of Hao Sin who controls the ovens, and failing to obtain from him a gift of wine received instead a cake of new-baked rice, with which you then returned, chewing morosely.”

“This savours overmuch of the Forbidden Arts, if your disavowal is to be regarded,” exclaimed Kwan Yen, with a want of true politeness. “How should you speak definitely of Hao Sin, his denial of a cup of wine, and the bestowal of a few crumbs from the hearth unless you followed closely?”

“On the contrary,” replied Hwa-che, “nothing could be freer of involvement. The confused state of this lately well-ordered room indicates a feverish search while this one was gently sleeping, and what would he who had overnight bemused himself with wine look for on waking but another potion?”

“That is not to be gainsaid,” agreed Kwan Yen. “It is in the nature of an inherent requirement.”

“That failing here you went forth to seek elsewhere the moist earth about your sandals testifies; and who would willingly assail so venerable a sage, especially on the organ indicative of derision? It inexorably follows that a mischance was involved, and that beyond these walls, or your full-throated outcry would certainly have claimed this one’s succour; while the passage of a reasonable span of time is shown by the cessation, as it were, of the grosser and more distressing symptoms.”

“What can be so easily explained proves the slightness of your claimed achievement,” maintained Kwan Yen with narrow-minded envy. “Yet, so far, nothing has been shown touching Hao Sin and the sordidness of his bounty.”

“Inasmuch as the outer gates were then secured, your progress was restricted to the confines of the yamen, and at that hour who save Hao Sin, heedful of his oven fires, was open to your pleading? Had he complied your outlook now would have been less sombre, and, to insert the coping in the edifice of your doings, traces of his grudging dole still cling to your benevolent moustaches.”

“Is it to be thought that what would be obscure to one should be patent to another, and that but a second-in-descent and of the lesser order?” considered Kwan Yen as he took up his reluctant staff in compliance. “Doubtless Hwa-che has in some way earned the profitable gratitude of a small but powerful Spirit, which meanwhile attends her call and reports all that has taken place elsewhere. This would explain everything in a perfectly rational manner.”

III

As they proceeded on their way along the devious paths that marked the farther limits of T’sin Wong’s productive garden, Hwa-che laid on Kwan Yen a strict injunction for his discreet guidance. This in general enjoined silence, a profound if inert bearing, and an immediate acquiescence to whatever she herself propounded. Nor was the venerable for his part wholly speechless.

“How comes it,” he demanded, “that you who until to-day disguised your natural face and adopted an uncouth habit, now have all the appearance of a not unattractive person of somewhat ambiguous outline? Furthermore, why do you wear a bright red feather at your ear in a way that must provoke attention?”

“Among the Barbarian experts whose doings are set forth it is always thus and thus,” was Hwa-che’s sufficient explanation. “Whereas, to exemplify, it is the mark of one to mix with crowds in search of interpretation, another finds his requirements met by an inconspicuous grey cell, in which solitude he can doubtless best invoke the Expounding Forces. Yet a third sits in an angle of the wall apart and by means of knotted cords disentangles all involvements. One of strict priestly caste tests innoence and guilt by the parallelism of appropriate Symbols, through which he brings everything to a highly satisfactory conclusion, though without any very clear indication of the actual process; while a High Excellence of noble rank becomes inspired on rare and costly scrolls, choice wine and apparel of unique distinction.”

“That one — setting aside the precious scrolls and the rich attire, which are extraneous to the issue — would appear to have the most reasonable foundation,” interposed Kwan Yen, with more interest than he had as yet displayed in the Barbarian sages. “Would it not be feasible — —”

“The foremost of the band,” pursued Hwa-che, her ear being doubtless closed by the feather to which the other had alluded, “whose mere name has now become a synonym for alertness, inhales the acrid fumes of smouldering weeds and wraps about his form a flowing robe of talismanic virtues. He it is who also calls up attending Shapes by means of forbidden drugs and restores the harmonious balance of the Spheres with a machine of wood and string that in his hand produces music. An inner coat of fur — the skin of an animal both fecund and adept at burrowing into the concealed depths of the earth — is the chosen emblem of an arch-detector of a kindred race, and endows its wearer with its own prolificness of conception and an ability to penetrate beneath the disguising surface of exterior matter.”

“Yet among all these various methods how should one proceed, and what is there to distinguish between truth and delusive error?”

“That would not appear to matter very much so long as he who sets out to detect is endowed with a characteristic manner,” confessed Hwa-che. “It is for this reason that she who now makes the essay has procured an allusive feather, with which to tickle the imagination of the sluggish and dull-witted.”

“It is doubtless to complete the analogy that it is worn against the region of discernment,” rejoined Kwan Yen, his emotion of no-enthusiasm towards the enterprise by no means fading. “If the feather of a capricious toucan is to prove the limit of your equipment, nothing but an apology of the most resolute abjection stands between us and the immediate prospect of Going Upwards.”

“Do not despair,” counselled Hwa-che. “The Sombre One may knock a score of times, but he can only enter once. Nor, in the matter of attributes, shall other aid be lacking.”

“Then why hesitate to declare whatever shows a reassuring facet?” demanded Kwan Yen, for Hwa-che had turned aside as it might be to admire the prospect. “Anything that would induce this person’s internal organs to assume a more buoyant leaning would be received with waves of gladness.”

“From one who must ever be the Root and Branch of all my prospects, the lightest wish assumes the force of a Royal proclamation,” acquiesced Hwa-che with dutiful submission. “Know then, revered, that one thing in common every reliant detector of crime must possess or the very groundwork of his craft would perish of sheer inaction, and that would seem to be one who should combine with less than average force of character an almost superhuman deficiency of sense, who shall be ever at his call, to conform to any requirement.”

“Yet how can this avail, for where is there to be found such a man to play so inevitable a part, seeing that you are a stranger led by chance to an unknown city?” and Kwan Yen pushed back his hat and rubbed the unclothed part of his head repeatedly as he strove in vain to discover an answer.

“The benign influence of our all-protecting ancestors will certainly not fail us,” was Hwa-che’s confident assurance. “Was there not, it now occurs to this one, a sort of mediocre inscriber of the spoken word — his trivial name escapes me — who met us with an ingratiating message?”

“Truly so — Chin-tung he announced himself as being. Yet why should you, since it is to him that we owe the fullness of our welcome, speak of him in terms of such a distance?”

“The obscure menial left no impression whatever on my imagination,” replied Hwa-che, “but he will doubtless serve as well as any other. It should not be difficult to attract the negligible hireling to our cause” — here she stooped down and plucked a fragrant blossom, which she thereafter wore at her other ear— “if you, revered, will play a double part and not betray our project.”

“It was ever the way with those of Hwa-che’s sort to act in an illogical and oblique manner,” considered Kwan Yen as he resumed his steps again at that one’s bidding. “Without being to any degree expert or nimble-minded, Chin-tung is by no means deficient in attainment, yet doubtless he will lend himself unwittingly to Hwa-che’s purpose. The spectacle is not without a certain zest to one of philosophical aloofness, so that it would perhaps be as well to make an outward show of conforming to her two-faced wishes.”


CHAPTER VIII
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HWA-CHE LAYS BARE the Signs that point to the aggressor and, whether alone or supported by her band, resolves to denounce Pung Chu as guilty.

I

AS they approached the more important of the yamen buildings there could be heard, beyond the obstructing barrier of an acacia hedge, the voice of one chanting an analect with taste and determination. At this Kwan Yen’s lips also began to move, as though in an exhortation to the Beings, but suspecting that the person in question was really assembling the points of a specially composed apology, Hwa-che resourcefully stepped on his heel, though with no more force than was actually necessary to recall her strict directions, and confidently urged him on. In this she was amply justified, for with the exactitude of detail to be found only in the affairs of those who are being led towards a destined end by protecting Spirits, the one presently disclosed proved to be Chin-tung, it being his usual habit to compose Odes on various subjects in the seclusion of the garden when he deemed that T’sin Wong would be unlikely to require his office.

II

“Ten thousand greetings!” exclaimed Chin-tung, at once recognizing the two before him. “Have you satisfied your stomachs?”

“Nothing has been neglected,” hastily declared Hwa-che, shaking hands with herself repeatedly so that Kwan Yen should have no opportunity to insert a dissenting murmur. “This profound old man, for whom I speak, has been made the subject of an appropriate vision, and he would now stand outside the window of T’sin Wong’s own chamber in the confident expectation of some further message.”

“That can be very easily arranged,” agreeably replied Chin-tung, “if you will but submit yourselves to the extreme indignity of following footsteps so commonplace as those which must now precede you.”

“It would cover us with honourable confusion even to be seen with one who recites the Verses with so far-reaching an intonation,” suitably replied Hwa-che. “Nor is it likely,” she added, “that footsteps of such insignificance as those of the one beside you could make any impression whatever on your own clear-cut outlines.”

Whereupon Chin-tung, who had paid no definite attention to the voice or lower extremities of any maiden hitherto, could not fail to notice that the tones of the one who thus addressed him were infinitely more melodious, and the footprints smaller and more like a graceful lily than those of ordinary persons with whom he was in the habit of consorting.

Passing the moments profitably with conversation of this improving nature, Chin-tung led them to a neglected and weed-grown area of the garden, from time to time stretching forth a guiding hand to help one whom he regarded as a weak and immature member of his own sort, nor did either mark appreciably when Kwan Yen lagged at the obstructions.

III

“We have now reached that towards which we set out,” remarked Chin-tung, when he had brought them to a sequestered part where an austere wall barred farther progress. “Behind that shuttered opening His High Excellence is doubtless at this moment marshalling before his scrupulous mind the intricate points of justice which at his latest public court he openly declared he would reserve for mature digestion. It would be well, therefore, to restrain our discordant voices within their narrowest limits.”

“Assuredly,” replied Hwa-che, to whom the ceremonial turn of this loyal sentiment was for some reason not wholly pleasing. “Yet so evenly maintained in volume would appear to be the two sides of each of His High Excellence’s deep considerations, that it is questionable if an armed conflict would break through his humane detachment. As this far-sighted philosopher reasonably observes, however, it is not with the presence of His Excellence that we are now concerned, but with the absence of his pig-tail.”

“His prescient remark failed to reach these humdrum ears,” apologized Chin-tung, not desirous of seeming inattentive.

“That is because we communicate without the need of words, on a plane of mutual understanding,” obligingly explained Hwa-che. “It is in such a way that he has now indicated a desire to follow to their source this double line of sandal-prints, leading from the outer garden wall to the Mandarin’s shuttered window, and thence back in like progression. Therein, superfluous to explain, resides the answer to the mysterious happening of the First of Much Gladness.”

“Yet,” questioned Chin-tung, whose training had not extended beyond the Classics, “why should not the sandal-prints have proceeded from the shuttered window to the wall and thence back in strict reversal, whereby the outcome assumes an inverted sequence?”



“To one versed in the deeper culture of the sleuthhounds of the West that is transparent,” replied Hwa-che, indicating the various Signs as she described them. “He who sets out to achieve a crime steps lightly on his toes in caution, but the purpose once fulfilled, his only thought is towards swift retreat. Thus and thus. The one who came with stealth returned in extended order.”

“What is there to show, however, that the object of this intrusion may not have been based on some variable ambition,” persisted the scrupulous Chin-tung, “and how, in any case, do these footprints lead to a definite disclosure?”

“It is aptly said, ‘Before adventuring into a neighbour’s house it is well to decide within yourself what to explain should he meet you coming out again,’ and the analogy is not ill-fitting,” replied Hwa-che with a suitable display of picturesque reluctance. “If the one who came stealthily to this neglected spot by night and stood beneath the window did not come for the only thing that has since been missing, how is his action to be accounted for? and thereby the whole fabric of deductive argument is menaced.”

“The inference is self-evident,” confessed Chin-tung. “Proceed to unroll your ingeniously arranged suggestions.”

“Nevertheless,” affirmed Kwan Yen, though he prudently turned aside under the pretence of spitting, “the cravings of an insatiable thirst — —”

“Furthermore,” continued Hwa-che, tracing the indications of the prints by means of a polished crystal possessing secret powers of discovering the hidden, “when we expose that he who came on level feet departed with one side demonstrably heavier than the other — or why should his right foot henceforth impress a deeper matrix than the left one? — even the unsightly bat could not fail to recognize that his right sleeve was now surcharged with an added burden.”

“It fits like the indentations of a pigeon’s tail,” confessed Chin-tung, regarding Hwa-che with an enhanced admiration, and despite Kwan Yen’s threadbare protest that a misbegotten thorn caused him to limp beyond endurance, he was urged on, to lead them forward in the confident belief that the footprints would bring them to the lair of the despoiler.

IV

It was not until they had reached the farthest limit of the ground, where a high wall raised an insuperable barrier, that Chin-tung’s assurance faltered.

“Suffer no undue depression,” was Hwa-che’s ready exhortation, “for remember that ‘Although we cannot see the roots the tree is growing meanwhile.’ Even in the most remote Barbarian parts stockades of hewn wood must create like obstacles, but the Out-land trackers-down of crime never waver; and doubtless this inspired patriarch will lead us to where the scent again presents a foothold.”

“That is not to be disputed,” agreed Chin-tung, “and by the expedient of mounting each upon another’s shoulders we might — unless the lower tier should prove unworthy — vanquish this obstruction. But could another, coming alone, be equally resourceful, and how, having once got here, would he, in the darkness of the night and pursued by guilty terrors, succeed in getting back again?”

“The allusion to the organ of smell was wanting in refinement,” maintained Kwan Yen, thus recalled to a sense of his affliction. “May those who rear ladders against heights fall off into an unguarded vat of simmering naphtha, where, to the delight of all beholders — —”

“Our trust is well repaid!” declared Hwa-che, exulting; partly to drown Kwan Yen’s ill-advised voice, but no less on account of the suggestion. “This inscrutable far-seer, under the cloak of an obscure allusion, indicates not only the means whereby the plunderer secured an easy passage, but is also inspired to predict his unlamented ending. By means of a supple ladder he both came and went with freedom,” and she pointed to certain indications of the disturbed earth, which established, she said, that the transgressor had acted thus and thus in detail.

“In that case,” declared Chin-tung, coming to an abrupt pause in his progress, “we are, as the saying is, ‘pushed off the footpath into the roadway.’ Over this forbidding wall lies the stronghold of truculent Pung Chu, the military ruler of the Province. Between this bristling tiger and our humane T’sin Wong there is not enough tea spilled to fill a hollow back tooth, so that nothing is more remote than that Pung Chu will throw open his spiked gate to enable us to search within for the offender.”

“Suffer no qualms on that score,” replied Hwa-che with the prepossessing confidence that had become her usual habit since she had devoted her virtuous energies to pursuing crime in the Barbarian manner. “What you have just said inserts a final link in the chain of deductive sequence. Pung Chu is himself the guilty doer.”

“Pung Chu, chief War Lord of Kwei-chang, who can assemble — at least, if given due notice — anything between ten score and ten thousand trained umbrellas!” Chin-tung dropped his sympathetic voice to a well-guarded whisper as he took Hwa-che’s unyielding sleeve and endeavoured to persuade her. “Let us, O ingenuous young man, bend our timely feet towards the region of the stock-yard, where doubtless a refreshing cup of warm goat’s milk will soon restore — —”

“The bending of our feet will be in the direction of the spoiler’s gate, nor shall we stand there framing a submissive message,” declared Hwa-che, rearranging the red feather at her ear in a truly aggressive manner. “Oh, that this person possessed an embroidered robing-gown to sustain her for the trial, or could even acquire the art of blowing clouds of smoke from burning weeds without derangement of the lower organs!” Though all who are by now familiar with the one in question’s stalwart poise will scarcely need the message that this latter part was in the nature of a silent invocation to the Powers.

“But consider well,” urged the circumspect inscriber of the word, “how distressing it would be to the revered Shades of your illustrious ancestors if at your first meeting you should be under the painful humiliation of conversing with them by means of thumb-and-finger signs because your head had been removed and bestowed elsewhere. It would be one thing to have surprised Pung Chu effecting an ungraceful action; but what menace to his repute lies in the mere indication that an unseen one has scaled his outer wall and thereafter hastily returned with similar evasion?”

“Inasmuch, meritorious Chin-tung, that the one unseen is by no means unknown, and therein lies the fulcrum of our efficacious lever. Needless to describe, at the outset of his career as a discloser of hidden crime he who now admits his trivial gifts made a close study of the eighty-seven distinctive kinds of sandals in use throughout the Empire. Owing to the peculiar formation of their feet, acquired by years of strenuous trampling on outside suggestions, only one form of sandal may be comfortably worn by the highest war officials — and its impress lies before you.

“Nevertheless,” she added, with a reluctant glance of high-minded regret as she turned to her hazardous mission, “it is truly written, ‘A child may attach a buffalo to a cart, but ten resolute men cannot compel him to draw it,’ and no good reason can be advanced why you, who are neither so ill-used as to be desperate nor so fortunate as to have become disdainful, should share our common danger.”

“It is no less wisely stated, ‘The foolhardy seldom reach a virtuous old age,’ and more or less of the description has frequently been lavished upon the one beside you,” replied Chin-tung, taking his place at her shoulder with scarcely less resolution. “The atmosphere of Pung Chu’s reception will doubtless prove funereal, but there is something about your manner of behaving, Hwa-che, that does not make the thought of remaining behind attractive.”

“Thus and thus,” lamented Kwan Yen, as he also moved his laborious feet — though not specifically called upon to contribute to the venture. “There would be as little use in drawing Hwa-che’s capricious mind to this person’s sandals — which were charitably bestowed upon him, in a manner of speaking, second-hand, by a sympathetic military chieftain of a neighbouring Province — as there would be in requesting the Hoang Ho not to overflow its banks in the Season of Great Deluge. All this admittedly moves towards a destined end, but whether that end will take the form of shortening us both at one extremity or the other, or the distinguished close of this badly arranged span of ignoble tribulation, seems to be wavering in the balance.”


CHAPTER IX
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CONFRONTED WITH HIS guilt, the War Lord of Kwei-chang makes a dutiful submission and discovers to Hwa-che how he has been drawn into the involvement.

I

IT was of Pung Chu that the saying has arisen, “It is easier to ride two mules astride than for a loyal general to profit in the long run by sedition.”

But at this period of his office Pung Chu was receiving his monthly adequacy of taels with sufficient regularity not to countenance disaffection, and those who came to him with tempting offers of advancement by a change of banner, while invariably given a courteous hearing, could win nothing more definite from his lips than ambiguous quotations which left them with the feeling that, while the one in question was compassionate towards their cause, it would be necessary to bring a reasonably large sum actually in advance before he could be wholly persuaded of its justice.

II

In spite of his high military fame — for he had twice compelled illiterate mountain tribes, against whom he had been sent to inculcate refinement, to allow him to withdraw whenever he felt the inclination, nor had he lost a single person of any consequence in either movement — Pung Chu was not really contented.

The weight upon his centre of digestion was twofold. If the incredibly obtuse and martially decayed Board of Warlike Doings which controlled him from the Capital lay the heavier, the position of the insufferably self-opinionated T’sin Wong, judicial ruler of the city, possessed the sharper edges. Certainly the inspired Teh-li, composer of the symbol-laden “Ode to Home-purifying during Spring,” had Pung Chu’s case in mind when he wrote, “An ill-directed hammer on the thumb-nail is harder to be endured with dignity than the thought of an operation.”

Owing to the effete and worm-gnawed system then in force — the misshapen Code framed by an unscrupulous Literary Dictator of a prehistoric era — while he and T’sin Wong ranked equal in degree, it was with the benumbing sub-clause that he — Pung Chu — ranked “equal but appreciably lower.” Only during an actual state of war could he claim the privilege of being “equal and practically on a level,” and even in that, as both well knew, there lay a veiled recoil, for, if too hard pressed, T’sin Wong might on some specious pretext read the Harmony Enactment in the public way, order the city gates to be permanently open and declare, as a measure of provincial urgency, that a condition of peace existed. Truly the shadow lying across Pung Chu’s marble door-step showed no indication of having a less sombre outline.

III

There was another and even more acutely barbed reason for despair corroding Pung Chu’s outlook, and it was during a period of weighing the merits of the latest offer from the opposing camp that a submissive slave entered in a downcast manner. Three, apparelled thus and thus, had taken up their stand before the porter’s gate, was the burden of his message, and, refusing to disclose their errand, had resisted every effort to displace them.

“It is well that the repose of a more than usually important War Lord should be disturbed at the bidding of three nameless outcasts,” exclaimed Pung Chu, looking round for some heavy but not necessarily expensive object with which to underline his actual displeasure. “It was not thus in the days before the coming of the Competitive Examinations. Is there no oil, lard, liquid fat, pitch, sulphur, resin, lead or even salutary boiling water in this ill-equipped stronghold, or has the prolific earth ceased to yield scorpions, red ants, centipedes, vipers, resentful wasps and other similar creatures which a benevolent natural system provides to enable the authoritative to maintain a compliant routine? Are those whom you describe Beings of the air devoid of teeth, nails, hair, outward skin, inner parts or vulnerable extremities? Let it be seen to, and alertly.”

“Mightiness,” replied the delinquent slave, prostrating himself — as Pung Chu again looked round — even lower, “your gratifying insight is unfailing. One of the three, however, is a philosophical devout who has advanced the length and whiteness of his venerable moustache in evidence of a blameless purpose; the second wears the badge and authority of the puissant Mandarin T’sin Wong, and has, moreover, an unworthy ruse of compressing an adversary’s throat when threatened with compulsion; while the third, a supple youth of an agreeable cast, entrusted to this one’s care a written charm, which, he said, was capable of effecting wonders.”

At the mention of his formidable rival’s name Pung Chu ceased to blow out his cheeks, and when he had opened and recognized the message, his normal colour — which customarily was that of a somewhat over-ripe loquat — had changed to one of an immature greengage, for traced upon the scrap of silk was the clear representation of a severed pig-tail, above it the words, “All is known,” and beneath it a written sign indicating “Missing.”

“Is it not unendurable that one of the busiest and most hardly pressed War Officials of the Empire should be so badly served that when important functionaries of State arrive they are kept loitering on the door-step?” he exclaimed morosely. “Show the distinguished arrivals in, with profuse expressions of suitable contempt towards everything beneath the roof of our meagre dwelling. . . . Thou concave-eyed and mentally bed-ridden offspring of a bald-seated she-dog!”

“It shall be cheerfully performed, O chief, and with an ingratiating fullness,” replied the slave, withdrawing. “From the lowest to the most high, in amplified progression.”

“Much hinges on a prepossessing forefront,” was Pung Chu’s inward thought as he reassembled his surroundings. This, in general, took the form of substituting for the gifts of snuff and wine which he pressed on the usual class of rebels who approached him others of a more stimulating nature. He also sought to rearrange his face to a more pacific bend before a reflecting disc of polished copper, and he was stooping to burn a stick of incense beneath the Domestic Tablets — not only to indicate a devout and reverent nature, but also so that he should neither suffer the indignity of having to rise and bow nor create the impression of arrogance by remaining seated — when the compliant slave returned with the three who sought his presence.

IV

“It has been aptly noted,” remarked Pung Chu, the ceremonious greetings having been effected, “that in a piece of gold, a piece of bamboo and a piece of one’s mind lie all the forms of satisfaction that it is possible to receive or offer. This imperceptibly lends itself, as it were, to a topic leading up to an amiable exchange of views on the subject of mutual accommodation, but as it has been wisely observed, a high-minded discussion with three penetrating and resourceful voices on the one side and a single infirm and slow-witted upholder on the other, can only be likened, however agilely pursued, to a lame ox attempting to browse on the slope of a precipitous mountain. If, however, this companionable and well-informed young man would so far overcome a natural and inevitable repugnance as to recline on the grotesquely designed couch by my misshapen side, while the other two discriminating experts become amused at the lamentable specimens of contemporary art defacing the crumbling walls of this bankrupt hovel, the essential equipoise will be more nearly balanced.”

“Say on,” replied Hwa-che, indicating by a sign to her supporters that the enterprise was one by no means beyond her sinew. “These ears are all-expectant.”

V

“In view of what you already know it would be idle to maintain a pretentious frontage,” began Pung Chu, indicating the message Hwa-che had written, at the same time urging that one to partake of snuff and wine with more than usual freedom, “and the cards which it is now my purpose to discover from an inner sleeve shall be wholly free of secret indications.”

“It is doubly the time to curb your tongue when he with whom you strive affects a virtue of unbridling his,” was Hwa-che’s reflection, and she made an affectation of freely inhaling snuff, which, however, she conveyed unseen into Pung Chu’s wine-cup.

“In order to grasp the situation competently it is necessary to realize who the one before you really is,” continued Pung Chu, disposing of his well-spiced wine by a single effort and thereafter becoming increasingly impressive. “In spite of a slight technical irregularity in the Code, he is immeasurably the most important person in Kochow, and therefrom, by direct ascension, in the Combined Kingdom. It would be offensive to inform a person of your obvious literary attainments — though there can be no harm in reminding my own ill-educated self about it — that Kochow is the keystone of the Province, and Kwei-chang the leading Province of the Empire.”

“There is an adage in less favoured parts, ‘What Kwei-chang says to-day, everywhere else thinks better of tomorrow,’ “ confirmed Hwa-che, lifting her sleeve in order to create the illusion that she was again consuming snuff but to a like outcome as before.

“Thus and thus,” agreed Pung Chu, again draining his cup and heaving pleasurably, “it is what is rightly termed a very commonplace. Automatically, therefore, and distinct from any special effort of his own, it inexorably follows that as our refined and flower-strewn land is the centre of the habitable world, and that world the axis of all the Spaces, the one before you is actually the leading individuality outside the Upper Air, and it is debatable if his proper place is not really among the inferior Deities — but do not become embarrassed. He merely mentions this, so to speak, in passing; for such considerations to a rough-cast warrior are like five beans offered to a hungry beggar.”

“Nevertheless, the privilege of reclining, by analogy, on the same cloud with a celestial Being is really too excessive,” protested Hwa-che, and she moved somewhat more apart as Pung Chu again readjusted his position.

“Even greater distinctions may be hoped for,” engaged Pung Chu obscurely, “and this gracefully leads up to the inward constituents of this involvement.”

With these auspicious words the one in question poured into his cup a further superfluity of wine, and having stirred its depths with an ingratiatory finger so that the solider elements should not elude his discerning palate, he expressed approval of its flavour by opening and closing his lips repeatedly, afterwards rearranging his impressive outline in preparation for the approaching encounter.

VI

“Consider well what will inevitably result should you press matters to a decisive issue,” resumed Pung Chu, when he had satisfied himself that no further accumulation of cushions would contribute to his comfort. “Remember also, ‘Among conscientious friends there are always as many slices of meat as there are rice bowls.’”

“In certain directions my instruction has been admittedly remiss,” confessed Hwa-che, not unwilling to remind Pung Chu of the penalty of his misconduct. “What precise form of expiation would be deemed suitable for an official of your button?”

“The subject is not one that a really delicate-minded companion would positively embroider,” replied Pung Chu in a voice obviously corroded, “but it is no new thing that, ‘He who is reduced from stewed shark-steak to herring must put up with an occasional bone across the windpipe.’ Fortunately, the Board of Warlike Doings would be the last to desire the true facts to become broadcast: a general arraignment alleging ‘Conduct in a Public Official Calculated to Excite Comment by its Lack of Ordinariness’ may be looked for.”

“And the outcome of this transgression?”

“That to a great extent must depend on the number of other officials who can thrust themselves into the transaction,” confessed Pung Chu frankly. “A variable weight of taels must inevitably drift East, and a humiliating loss of face be likewise accepted. This leads up, as one might say, to what is now taking place among us. . . . If a really substantial bag of silver were to glide into your awaiting sleeve . . .” and Pung Chu paused, under the pretence of dislodging a persistent insect, but actually to judge from the intonation of the other’s voice whether it would be advisable to enlarge this offer.

“It has been said that there is only one thing more unprofitable than spending the hours looking for money which may perchance be lying in the wayside: and that is to neglect securing it when it is thus encountered,” replied Hwa-che discreetly. “There is something beyond mere dross, however — —”

“Assuredly,” interposed Pung Chu, deeming it prudent not to seem ungenerous, “the detail was trembling on the tips of ten open-handed fingers. If this one were to affect a submissive bend and allow you to inflict three reasonably delivered bamboo strokes upon that part of the outline designed to receive correction, would not all the elements of retributive justice be accomplished?”

“The suggestion is obtuse and in more than doubtful taste,” replied Hwa-che, shaken in her fictitious poise when brought face to face with so impracticable a suggestion. “Nothing in the direction indicated was even dimly foreshadowed.”

“It is a little difficult to anticipate what more could be reasonably expected,” demurred Pung Chu, assuming that the progress of negotiation was now satisfactorily established. “However, on the understanding that the force employed will be purely nominal in vigour, this one will not maintain an unbending front should five strokes be claimed, if thereby harmony might be firmly cemented.”

“Alas,” exclaimed Hwa-che, finding it too much at this emergency to rearrange her thoughts so as to express the various requirements of her mind by a single idiom, “how is it possible to convince a more than ordinarily gross-hearted and dense-headed person — —”

“Yet the lucrative bias of our mutual interest would not confuse an earth-worm,” pleaded Pung Chu, never doubting but that Hwa-che’s impolite definition was in the nature of a courteous disparagement of her own threadbare attainments. “For if the matter should be carried to the length of a public exposure whereby do you profit? The one who is pointing this out entirely for your own good would be more heavily pressed doubtless, but nothing that he yields will come in your direction. Instead of five negligible taps it is not to be ignored that some offensively vigorous hireling will be called upon to administer a lusty fifty; but what is the satisfaction of being an obscure member of a nameless crowd of onlookers compared with the invigorating felicity of yourself inflicting even a tenth of that correction? Indeed, for an ambitious young man of obscure rank, I can conceive no more fortunate start in life than the distinction conferred by such an occasion.”

“As to that,” replied Hwa-che, “what you conceive and what this person may are not necessarily concurrent. Therefore, inasmuch as all is known, further strategy is useless. Details of punishment and extraneous rewards are but a cloud to obscure a decisive issue. Restore what has been snatched away and you will not find Authority remorseless.”

“Recover what is lost!” exclaimed Pung Chu, changing to yet another shade. “This is indeed what is known as adding derision to physical maltreatment! Enable the one before you to accomplish that, and the most ornamental of his concubines — to say nothing of a couple of trusty eunuchs — will be cheerfully thrown into the balance.”

“To what stage, then, has the involvement now progressed?” hastily demanded Hwa-che, forgetting, in her praiseworthy confusion at being thus abruptly saddled with those of a sort for whom she could have no possible employment, her claim to be all-knowing. “Disclose into whose hand you have entrusted this honourable pig-tail?”

“Pig-tail?” repeated Pung Chu, assuring himself by a laborious effort that he still possessed that dignified appendage. “Why should our agreeable talk assume an irrational bend when we were all but reaching an appropriate understanding? Certainly these deformed and weed-grown ears must be ceasing to perform their natural function; or why should there now appear this inserted claim to so extraneous an object as a missing pig-tail?”

VII

It was not until some time later that Hwa-che and Pung Chu, by comparing what each other had in mind, succeeded at length in grasping how the involvement had arisen. With unexpected delicacy in the case of one so gross, the latter person resolutely held that all the fault should be apportioned to his share, explaining:

“This is but another instance of the wisdom of the saying, ‘If you dread snake-bites, treading on a thistle is sufficient to induce the symptoms of corruption.’ What you so gracefully and with such undulating skill depicted as a pig-tail, these thick-skinned and obliquely convergent eyes assumed to be an umbrella spring,” and he indicated the message that had occasioned his misgivings.

“Yet what is the nature of the device in question, and why should the mere reference to its disappearance imply so deep a menace?” demanded Hwa-che, inwardly concerned as to what Barbarian method of discovering crime would here prove the most potent, though she still maintained no doubt of her ultimate ability to pursue the enterprise to an accomplished finish. “Continue to unfold your enlightening tongue more fully.”

“Since you already know so much there is little to be gained by a refusal that would be both impolite and misleading,” acquiesced Pung Chu, his rigidly trained mind not capable of grasping that Hwa-che’s admitted knowledge only applied to circumstances as they no longer existed. “Thus and thus is the situation.”

VIII

“The condition of modern warfare,” resumed Pung Chu, withdrawing the snuff and wine from Hwa-che’s reach now that she no longer seemed to imply a peril, “has been aptly likened to a stubbornly contested game of cards, in which each side strives to secure the advantage by abruptly producing from a hidden source some element of surprise. The device of wearing sandals five spans deep, whereby to counterpart a race of giants, of tying written curses to the shafts of arrows, instead of merely shouting them, and so getting in the first round of imprecations from a distance, of painting the body to represent fierce creatures of the wild, and uttering appropriate cries — all these have been great military advances in their time, and each has served its turn until the Barbarian and Out-land races in due course acquired the guile to do likewise. With so much at stake no pains are deemed too great to pierce the secrets of each other’s Board of Warlike Doings, and it would doubtless astonish a person of your confiding nature, Hwa-che, to learn that the ingratiating stranger who offers to the sentinel on guard a pipe of opium, and obligingly agrees to take his place so that the other may recline at ease and smoke it, is in reality the secret emissary of a Barbarian Power, misleadingly attired in a civilized style in order to distract attention.”

“You unsettle this one’s ability to breathe at ease,” dutifully allowed Hwa-che, recognizing that such an admission was expected of her.

“Nevertheless the facts exist, and it behoves a wary general to have as many eyes as he has minions if he would preserve his counsel. Especially when secret devices of confidential import and more than usual weight are submitted to his judgment.”

“This concerns the mysterious umbrella spring, of which it is well to know,” surmised Hwa-che, and she resourcefully displaced a tripod stand as Pung Chu was threatening to become lethargic in his bearing.

“In order to grasp adequately the vital moment of the discovery from a military angle it is necessary to consider what inevitably happens,” continued Pung Chu, seeing that something more was required of him. “For countless ages the most tenacious general in the service had been obliged to kow-tow acquiescently to the relentless forces of nature, and when it rained — or in the case of the more prudent commanders, when it threatened to — nothing remained but to go home and burn incense to the Deity of War invoking a more settled to-morrow. Not without cause was the recorded boast of a usurping prince when urged to submit after his last stronghold had been captured by our victorious army. ‘Slowly; walk slowly,’ was his astute reply. ‘Two stalwart defenders are yet ranged on our side — Chief-General Splash-ho and the Second-in-Command, Ah-drizzle.’”

“That may have been so in those remote and archaic times,” demurred Hwa-che, “but in our own enlightened days no cautious leader takes the field without an adequate supply of well-oiled umbrellas.”

“Thus and thus,” agreed Pung Chu. “The umbrella was the reply to Nature by our resourceful and alert Council of Martial Contrivance. But — speaking as a tactician of the most recent brand — as a mobile arm the umbrella still has many drawbacks. To get it unfurled and securely wedged in what is technically known as ‘at the open’ requires the full attention of two nimble-witted hands, and not infrequently the courteous assistance of several more. At this distressing moment, when all other details have been necessarily laid aside, rude and unscrupulous Barbarian hordes, to whom the rules of a politely waged battle are as obscure as the pages of the Classics, have been known to advance in aggressive order, with lamentable results.”

“Yet if by some undiscovered means a device should be forthcoming —— ?” suggested Hwa-che, with an intuition of what might be impending.

“There you have penetrated the meat-bone to the marrow, and by a single phrase inverted modern warfare!” exclaimed Pung Chu with visible emotion. “Such a device has been unfathomed — a superior umbrella as it may well be called, which, by the compression of a secret spring, can be flung open at a moment’s notice and will, moreover, remain in that position. Depict to your own mind the paralysing effect of such a move upon an alien host — when the advancing line of the now Ever-Ready, instead of being at the mercy of a threatened shower, throws up a thousand umbrellas by the effort of one hand alone, and still continues to press on, menacing them with the other!”

“You speak of this machine in a tone of sombre yearning. Does it, then, in practice, fail at the call of action?”

“On the contrary it is, if anything, somewhat too prone to lend itself to what in our new-struck phrase have been aptly termed ‘shock-tactics,’ “ was Pung Chu’s dark admission. “This one’s despair, indeed, was the reflection of quite another facet. Entrusted with the secret plans, in a message of the most confidential import, he left them for a few strokes of time securely masked behind the lining of his best official hat, only to find, alas! on waking from a really refreshing sleep, that some incredibly profane dastard had stooped to the crime of laying a polluting hand on State belongings. Unless the protective Spirits of a more than usually venerated line of ancestors — who have doubtless watched the whole proceeding — disclose a means for recovering the docket before it is too late, an ignominious loss of face impends and, what is more” (here Pung Chu raised his persuasive voice, doubtless so that the Beings concerned should have no excuse for ignoring the issue), “the inevitable shrinking of this one’s ability to transmit for their enjoyment in the Upper Air the considerable store of seasonable delicacies that he was definitely procuring. If, however, they have so badly managed their confiding descendant’s material affairs as to allow the secret already to pass into the hands of the hirelings of Another Power, there will very shortly be the opportunity for a personal explanation.”

To those who have followed the dutiful submission of Hwa-che’s reverent mind it would be inept to repeat that this devout attitude won her approbation. Nevertheless she added:

“There are moments, however, when the leisurely and quiescent outlook prevailing in our unique and richly-fruited Empire seems at variance with these strenuous Barbarian methods of crime-detecting. When in addition to the meritorious pig-tail of a city Mandarin, confidential parchments of the weightiest kind disappear from the official hat of a provincial War Lord, it can scarcely be going too far to infer that the Concealed Claw has, in the melodious Out-land tongue ‘become active.’ This calls for counter-sleuthing of the most intensive order.”

“Since you are thus employed there can be no harm in asking you to lend a benevolent ear to this one’s dire misfortune,” urged Pung Chu, meanwhile expressing a passionate regret that Hwa-che should speak of now withdrawing. “After all, a detached umbrella spring bears a certain resemblance to a severed pig-tail, and while you are pursuing the one you need not necessarily shut out all consideration of the other.”

“Nothing would be more agreeable if it might be reasonably effected,” replied Hwa-che humanely. Then recalling the essentials of her craft, she inquired, “Do your opportune suspicions extend in any particular direction?”

“ ‘To regard all men as corrupt is wise, but to attempt to discriminate among their various degrees of iniquity is both foolish and discourteous,’ “ was Pung Chu’s answer. “What more can be added?”

“It is well spoken,” agreed Hwa-che. “The inspired wisdom of our remote ancestors leaves very little to be said worth recording. This reflection suitably recalls the venerable Kwan Yen, who together with Chin-tung may now be seen returning, to bring our attractive and congenial visit to a gratifying finish.”


CHAPTER X
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THE EGREGIOUS LI again comes to the forefront of affairs, though with an admittedly ambiguous bearing, and Hwa-che discusses with Chin-tung the trend of this arisement.

I

AS they again passed beneath the arch of Pung Chu’s outer barrier Chin-tung and Kwan Yen betrayed a tendency to breathe more freely, but Hwa-che never varied in her assured composure.

“This involvement, O estimable Chin-tung, grows doubly attractive as its intricacies become more solid,” she declared agreeably to the former person — the philosopher having at the moment tarried to admire the displayed list hung at the door of a lavishly provided rice-house. “Doubtless you experience a similar emotion?”

“Yet,” replied Chin-tung, at the same time not withholding a look of general approval, “the indications that we traced having led us back to the point from which we started, the deduction to be drawn is necessarily of an inconclusive nature.”

“It could scarcely have been more felicitously stated,” assented Hwa-che, glancing at a reflecting surface as they passed a barber’s stall, in order to reassure herself of the befitting line of her alien habit. “Your illuminating remark, Chin-tung, has the penetrating lustre of the sun at midday.”

Favourably impressed by the insight of the one beside him, but unfamiliar with the exact process of her accomplished system, Chin-tung would have questioned Hwa-che more fully, but she put this aside with graceful unconcern, chiefly by drawing his attention to the specially becoming sorts of robes exhibited in a profusion which she seemed to find enticing.

“Do not despond at what might appear to be a lack of immediate outcome,” was her steadfast warning, “for is it not sagely written, ‘Though Truth may be buried underneath seven mountains, yet it will sooner or later be discovered when drawing water in a bucket’? If there is one thing more assured than another in this Barbarian method of crime-detecting, as revealed in the pages of their Classics, it is that something opportune will inevitably emerge when it is essential to the righteous cause that it should do so.”

II

Her virtuous expectation was not ill-grounded. As they passed a waste spot that had been shunned both by the diggers of tombs and the erectors of houses in that it lay on the direct track of any arriving demons, two men contended there about the virtues of a camel and the price that scrupulousness required to be offered and accepted for its purchase, the owner pointing out the many imperfections that he knew it to possess, while the other sought to convince him of its merits. It had been one of the simple entertainments of Hwa-che’s milk-name days to ride along a measured stretch of sand on the capacious back of a docile buffalo, but camels were hitherto outside her knowledge, and she now drew near to regard its novel details.

“Were it possible to admit your graceful assumption of the creature’s worth, our variance would be of short duration,” the one who led it by a cord was saying. “It is, however, a beast of many and flagrant ills, and it is but right that you should know of the disappointment that must await you. ‘River of Ease’ is this steed aptly named, for so powerful is its stride that you are put to the shame of leaving behind all others on the road as though, forsooth, you might be a malefactor fleeing from justice, and so smooth its action that he who rides is insidiously lulled to a precarious sleep, and more than one has thereby had his neck imperilled. It is, in sooth, a dangerous thing by reason of the firm hold that it takes upon whoever tends it, so that parting becomes an aching wrench, and three score taels and ten are the utmost that I can be prevailed upon to offend my sense of fitness by accepting.”

“If its speed is embarrassingly great, the noble effort of its labouring wind plainly indicates that the ignominy will be a brief infliction,” capably replied the other, who meanwhile walked round the camel and at intervals probed its frame at unexpected parts, in addition to other singular devices. “As regards the hazard of being enticed into a neglectful sleep, this spreading crack below the hither pastern — where an assuasive screen of fresh, moist clay has been so deftly blended — must soon produce a stumbling gait that would make any form of travelling at ease a negligible danger. The businesslike protrusion of its well-developed fangs and the flickering light of resolution in its one remaining eye plainly indicate, as you so humanely caution, an ever-present zeal to attach itself to all who come within the reach of its impressive caresses, but a special kind of iron gag is known to check this effusion. Taking one thing with another, nothing would induce this equitable person to accept so hereditary an animal at less than the price of thirty-two taels in weight and fifty or a hundred currencies of copper.”

III

In this dignified and courteous strain the bargain was proceeding, and the heat of the day not being yet great, while the disparity between them was still some score and eighteen taels, it would doubtless have worn on through many gong-strokes to an honourable adjustment had not the camel seen fit to mar their accord by an unworthy display of rancour; for, provoked at an insidious thrust in one of the buyer’s implications, it abruptly seized the most convenient portion of his form and bit it. This chancing to be the impressive moustache he wore, and it — as was now disclosed — of a fictitious growth, the moustache came off between the camel’s teeth; whereupon he ate it.

At this a new source of contention arose between the two, the one claiming that the moustache was a thing of some account upon which he placed a value; the other no less forcibly retorting. It was, he maintained, an established fact, well known to the judicious, that a single hair would twine itself about a camel’s heart and cause it to Mount Upwards. What, then, was to be expected when a whole moustache of the most aggressive kind had been held enticingly before its eyes and passed into its being?

“If such is indeed the matter, as it stands the camel is but meat, and savourless at that,” replied the first, and he reduced his offer; whereat the other took an affectionate farewell of one who had shared his hardships, invoked the Avenging Shades of an unbroken Line of intrepid cameleers, and spoke passionately of Justice.

IV

As their talk fell into a less polished groove, with strange words interspersed and the metaphors becoming more rural, Hwa-che discovered some object of an attractive sort positioned at a distance, but as she would have hastened on in order to observe it, Chin-tung, who had meanwhile been closely noticing the scene from behind a screening bush, stepped out and declared himself to the one who had sought to make the purchase.

“There are three hundred and seventy-two competent renderings of a single verse of one of the more cryptic Odes,” he said, “and it has been aptly claimed that even the appearance of a giraffe must be capable of some rational explanation. Yet how comes it, thou prevaricatory Li, that he who should at this hour be removing extraneous dust from His High Excellence’s going-about sandals, is revealed in the act of trafficking for a palpably unsound animal of burden, and why, to enhance the lapse, should he be changed by art to bear some uncouth likeness to the least attractive type of mountain brigand?”

At this Hwa-che stayed to listen.

“Recorder of the spoken word,” replied the two-faced Li, “it would be idle to disclaim my own plain-spoken features, and therein lies the key to this involvement. Arrayed by nature with so sincere and credulous a face as mine, it is impossible to contend with any prospect of success against the overbearing guile of even the least experienced among camel dealers. To assume an air of borrowed truculence engenders confidence and begets mutual respect. Furthermore, it is admittedly as well not to be recognized in the avoidance of my customary labour.”

“There is a certain amount of reason in what you say, though by a plain default of duty you have inevitably laid yourself open to severe correction,” declared Chin-tung. “But to what end should one of your obscure state be trafficking for a resentful-minded camel at all, or by what means do you hope to gain any satisfaction from so stiff-necked and ravenous a chattel?”

“Protector of the weak,” was Li’s pliant reply, “it is almost incredible that a person of your high rank and literary taste should linger in conversation with a menial of my degraded habits, and this unexpected condescension draws the hidden truth up to these lips like water from the brink of a spontaneous fountain. In a village at no great distance from this spot dwells an infirm and venerable sire; it is as a provision for his declining years, and to win a more than formal blessing, that this person’s entire store of savings was to be lavished on this venture.”

“It is impossible not to regard so dutiful an act with a sympathetic leaning,” confessed Chin-tung; “nor is it beyond the bounds of likelihood that your name should be handed down to all time side by side with that of Chang Yu, who lay naked on a frozen lake throughout the night in order to melt a space where he might net carp to tempt an ailing father’s stomach.”

“To a thoroughly filial-minded son no sacrifice can seem too harsh,” replied Li, with ingratiating ardour.

“The observation is worthy of being set to music, and letters of pure gold could not enlarge its merit,” agreed Chin-tung urbanely. “In the case of a parent who has been described as both decrepit and grey-haired, however, might not the occupation of leading to and fro a creature so notably vagarious as a camel prove an over-strenuous calling?”

“Before one who sees the inner working of the heart it would be profitless to raise a gauze screen of plausible evasion,” was the outspoken reply, as the effusive Li became even more straightforward in his bearing. “Let it be freely said, therefore, that no such vigorous pursuit was intended. Attached to the scanty hut which forms that cherished parent’s frugal dwelling there is a small but productive field, and in it a well-thatched hovel. Here the camel would be restrained with sympathetic care, and there from time to time, with appropriate intervals, it would become the engenderer of a sturdy line of camelets — not only a source of welcome profit in themselves, but a continual reminder of that absent one whose thoughtful bounty is thus renewed each season.”

“The picture is an alluring one, being permeated with the fading light of a meritorious day, the plaintive call of cranes in homeward flight, and the all-pervading scent of honey-flowers, so that the obligation of dropping upon this idyllic scene the disintegrating slab of building material is a distressing task,” declared Chin-tung compactly. “Owing to a circumscription, which in the presence of this chaste-minded youth it is unnecessary to particularize more closely, there is no possibility, however, of the convergent-kneed beast before us ever taking part in the continuance of its race, either from the standpoint of an active or a passive function. Return to a neglected bench, thou ten-thumbed porcelain-shatterer, and learn therefrom the need to prepare a more congruous excuse in future.”

“It shall be done henceforth, O righter of all wrongs,” engaged the fulsome Li, “for to obey your lightest word is more pleasurable than the thought of young pigs’ meat, eaten from a trencher. Nevertheless, it invariably occurs that even if a conscientious person should prepare fourteen different tales to meet the call of a like number of requirements, a fifteenth will infallibly appear, for which he has no answer.”

“It might be well for the soles of one who need not be indicated if a sixteenth should be ready, against the time when His High Excellence shall require it,” was Chin-tung’s austere parting.

V

“There is much in this that has an inner drift,” declared Hwa-che as they again resumed their way, but by a more circuitous path, so that, although it was not specifically arranged between them, they failed to profit by the crystal stream of Kwan Yen’s philosophical discursions. “To the unaccountable loss of His High Excellence’s inoffensive pig-tail, and the defiant rifling of a notorious War Lord’s personal archives, there must now be added the remarkable circumstance of a yamen underling, disguised as a hired thug of the most repulsive class, trafficking for the purchase of a wholly superfluous camel. What coherent pattern, much-esteemed Chin-tung, do these unusual happenings produce in your very average seat of reason?”

“To this person,” replied Chin-tung, not desirous of failing to justify the call, “they are accompanied by an entire absence of any line of possible connection.”

“It is capably expressed,” agreed Hwa-che; “and the complete no-existence of any discoverable bond is often made a feature of the unravelments described by the more paradoxical school of Barbarian crime-detectors. When closely examined, however, a significant affinity here emerges.”

“Continue to expound your ever-welcome views,” encouraged Chin-tung politely. “Even apart from their unexpected facets, there is in your melodious voice something that is not actually displeasing.”

“Since you can put up with my lamentable shortcomings, I am emboldened to proceed more fully,” replied Hwa-che, modestly concealing her satisfaction at this expression of approval. “Shorn to the bone, have not all these things their roots, as it were, fixed in hair, in one form or another?”

“Admittedly,” agreed Chin-tung, though in a less emphatic tone, “there might be drawn out a certain tenuous analogy on which to found a thesis. The sublime pig-tail of His High Excellence is — with the exception of a slight foundation where its stately base is thinning — pure hair from head to tassel. As regards the others — —”

“It was from that most repulsive War Lord’s best official hat that the missing plans were taken. The vital mask of the delusive Li was a gross hirsute appendage. The — —”

“Even the creature for which he trafficked is notably associated with a prolific fur that becomes an important staple of our commerce,” confirmed Chin-tung, much of his intellectual lethargy dissolving. “Hwa-che, it would almost seem as though you had disclosed a Correlative Basis! Yet how is it practicable, with so frail a connecting link as that afforded by a single hair, to maintain the Essential Equipoise that would constitute an Uncontrovertable Deduction?”

“Even the Wall was built up of single bricks, and it is said with equal force that the Yangtse begins its course as a trivial streamlet,” replied Hwa-che adroitly. “When, in addition to the practical advantages of the Barbarian manner of crime-detection, we have the hypothetical benefits conferred by the ever-watchful Spirits of a band of only too-solicitous ancestors, and the questionable intervention of omens, dreams, visions, apparitions, genii, dragons, thunderbolts and earth-shivers — setting apart the influence exercised by numbers, times and positions, both lucky and unlucky — it will be abnormal if something definite in one direction or another is not shortly forthcoming.”

To those who in a later age have extended the envenomed tongue of doubt at Hwa-che’s effective system of disclosing, it is only necessary to point out that when it was essential for a continuance of the quest that something should emerge, this, as related by the dispassionate historians of that era, is what invariably took place. It would be well if those who search the by-ways for the hidden defiers of the law in our enlightened day should prove no less efficacious.

Even as she spoke, from a bend beyond their sight came the voice of one extolling the variety of the wares he offered — a seller of printed leaves, announcing the arrival of the latest versions. These men, by an ancient usage of their guild, call in a special tongue, so that no matter what they seem to say no binding charge can be laid against them; but — need it be expressed? — Hwa-che had learned the meaning of the sounds, and this she at once rendered into a coherent sense for Chin-tung’s guidance.

THE KOCHOW DISTILLED ROSE-LEAVES OF TRUTH AND UNFAILING INK-BRUSH OF UPRIGHTNESS



ULTRA NORMAL CONSIGNMENT



Lesser Commander Ko’s divinations for to-day’s Kite-flying Assembly. Outcome of the two-and-a-half gong-stroke contest.

Venerable ginseng merchant and flower-boat maiden: incredible assertions.

List of arriving candidates for the Autumnal Competitions. Conversation from the desks and lottery-ticket prices. Latest omens and probable emergers.

Astounding spread of the pig-tail-cutting Terror. “Wang the Invisible Shearer” observed in several places at once. Street-guarders baffled.

“The last course of his deftly varied fare would seem to hold out some appropriate nutrition. Let us, O estimable Chin-tung, bend our inquiring footsteps onwards.”


CHAPTER XI
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ENCOURAGED BY THE Portents, Hwa-che seeks fuller enlightenment among the stalls of those who send forth printed leaves, and Chin-tung relates an instance.

I

THE Way into which they now emerged in pursuance of the voice was that then called the Street of the Quick Moving, the name being more applicable to the claims and business methods of those who laboured there than to any actual form of laudable progression. Here were to be found the stalls of those who sent forth the printed leaves; and formerly there had also existed a stronghold of detention for all who evaded their just bond, but this proximity was found distasteful to those whose brush continually proclaimed a pledge and the stockade had been demolished.

II

At that early page of a necessarily inchoate, though already celestial, Empire’s history those who vended the commodities acted with what is now recognized to have been a complete absence of logical inducement. To this era belongs the apophthegm of an enlightened Sage who in a luminous moment said, “Our illimitable Flowery Land contains four hundred million persons — all having the single characteristic of an almost entire lack of even rudimentary intelligence,” and looking round, everyone was disposed to admit the justice of the censure on the others. Yet at this period, with an obtuseness of outlook that would be gravity-removing were it not morose, those who essayed to attract sought to prove that what they offered was worthy of esteem merely because it had found favour with the undiscriminating throng — and what is more truly lamentable, in general they succeeded.

How much more — not only rational but polite, is our present end-of-the-Seventh-Dynasty manner, whereby he who is addressed may feel that he has merited some distinction:

“Few, indeed, read the moss-grown columns of The Rising Sun Disclosing what has Happened, and the select band decreases daily,” is the message to be seen by all who journey past waste places.

“Its views are obsolete and ill-expressed, its tidings things that took place the moon-before-last, and it invariably predicts the losers. Merchants who have bargains to declare shun its ‘Make-known’ space as they would the abode of lepers. How great would be your honourable condescension, therefore, if you would instruct the one who raises his voice before your door at dawn to thrust it through your shutter daily!

“Acquire merit by gladdening the eyes of the inept controllers of this short-sighted venture, and at the stunted price of two cash only secure all the questionable advantages of a thoroughly decrepit Inducement System, including a Lottery Ticket for each new adherent gained, and a seemly competence for those who mourn should you, with a congruous example in your sleeve, be made away by dragons or reduced to an impalpable white dust by thunder. Every other printed leaf offers at least twice as much: what excellence, therefore, lies in succumbing to their enticement?

“Undoubtedly the prescient Hu-yen clearly saw how things were going in the printed leaf commerce when he was inspired to write, ‘It is better to enjoy the society of a single virtuous friend than to be one among many in a company of hired assassins.’ At the sordid outlay of two cash daily the Rising Sun enables you to dispose yourself within the former of these two classes.”

But it was not thus in the far-off days of Ming Wang, third of his high-souled Line, who rearranged the Codex, and this reasonably ushers in the conditions that Hwa-che and Chin-tung now found around them.

III

“It would be well to learn all that may be said on the matter that concerns our quest,” declared Hwa-che, as they came to the place where stood the stalls and placards of the issuers of printed leaves, “and to that end we will first observe what each one offers. Unless,” she added, with the ingrained thrift of her native Province, “by closely following the signs displayed around, and listening to their calls, we can glean so much as is yet known without an actual purchase.”

“In ordinary cases this may perhaps be done,” agreed Chin-tung, “but it so happens that, having been favoured with a definite certitude by an obliging stranger, the one beside you ventured a string of cash on the very alluring chances of an exceptionally dark kite for what is known as ‘the three-and-a-half-stroke.’ In order to learn the outcome of this hazard it will thus be necessary to procure a leaf, for those who put them forth are too astute ever to proclaim the essential details freely.”

“Whatever has taken place will be found duly set down in The Integritous Record of a Conscientious Pencil,” said a voice at his elbow, “and whatever is set down in the Conscientious Pencil has duly taken place — or eventually will — somewhere. What more could be reasonably expected at the negligible price of three scanty copper pieces?” and he would have pressed what he extolled upon them.

“Our minds are not yet definitely resolved,” hastily exclaimed Hwa-che, waving him aside. “The offer was well meant, though fruitless.”

“The river flows according to its channel,” was the dignified submission as he passed on elsewhere. “I go, O bankrupt strangers.”

“There was a certain lack of refinement in the manner of his taking leave,” remarked Hwa-che. “But here is one who proclaims a more definite avowal,” for they had meanwhile reached the standing-place of another, who beat several drums at once by means of responsive wires and from time to time raised an accompanying voice, declaring what he offered.

“Five score thousand taels, in standard weight and of the brightest, must be dispersed anon,” was the nucleus of his message. “Consider well what might not be achieved with so formidable a mass of silver. The literary-minded would be able to devote himself to a mastery of the Classics, whereby in progressive steps he would rise to various high offices of State, becoming at last the Right Hand of the Imperishable Sovereign; the litigiously inclined would be able to carry his grievance from court to court and possibly in the end obtain an admission of injustice; the commercially engaged would be able to buy the esteem of all who barred his path, or, should that fail, to hire those who would see to it that obstinacy did not flourish; while the ordinary person would be in a position to establish an enduring Line of allegiant he-children, all mindful of his comfort. Some hand will reap this harvest,” he declared with engaging freedom as Hwa-che paused to listen, “why not put forth yours and take it?” But when she indicated a willingness to profit by his benevolence, a variety of hitherto unmentioned contingencies emerged, chief among them being the immediate necessity to contribute an outlay to his store. At the uncovering of this snare Hwa-che crossed the Way to examine a depicted allegory wherein one, doubtless supported by the agency of underground or overhead Forces, claimed to another that what had only just occurred at a place remote was already spread out before him.

“There is here,” remarked Chin-tung, directing her glance to yet another sheet, “an ingenious arrangement of interspersive voids which, when endowed with signs by means of veiled allusions, resolve themselves into a coherent sequence.”

“Doubtless the exercise affords an agreeable and not absolutely wasteful means of passing the long gong-strokes of evening for the dome-crested of both sorts,” admitted Hwa-che. “Yet what bearing have these extraneous devices on what is taking place at the different points of interest?”

“A reward is held forth for the one who shall surmount the test, or if more than one, to each in an equitable proportion,” continued Chin-tung, studying the diagram from varying angles. “Nothing could be more justly balanced, and to one of your admitted proficiency in following tracks, Hwa-che, there is no reason why Success should withhold her approval.”

“The contingency has already been achieved,” replied Hwa-che, “and the one before you, together with several thousand others who had attained an equal triumph, received an inconsiderable packet of melon seeds in place of the gold-mounted chariot that was to be awarded. Accompanying the prize was a felicitous line and an exhortation not to become faint-hearted.”

“The message might not have been ill-timed in view of the event,” declared Chin-tung, “for it is notorious that the young of both sorts are becoming sluggish.”

“That is well enough for those who have no suitable reply,” agreed Hwa-che, “but in the present case there is the timely adage, ‘He who has once drunk boiling tea will blow on iced pear juice before he sips it.’ However,” she politely added, “doubtless you have within your well-lined mind the instance of one who, acting in a contrary manner, acquired distinction?”

“There exists among the Books the example of a ruler of the State of Lu who, being deposed by a superior confederacy of alien Powers, was reduced to the expedient of sitting at the wayside with an agate bowl to beg from the charitable who passed by. One day, while he was bewailing his ignoble lot, an earth-beetle fell into the bowl and made eleven unsuccessful attempts to climb its polished sides, each time falling back into a more undignified position. As it rose for the twelfth essay the compassionate-minded prince took up a broken straw and would have endeavoured to assist its progress, whereupon the beetle, with a meaning look, spread its neglected wings and escaped in safety. ‘Obviously,’ reflected the quick-witted exile, ‘this can only imply that I have hitherto ignored some assured means to rise from my debased condition.’ He at once called together those who were still faithful to his cause and in the end regained all his lost possessions.”

“That is a very different matter from being opposed by a confederacy of those who devise intersecting-sign involvements,” declared Hwa-che. “Mere alien outlaws — —”

“It would appear,” continued Chin-tung, still examining the chart, for this form of enticement was new to his experience, “that the word essential to fulfil the first of these divisions must be composed of three elemental signs, and the assurance is further given that this will reveal a vindictive being of the inner chamber, endowed with several tails, and associable, in a mineral setting, with whiskers. The various paralogisms involved — —”

“Forbear!” exclaimed Hwa-che. “Ordinary persons have been known to lose their intellectual balance on becoming too deeply immersed in the obscurities of the more stealthy of these involvements. Bring your still wholesome mind, valued Chin-tung, to the weightier fact that so far we have not encountered any further tidings bearing on the problems that confront us.”

“It is seasonably recalled,” confessed Chin-tung. “From some obscure cause, Hwa-che, in your by no means remarkable society a hitherto undiscovered vein of lightheartedness asails this person, and extraneous details acquire an air of no-importance. Here, however, is a placard that should resolve your doubts,” and he pointed to one exhibiting a banner traced with this valorous message:

First with the tidings; full-throated as the thrush:

Need it be said this indicates the Kochow Upright Brush?

and impressed with the sincerity of the claim, Hwa-che would have signified her assent when Chin-tung himself interposed a word.

“One yet remains,” he said; “The Scrupulous-minded Ink-pot. It might be well to observe what that one offers.”

IV

At an angle of the Way they found a little old man whose face was both the colour and the grain of a seasoned walnut, yet who sang a continuous chant as he laboured at his bench. His occupation was that of passing a well-inked brush across a stencilled surface, and from time to time he reached for a keen-edged knife that hung down from his girdle, and with this he clove so much as he required to fill a space from other printed leaves that lay about his feet, and secured it with a liquid. Seeing that he was too deeply occupied to notice those who tarried, Chin-tung deemed it advisable to hail him.

“Greeting,” he called aloud. “May your virtuous efforts thrive!”

“And your pleasurable outing no less flourish,” was the benign reply. “Doubtless you have stayed to make some appropriate remark about the tenor of the seasons? We who labour thus and thus both with our heads and members are always overjoyed by anything that will disturb the methodical rhythm of our task. Or perchance you have some welcome improvement to suggest in our conduct of the Ink-pot? Speak freely.”

“As to that,” replied Chin-tung, “we have yet to learn the texture of your fabric. We are, as it were, in the market at a free venture, and shall purchase or pass by according to the quality and measure.”

“If that is all, you might have profitably listened to my uplifted voice, and I in the meanwhile should have produced three more copies of the Ink-pot,” declared the ancient severely, and he fell again to wielding his efficient brush and to keeping time with the movement by a recital of his wares:

“A widow in remote Ken Su pushed off a lofty cliff by stepson.

“Avengers of a broken law surround a gang of thickset knife-men.

“Partakers of a cooling draught afflicted by unknown disorder.

“Enticed by acts of confidence, a wealthy stranger misses wallet.”

“These are in the settled routine of things and have no specific application,” declared Chin-tung to Hwa-che’s ear, and he would have led her elsewhere. “They are of a standing type, being in the nature of fixed stars in the printed paper firmament, and were doubtless inherited by this antique personage from his father and his father’s father. Let us retrace our steps lest we do worse by going further.”

“Tarry yet a moment,” urged Hwa-che. “Here is one hastening with what he describes as ‘the most recent.’ It may be — —”

“Latest disclosure of the tail-denuding wonder,” exclaimed the bearer of these tidings, yet scarcely pausing to greet them with respect, so unceremonious was his fervour.

“An infallible charm against hair-cutting demons, as revealed by a benevolent wizard, bestowed freely with each copy.

“Flattering suggestion from Board of Domestic Affairs that illustrious Mandarin T’sin Wong should hasten to the Capital and explain exactly what has happened.

“Abrupt prostration of His High Excellence.

“All cricket-fighting and kite-flying half-way progress.

“Outcome of the three-and-a-half-stroke.”

“How thoughtless of this person to have detained you from a revered chief’s stricken couch-side!” lamented Hwa-che. “Why had you not already reported this affliction to he — h — him?”

“This is the first word that has reached my backward ears,” replied Chin-tung, at the same time offering Hwa-che an aromatic pastille under the belief that her breathing was contracted. “Suffer no qualms, however. If experience is any guide, the infirmity will only affect His High Excellence’s capacity to undertake a journey. It would be as well, nevertheless, to assure him without delay of a sympathetic leaning.”

“Our paths, then, do not yet diverge,” remarked Hwa-che; and seeing that the other was still immersed in the more hastily stamped details of the sheet that he had bought, she considerately added: “Doubtless the kite on which you fixed your hopes sustained a worthy part at the encounter?”

“Without actually leading the van it would seem to have gained approval, inasmuch as it is esteemed deserving of a special mention. ‘Bolt from the Blue’ was its auspicious name,” he said, and he indicated the line that confirmed his claim:

“Bolt from the Blue flew likewise.”


CHAPTER XII
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UNSYMPATHETIC BEARING OF a Board of State towards a hard-pressed official, while conversation around a barber’s stool discloses what is tending.

I

WHO has not seen a laborious and foot-weary ass toiling with his heavy load to ascend the stony by-ways of an uphill city, and on each succeeding time as they encountered in a narrow street has said, “Here is that selfsame hard-used ass to whom life itself must be an added burden. Surely it would repay a wise and humane man to afford it some respite so that it would come the fresher to its bondage?” Yet should the owner be a poor and rigorous man, whose rice depends upon a ceaseless effort, and having no trusty mule or lordly camel in his stall but this his only ass, how unenviable is his own position!

Similarly there is the obvious and threadbare precept, “In five short beats of time a person of deficient wit can upset a scheme on which a master may have laboured the thought of as many sessions,” yet what is a scrupulous and uninventive relater of events to do about an instance that is applicable to practically two out of every three of the mischances of life? Let it not be a matter for too great reproach, therefore, if the same submissive back must once more sustain the burden.

II

This naturally concerns that well-endowed and much-enduring paragon the Mandarin T’sin Wong, now again pressed to the forefront of the record. As though it were not enough that the troubles themselves should intrude upon his dignified seclusion, like a flock of too-persistent vultures casting their inopportune shadows over his simplest pleasures, there had of late arrived a message from the offensively alert Board that constituted his superior authority at headquarters: a courteous request that he would find time to journey to the Capital, and while there would afford them the almost overpowering felicity of listening to his melodious voice and profiting by a sustained display of his now proverbial eloquence; the subject being, it was casually disclosed, the reports that had recently come in of his remarkable powers of dealing with an unprecedented situation that would appear to have of late unsettled his own picturesque city, walled and opulent Kochow.

This agreeable invitation concluded with the fervent hope that so irreplaceable an official would continue to live for at least another hundred years, and that, as some slight compensation for the widespread loss when he did at length decide to Pass Beyond, he would leave a thousand sons, sons’ sons, and sons’ sons’ sons.

Deeply touched by so flattering a meed of appreciation the ever-considerate T’sin Wong summoned to his couch-side a skilful compounder of drugs and extracts, doubtless with the primary intention of discovering from his knowledge what assurance he could give the solicitous Board of Domestic Affairs on the subject of their wishes. Judge, therefore, the obliging magistrate’s profound distress to learn instead that, owing to the imperfect equipoise of the positive and negative components of his body, to take a journey towards the Capital, and opposed to the direction of the Eastern Stellar Orbits, would, until the adverse conditions were removed, be undistinguishable from self-ending. As the intrepid nobleman pointed out to the President of the Board when explaining his inability to comply with their ever-treasured summons in a communication of the most abject disappointment, merely to Go Upwards in the ordinary give-and-take of fortune was, to one of his rank and mettle, only a passing detail, but deliberately to court that eventuality in the face of their definitely expressed hope for his prolonged existence would be an act of studied incivility which no member of the punctilious House of T’sin could ever consent to have engraved upon his Tablets.

It is only to be assumed that the crude and misshapen Department of Domestic Doings had by this time become the haunt and perquisite of a sordid band of thoroughly unscrupulous officials, all quite destitute of the finer shades of well-arranged behaviour. Their grossly composed reply to this becoming protest was to the effect that it was no more than what they had already foreseen, and that in consequence the most esteem-laden remover of internal pain that the Capital possessed, Shin Pak by name, was already on his way towards Kochow, with definite authority to take whatever steps might be necessary to readjust the afflicted Mandarin’s unsettled equipoise to the extent of enabling him to undertake the journey before the moon had faded.

III

Halting beneath a prolific lychee tree at the intersection of the Ways, a barber had set up a meagre stall and arranged his slender store of cutting edges, at the same time loudly expressing a willingness to shave not only the face and ears but the legs and arms also of any of the leisurely inclined for whatsoever they would bestow upon him.

“Is it to be thought,” he exclaimed, in a voice so persuasive that it shook the leaves of the tree above and almost stirred its branches, “is it imaginable that in a great city like Kochow, and at the very zenith of refinement, the discriminating will henceforth suffer themselves to be enveloped in a garniture of fur undistinguishable from the covering of a Manchurian ape, when at the expenditure of a single cash — or two cash perchance, with doubtless three or four in the case of the justice-loving — they can have their surfaces made more smooth than the jade cheek of the exquisite Ai-chiao, for whose befitting home an impassioned Emperor once built a golden peach-house?”

“A golden bird-cage, O superficial perverter of the inspired Books!” cast back a passing pedant who chanced to overhear. “Her voice being that of the woodland bulbul.”

And he went on, protesting.

“It is well to be set right by one who was doubtless actually present when the incident took place,” remarked the barber, shafting an unworthy gibe at the scholar’s certainly obsolete appearance; “but a peach is more in keeping with the modern instance. Were that as it was, who is to be the first to justify the implication?” and he made some further pretence of putting an even keener edge upon an already reliant weapon.

At this invitation first one then another of those attracted to the spot submitted to the process, each contributing an apt return as the barber had stipulated. Meanwhile, since the sun was high above and the shade of the tree congenial, others, who had no intention of profiting by the offer, did not disdain to stretch themselves at ease, and to criticize whatever happened, for the day was one against which it was predicted that enterprise would be unlucky, so that there was no sense of wasted time but rather of conforming to a righteous usage.

IV

Thus and thus it came about that presently there fell upon their ears the sounds of a more than usually impressive retinue approaching. As it drew near even the most languid raised themselves to observe the details, and the barber did not scruple to leave the one whose legs he had prepared for the blade, so that he might miss nothing of the entertainment.

Preceded by two of more than common height, who cleared the way with whips having lashes tipped with brass, came a band of slaves and personal attendants of the one who rode at ease behind them. These displayed scrolls and banners inscribed with their master’s rank and virtues, a silk umbrella of several tiers and worked in many colours, and suits of his wearing attire appropriate to all occasions. Then followed instrumentalists who played on horns, stringed woods, and hollow sonorous ducks, several youths carrying trays of paper flowers, stuffed birds and other allusive objects, and lastly the one in authority himself, borne along inside a richly mounted chair and smoking a pipe of a very costly pattern. About the chair, one on either side, strode with an air of importance two special assisters of his hand. These were clad in a flowing garb of white, their badges being spiked iron rods of a full arm’s length or more, and of about the thickness of an ordinary person’s small finger.

When this impressive company had passed beyond their sight (though its route was still defined by the strains of far-off music), those who had not followed in the hope of some possible advantage again sought the welcome shade, and arranged themselves according to their former order.

V

“It is the great and justly famous remover of internal pain, Shin Pak,” declared the barber, in reply to the inquiring glances cast in his direction, for it was notorious that little taking place within the four quarters of Kochow did not reach his ears or pass through his lips again. “Lo, he has journeyed many hundred li to exercise his unfailing skill on our Mandarin T’sin Wong, who is stricken with an obscure distemper. To readjust the Fundamental Equipoise is this same Shin Pak’s special office.”

“Is he then more esteemed than our own Wei Ta, the healer who dwells at the Sign of the Gilded Pill, beyond the Phœnix Nest Pagoda?” asked a simple-minded cobbler who happened to be present.

“Wei Ta!” The barber had his gravity so excessively disturbed that for a stroke or two he used the wrong edge of his razor. “Wei Ta, who practises a merely general range of healing? None but a squat-legged patcher-up of worn-out sandals would refer to Shin Pak and the obscure Wei Ta within ten li of each other.”

Most of the circle, hearing this, suffered a like derangement of their staidness, in order to indicate that they also appreciated the artlessness of the inquiry.

“None the less,” maintained the cobbler stoutly, “the beggar who assists you from a ditch has better breath than the prince who passes by while you lie in it.”

“That, certainly, makes the case look reasonable,” reflected the onlookers, and they shook their heads profoundly to signify a liberal understanding.

“When this person suffered from a misplaced ankle bone it was the versatile Wei Ta who restored it to a right position,” continued the ingenuous cobbler, “and that despite a serious shortcoming. ‘Procure so much powdered rhinoceros horn as will lie inside the hollow tooth of an ordinary sized dragon,’ had been his first demand, and with no misgiving thought this one went forth to obtain what he required.”

“Now may the falsity of this incongruous tale rise up to brand you!” exclaimed the provoked barber, for it was not in keeping with his sense of fitness that so humble a craftsman should claim so much attention. “Inasmuch as you do not possess the single cash required to make you seemly, and the specific that you name is valued above topaz.”

“Without your opportune voice it is doubtful if my mere word would pass muster,” said the grateful cobbler. “For thereupon, as you have shown, I returned empty handed. ‘All-healing,’ was my plea, ‘it is very clear that you are used to restoring the constituents of the affluent and free-hearted. The remedy that you described is weighed against its weight of the more precious sort of gems, while the one before you is a deservedly ill-paid repairer of the cheapest kind of make-shift sandals.’ ‘It is reasonably expressed,’ said the charitable Wei Ta, and on a scrap of paper he traced certain words which represented, he said, the full amount of the remedy that he had ordered. Wetting this with a little natural moisture he fashioned it into a pill, and directed the one who is testifying to the reality of the event to swallow it instead. This he did, though not without some low-born embarrassment owing to the paper unfolding on its passage; but it is undeniable that the errant bone fell back into its proper groove soon after, nor would the compassionate Wei Ta claim more than the repairing of a single pair of worn-out sandals.”

“Assuredly the cobbler had, within the memory of us all, a noticeable limp such as he lays claim to,” was the verdict of the agreeing glances. “Let us now hear what the barber has to say against this.”

“Alas,” despaired the barber, wringing out his cloth with an air of resignation, “how is it possible to describe an elephant to one who has spent his whole life breeding guinea-pigs? Wei Ta and Shin Pak represent an immature leafless shrub overshadowed by the waving mountain cypress. So expert is the latter person that, guided by his unfailing knowledge, he can safely drive a spiked implement completely through the body, so that the ends protrude for all to witness. His ordinary recompense is one and a score taels of unmixed silver, to which is frequently added an inlaid coffin or an embroidered shroud by a grateful sufferer; indeed, upon a recent occasion, when he transposed the eyes of an excessively rich pork merchant, he received a hundred standard taels, a commodious chair, several gold-fish in a crystal vase, and a contrivance which by sorcery produces harmonious sounds upon pressing a handle.”

“Yet why should he who trafficked in pork require so drastic an alteration?” inquired a charcoal-burner, who had stayed on his way to listen. “Is it what is called a frenzy of the swift-going contingent?”

“It may doubtless yet become so,” admitted the barber, “but that was not the essence. The inner reason lay in that the one described possessed convergent eyes, so that in order to see what he desired it was necessary for him to look at an object elsewhere. For this reason, those whose office it was to hold the victims of his hand at the moment when he Propelled them Upwards continually failed to stand their ground when they saw that one advancing on them with an upraised axe and a fixed look in their direction. Now that under Shin Pak’s skilful thumb this ambiguous threat has been removed by transferring the eye on the right to the socket on the left, and so in a converse manner, harmony is again restored in that discordant pig-yard.”

“Doubtless the talented Shin Pak is all that you contend as regards eyes and similar details that lie open to the surface,” maintained the cobbler. “When, however, it comes to a misplaced ankle bone, that requiring, as one may say, a deeper insight, the opportune Wei Ta, with a single powerful glance — —”

VI

“Peace,” said a dispassionate voice, and the pedant, on a returning path, disclosed himself among them. “Not without reason has it been written, ‘A rock falling outside one’s door makes a greater stir than a landslide across the valley.’ Both Wei Ta and Shin Pak are doubtless well enough for the present age, but there have been no really classical removers of internal pain since the days of Wong-tain, who inserted a sheet of glass in his own stomach, so that by merely bending forward he could observe the digestive functions. Has either of those whom you regard furnished any similar achievement?”

“No such exploit has actually reached our sluggish ears,” was their joint admission, though the one doggedly added a murmured reference to transplanted eyes, and the other advanced a diffident claim on behalf of restored ankles.

“Both these things are everyday occurrences in the routine of any capable remover of internal pain,” declared the pedant. “But to say that Shin Pak can pass a needle completely through a person’s form is to replace truth by error. Wong-tain was the most intrepid and resourceful user of spiked instruments who ever drove out an ailment, and there is no record that even he ever performed such an operation — probably because he found it more discreet and no less effective to use two needles, and, inserting them at different sides, to bring them together at whatever point was needful.”

“That, doubtless, was the practice in the remote days of the memorable Wong-tain,” interposed another, speaking with a certain amount of deference, for he recognized the pedant as a person of some literary distinction who had already failed so often at the Competitions that he had now acquired a status. “Yet if the matter is not as the barber claims, for what purpose were the long and formidable spikes, which all assembled here must surely have observed, carried in readiness by the side of Shin Pak’s chair?”

“The argument is just,” remarked many who stood by, “for we ourselves beheld them. The instruments in question were both sharp and bright, and undoubtedly of ample length to pierce the fullest man from back to front and still have something over.”

“Yours is a not unnatural error,” replied the pedant with a superior kind of smile, “and arises from a badly developed line of implication. Yet who has not observed that while the chariots of the lesser Mandarins are ordinary in build, as the rank ascends the wheels are placed at a greater space apart, until the carriage of a very high official naturally demands the whole Way for its passage?”

“That certainly displays the stamp of truth,” admitted one who had but just upheld the contention of the barber, “for this person was once most unbecomingly compressed between the wall and the chariot of a Viceroy of State in one of the narrower side-streets of our city.”

“Yet Viceroys are not inevitably of grosser build than officials of slight rank, nor were the prongs that so beguiled you for actual use, but merely to indicate Shin Pak’s swollen-footed opinion of his own importance. From this learn that if you regard a tiger through a bamboo tube it will appear to be no more formidable than a house cat.” With these sagacious words the prolific-minded scholar resumed his onward path, assured that he had spread understanding among the stunted.

The barber also, seeing that there was no likelihood of further profit, folded his stall, and as he did so he negligently sang an ancient lay about an iron sword and how it prevailed against a suit of golden armour.

Hearing the song, several as they went stayed for a beat of time to exchange a parting, unheard by all the rest, and to uncover a sign of knotted cord, hidden in a fold among their garments.

“The flower must wither before it can become a fruit,” was the assurance each one gave him.

“At the third stroke after dark, in the ruined temple on the western hill, will the Gatherers assemble,” was the message he replied with.


CHAPTER XIII
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INOPPORTUNE ARRIVAL OF the formidable Shin Pak and, despite Chin-tung’s upholding arm, T’sin Wong’s effete prostration.

I

THERE are times in the life of even the most upright person when he may be almost disposed to question the inspired System which provides that under the purest administration of the wisest authority in what is undoubtedly the best possible Empire ever devised, the Good shall flourish automatically, and the Bad be brought through a series of humiliating reverses to a thoroughly well-deserved end that shall be both painful and drawn-out. At such a moment the imperishable wisdom of our profoundest Sages wears an ambiguous face, and the protecting influence of an unbroken Line of grateful ancestors seems no more effective, for all practical purposes, than a paper fence around a well-stocked orchard.

Let it be recalled, however, that, “Though you may strip a tree of all its leaves yet it will still put forth blossom,” and if matters are not readjusted on a more satisfactory basis before this mediocre chronicle is brought to a welcome close, the one who has throughout made no secret of his lamentable deficiency in the matter of relating authentic facts will have justly earned your immaculate displeasure.

II

No reproach can attach to the one chiefly threatened that Shin Pak in due course effected a safe arrival. The ever-thoughtful T’sin Wong sent out some of the most trustworthy of his followers with definite instructions. That they failed to encounter Shin Pak in a lonely pass may have been due to the intervention of hostile Forces, but it has never yet been claimed that the questionable War Lord of Kwei-chang would have hung out signs of mourning if T’sin Wong definitely lost face before his people, and the one, loitering for no set cause, who met Shin Pak beyond the narrow pass and led him by a secret path has yet to be explained.

It was at this stage that the Mandarin summoned Chin-tung into his presence and freely cleared his throat of the acrimony that was corroding it.

“By an ingenious arrangement of signs and numbers, mankind, in the several walks of life, has been divided into appropriate classes,” he remarked with judicial precision, “and you, Chin-tung, as a recorder of the spoken word, cannot be regarded as anything else than a thoroughly Z3 person. It now remains to be indicated what possible claim you can have upon the A1 reward of taels that has hitherto been your portion.”

“High Excellence,” was the suppliant reply, “the versatile brilliance of your all-discerning range makes it practically impossible for so slow-witted an inscriber as the one before you to do anything but admire your many-sided lustre.”

“To assert that you have contrived to lose regard would be inexact — —”

“Your ever-welcome praise is more sustaining to my weak-kneed mind than a weighty bag of silver,” declared Chin-tung profusely.

“ —— inasmuch as it would be a logical fallacy to assume the forfeiture of that which has never had an actual existence,” continued the impartial administrator, turning aside to make a grasp at a passing winged insect in order to express to Chin-tung disapproval of his untimely interruption.

“Yet, Pre-eminence,” pleaded the one arraigned, “to what specific fault — —”

“In the matter of our own unique and ever-to-be-regretted pig-tail,” pursued the speculatively inclined official, “it is not beyond the bounds of thought that if an elderly and mentally club-footed bat had been entrusted with the search it would have failed to achieve anything more than what you, Chin-tung, have so far effected. Already the greater part of a moon has passed, and what you have yet discovered would not fill the egg-shell of a sparrow.”

“As regards your traitorously abstracted queue, Benign, the matter is now in a state of commendable progression,” replied Chin-tung, with a confidence that was not altogether so deep-seated as he hoped it sounded. “The venerable philosopher foreshadowed by the Augurs has become active in your cause, and, assisted by a quick-witted youth who reveals his deeper meaning, he has already unearthed a sign that points in a direction.”

“The expression has a somewhat familiar ring,” commented the enlightened, “but that, Chin-tung, doubtless arises from your deplorable poverty of diction. Let the accommodating pair clearly understand that if no tangible result can be produced before the moon has faded, the direction alluded to will be that leading to the underground cells for the disposal of habitual transgressors.”

“Tolerance,” craved the distressed inscriber of his word, “on behalf of the inoffensive youth at least, hear a spontaneous — —”

“Turning to another example of your calamitous lack of foresight, it should have been obvious from the first that one so repulsively featured as the prevaricatory Li could be nothing else but a crafty agent from the camp of disaffection.”

“It is inconceivable, Revered,” declared Chin-tung feelingly, “that after basking in the radiance of your presence daily, even the most profligate should not have turned to a course of virtue.”

“Doubtless,” agreed T’sin Wong with engaging condescension, “but in an age when male unicorns have been known to bring forth singing lizards, anything may happen. What is more to the point is that the cankerous upstart, recognizing that he was about to be unmasked by this one’s insight, has laid his defiling hands on certain compromising parchments from a secret crevice, and with them fled to the rebel camp among the southern mountains.”

“Do not permit that to disarrange your poise, Sublime,” replied Chin-tung, “the contingency having already been discounted. When the mentally congealed ingrate comes to examine what he has acquired it will be found to consist of a lengthy Ode in which he and his ancestry, as far back as the mud-and-bamboo Epoch, are held up to just derision. Furthermore, by an honourable arrangement between myself and the one with whom he chaffered, the unstable beast on which he has relied to bring him to the stronghold of sedition will founder by the way and involve the ill-balanced Li in an appropriate disaster.”

“It is a befitting end for one so intellectually top-heavy, and doubtless the arranging Deities merely used you as their unwitting tool,” was T’sin Wong’s commendation. “There yet remains the jeopardy of Shin Pak’s arrival on a mission to be confronted. The time has thus matured, Chin-tung, for you to justify your impressive wage by thinking of something really useful.”

“Seeing that he comes armed with an authority transcending yours, that will not be so easy as eating peas with a single chop-stick,” Chin-tung reluctantly admitted. “But however agonizing his method of removing pain may prove, it will doubtless be a fount of consolation to reflect among your acutest pangs that this one will be at hand to sustain you with compassion.”

To this inspiring pledge T’sin Wong would doubtless have replied in a no less fitting manner, and he had, indeed, parted his lips more than once to find a sufficiently suitable expression when the blowing of conch-shells and the discharge of innumerable fire-crackers in the outer courts notified the arrival of some person of distinction.

III

Shin Pak was at this period at the zenith of his lustre. He enjoyed the unique distinction (duly set forth on his placards, one of which was now delivered to T’sin Wong) of freeing the sacred Emperor from a Malign Influence, and to effect this he had not only been granted the overwhelming privilege (never before accorded to a remover of internal pain) of actually seeing His Omnipotence in person, but had even ventured to puncture the Imperishable’s elbow with a golden needle.

Somewhat later he fell into disrepute, owing, it was claimed by those who embraced his cause, to an unscrupulous confederacy of rival groups of pain-removers. After an otherwise well-spent life he appeared towards the last at wayside feasts, where he stood upon a chair and affected to maintain, by means of coloured charts, that an ordinary person is not composed in equal parts of earth, air, fire, metal and water, but the number of brass pieces thrown into his hat by those who listened was a sufficient answer.

As yet, however, his mind was like a crystal bowl filled to the brim with pearls, and his hand was never known to falter.

In order to grasp effectively Shin Pak’s unique position and particular method of extracting pain, it is to be understood that he was not one of those promiscuous healers (like the obscure and illiterate Wei Ta) who, without any definite and settled method, apply to every case submitted to their care the remedy that seems most appropriate according to the symptoms — administering a decoction of rare bones and powerful relics, removing a seemingly unlucky part, or binding up the stricken limb with written charms more or less at an admitted venture. To Shin Pak’s lucid thought this diversity involved a superfluous risk, since it was not incredible that an excessively ill-destined person might go through life without ever once chancing upon the correct remedy in the case of a single suppliant: whereas by hazarding the same process in every instance it must certainly be occasionally right. To this it may also be conjoined that those who adopt a special and definite method of pain-dispelling, and persist in it throughout, receive a higher reward than do the variable and lax, and are permitted to reside in a specially esteemed quarter of the city.

Of the nine distinct branches of removing pain to which custom and the Classics give assent, none, after serious reflection, appeared to be so reasonable to Shin Pak as that which consists in thrusting needles and other spiked implements into the seat of the disorder, for by no other means is the contending element (which not infrequently takes the form of a revengeful Spirit) afforded a free and uninterrupted passage for withdrawal. Only the method of scarification seemed in any way comparable with the obvious advantages of acupuncture, and to Shin Pak’s thorough and resolute mind the former expedient did not go nearly deep enough into the subject.

Up to that time needle-thrusting confessedly had one weak point, and this became apparent when the cause of the malady resolutely declined to avail itself of the channel for escape. Some who pursued the art were driven by this defect to use implements, when obstinacy arose, with barbs attached, by which they hoped to drag out even the most stubborn ailment, but added to the defect of never being quite assured at what stage they had secured their end was the continual loss incurred through the barbs becoming too firmly embedded ever to be extracted. It remained for Shin Pak’s ready wit to overcome this flaw by gradually heating the protruding end of the inserted shaft until a condition was attained that not even the most obstinate and self-opinionated demon could resist. On hearing of this notable advance in pain-expelling progress the liberal-minded Sovereign conferred on the one concerned the privilege of adding the word “Accomplished” to his name, and also of depicting an appropriate sign upon his Tablets.

IV

The position of the long-suffering Mandarin T’sin Wong at this emergence was that familiarly described as being between the bottomless Hwang Hai and the Chief of Evil Beings.

To proclaim that his essential constituents were now completely balanced would be to forgo the one sound excuse against proceeding on the journey, and Shin Pak carried in his sleeve a strict injunction to see that, when sufficiently restored, he took it. On the other hand, to plead his sustained affliction would be to place himself unreservedly beneath that one’s succouring thumb, and T’sin Wong had a profound emotion of no-enthusiasm towards any method of removing pain that went beyond written charms or suitably coloured liquids. Those of Shin Pak’s school he was wont to describe as mendacious water-fowl from the lusty assurance with which they voiced their pretensions; nor did the appearance of the two stalwart assisters clad in white, who accompanied the needle-thruster and bore his roll of spikes, tend to compose his stomach.

“The case is one of no great depth,” pronounced Shin Pak when T’sin Wong had been induced to submit himself to various simple tests, “and it may be said to have a certain kinship with that affecting our idolized Sovereign until this one restored him”; for it was noticed that thereafter every case upon which Shin Pak embarked bore some resemblance, either in what it was or was not, to that which he indicated. “There, however, the demon concerned was naturally of a much higher rank than one that would be satisfied to inflict itself upon a mere city ruler. Not until a full regalia had been laid out, with the appointments for the retinue of eleven attending demons, could it be induced to leave its royal quarters.”

“Yet why should any demon penetrate into this one’s system?” protested T’sin Wong, though somewhat shaken in his doubt by the disclosure that he was following so illustrious a pattern, “seeing that he has consistently observed The Precepts? Never from milk-days upwards has he molested hard-working bees, stamped on ants’ nests, torn up printed leaves of any sort, consumed the meat of efficacious beasts, scoffed openly at shooting stars, thrown stones at mating birds, sneezed when crossing running water — —”

“These things are well enough as far as they go, but it is necessary to remember that, ‘Although you may draw a leopard’s teeth it keeps its claws in hiding,’ “ replied Shin Pak, with a certain amount of impatience at being called upon to explain such obvious pitfalls. “It may be that you have dug a little deeper than usual and disturbed the repose of an influential Spirit, or built a wall thereby annoying one who had been accustomed to resort there, or dropped a bucket down a well without first giving warning. As there are upwards of eleven thousand different kinds of Beings, all very hasty and tenacious of their boundaries, it should not be so much a matter of surprise that one has taken up its abode inside your spaciously proportioned outline as that there should be anyone wholly free from their intrusions. If indeed,” he added with a sombre look of yearning, “there is anyone.”

“Out of the diffusion of your knowledge is it possible to decide exactly where this creature is?” inquired Chin-tung, with what seemed to T’sin Wong to be a questionable interest.

“How otherwise would it be feasible to drive a sharp iron prong down into the very core of the disorder?” replied Shin Pak, throwing off his outer garment and testing the unimpaired vigour of his thrust by a series of impressive movements. “The Malignant Influence is definitely beneath this spot,” and he indicated a point somewhat lower than the agitated Mandarin’s waistband; “at about the depth of four or five full-grown fingers.”

With this assurance Shin Pak turned to the two assisters of his hand and required them: the one that he should whet the spikes best suited to the task, the other to prepare the lighted charcoal brazier.

“Chin-tung,” murmured the person to whom he owed allegiance from behind his shivering teeth, “get the one who is speaking out of this, demon or no demon, and your yearly sufficiency is doubled.”

To this, however, Chin-tung made no direct reply, partly because he was endeavouring to pierce Shin Pak’s exact method, but T’sin Wong received some consolation from what he took to be a sign of acquiescence, and there can be no doubt that the inscriber of the word bore an efficient if obscure part in much that followed.

V

When Shin Pak had satisfied himself as to the point and temper of his piercing irons, and had seen that the charcoal fire was glowing with a steady fervour, he again approached T’sin Wong, this time with a requisition.

“To drive out the Being from its lair is this one’s task, and even should it involve fusing every skewer of his store into a shapeless mass the hand that has pierced the incomparable elbow of the Supreme himself will show no flinching.”

“All this is very reassuring,” declared T’sin Wong, “but there is another facet — —”

“It is unnecessary to urge the compliant buffalo downhill,” interposed Shin Pak with a consequential air, “and the reminder is superfluous. As you would say, to drive the demon out and leave it to its own devices would be a backward service, as it would probably return again as soon as the disturbing influence was lifted — perhaps to an even more secluded nook in your distinguished structure. It would be an unbearable infliction if it should become necessary to pursue it from cranny to cranny, after the manner — if the crude simile may be allowed in the case of so transparent an official — of an elusive eel hiding among the recesses of a muddy river.”

“Before it is too late — —”

“Assuredly,” was Shin Pak’s ready assent as he tried a favourite prong by a dexterous thrust that pierced a leather cushion, “due provision shall be taken. When the unaccomodating Being is once expelled it must find ready for its use an outfit sufficient to induce it — if only in the way of vanity, to which these creatures are ever subject — to go off to exhibit itself to less fortunate relations.”

At this Chin-tung drew near, so as to be at hand for the requirement.

“It is proverbially inept to glue a boat together to save the price of iron rivets, and the suit of apparel put out to tempt the demon to go elsewhere must be of the richest order,” continued Shin Pak, speaking, despite the thoroughness of detail, with a conspicuous lack of interest; “silk of the most expensive kind, and trimmed with a choice fur border. All the lesser appointments should preserve a harmony in keeping, and in order to give a convincing air of naturalness to the display a score or so taels of silver should be placed negligently in one sleeve, and a few rare jewels, such as high dignitaries would usually possess, secured in the other.”

“Might it not also tend to preserve an appropriate semblance if a black mask were to be hidden in a concealed fold of the robe and a heavily weighted bludgeon likewise added?” asked T’sin Wong in a dignified access of high-souled bitterness as he recognized the description of his most treasured ceremonial attire.

“There is no indication that a good-class demon would have any use for such possessions,” replied Shin Pak, for his acuteness did not extend beyond a dexterity in needle-thrusting. “Two suits of coarser fabric must, however, also be laid out, each one with its fit and proper attachments.”

“Your admitted knowledge of the ways and manners of Beings of this class is both curious and profound,” declared T’sin Wong, who was beginning to recognize that he was destined to suffer equally above and below the waistband in the matter of Shin Pak’s visit, “yet the day being reasonably close and oppressive, and the spot which the gifted Personage’s warm-hearted clan frequents presumably no less sultry, would not the burden of three complete sets of wear prove a harassing infliction?”

“Your angle is obtuse,” declared Shin Pak, “for no well-connected demon would be guilty of so embarrassing a lapse. The one suitable to attach itself to your exalted framework would naturally have attendants of its own, and the two inferior suits are for their enticement.”

“There is an established rule that any demon of a certain rank can adapt itself to all requirements,” remarked Chin-tung, who had meanwhile effected some slight arrangements, “but in the case of low-born Spirits this is doubtful. What bulk, therefore, should the size of the humbler outfits assume?” And while he continued to regard Shin Pak his observing eye did not ignore the two assisters of that one’s labour.

“Let them conform to an ordinary person’s height,” replied Shin Pak, with a negligible glance also in the same direction. “The one somewhat above if the occasion fits, the other proportionately smaller.”

“It is as good as done,” was Chin-tung’s ready claim, and he went out to procure what had been required.

VI

Chin-tung allowed no stint to intervene between himself (or, more exactly, between T’sin Wong, since it was necessarily from that one’s store that the attractive display was provided) and the success of Shin Pak’s venture; nor was the latter person sluggish with approval.

“This is a garb of which any demon might reasonably be proud,” he exclaimed, as he felt the quality of the silk pleasurably — not neglecting the opportunity to make sure that the contents of the sleeves were also of a satisfactory nature— “and it is incredible that this particular one should not fall into the snare and vanish.”

“If your exacting taste is gratified it is no less assured that the demon will be equally contented,” agreed Chin-tung politely. “If he accepts the bait is it beyond all element of doubt that your enlightened skill has triumphed?”

“Inevitably,” replied Shin Pak, “for how else should the objects disappear? One thing alone could jeopardize success, and as to this an indiscretion would be fatal. All Spirits of this part are abnormally resentful of observation and cases have been known — —”

“It is superfluous to proceed,” was Chin-tung’s free admission. “How shall we best avoid this danger?”

“When the crucial point is reached every eye must turn away, and not the most fleeting glance stray in the direction of the shutter. Otherwise — —” And without any actual indication of what would emerge, Shin Pak performed a gesture that fittingly conveyed his warning.

With this understanding the appointments of the room were rearranged until the effect satisfied Shin Pak’s requirement — based on his long experience of outcast demons’ habits. All the attire was attractively exposed upon an inlaid table, and this stood by the shutter — the shutter being widely open so as to offer no obstruction to the headlong flight that would certainly mark the thwarted Being’s departure. One of the white-clad assisters had already been sent forth — doubtless to verify the winged passing of the creature from a place of safe concealment. The other stayed to accomplish Shin Pak’s bidding. Thus it arose that Chin-tung was actually the one to discover a triumph that is now admitted to be unique even in the truly remarkable annals of pain extracting; for as they clustered round about T’sin Wong, to exercise a reasonable amount of loyal constraint upon that harassed and still protesting noble, the one in question plucked aside Shin Pak’s descending hand and pointed to the empty table.

“Behold, O prince of needle-men, your might!” he cried in tones of homage. “At the bare menace of your upraised arm the baffled demon has confessed itself outwitted. This may fittingly be inscribed in letters of pure gold upon a marble background.”

For an appreciable expanse of time the four involved continued to regard themselves from various angles though none hazarded a statement. Then the relieved Mandarin began to caress his lower bulk reassuringly, while Shin Pak, though still oppressed by this tribute to his powers, turned towards the assister with an ambiguous guise to which the one concerned replied by a disarming look, accompanied by the repeated exposure of his hands, palms outwards. Chin-tung alone continued to maintain an undeviating outline.

“Yet how — —” began Shin Pak.

“Nothing, O wonder of the age, could be more transparent,” declared Chin-tung, with a flattering determination that the full glitter of the exploit should not lack a herald. “It is very evident that your indomitable reputation — once bounded by the Bitter Water on the east and the Barbarian Uplands in the west, or confined between The Barrier and the Nan-lings — has now spread to the Beneath Parts of the earth, where your dreaded skill in needle-thrusting is doubtless told by hushed voices at dusk in order to reduce contumacious young demons to submission. Is it to be wondered at therefrom that even a Being of sufficient influence to have two medium-sized attendants should incapably retire when he recognizes the arch pain-expeller advancing to measure needles with him?”

“Commander of our task,” exclaimed the second of the assisters clad in white, entering at this point with a markedly downcast bearing, “let it not be laid to this one’s charge that something of the usual routine should have deviated. As he went to perform an allotted part he was suddenly propelled by an unseen Force into an evilly arranged bush of pricky growth, from which he has just emerged to find it too late to effect a useful purpose.”

“Thus and thus,” confirmed Chin-tung, delicately conveying to Shin Pak by his respectful glance an added tribute. “As your prescience foretold, the discomfited outcast wrecked his capricious spite on this inoffensive menial before he had reached his station. Could anything be more convincing?”

“Can it really be,” stammered Shin Pak, who despite his other gifts was never a nimble-fingered thinker, “that, as you would seem to affirm, the Being has already fled rather than face the issue?”

“Inevitably,” replied Chin-tung, not altogether without a tincture of reproach, “for how else could the suits have disappeared?” Then turning to T’sin Wong, haply to afford Shin Pak a breathing space in which to realize the full radiance of his triumph, he solicitously inquired how that one felt now that the cause of his infirmity was routed.

“It is as though an oppressive weight had been raised from this person’s mind,” was the generous admission. “And,” he declared, gathering in time the trend of Chin-tung’s suggestion, “from off the region of his waistband also.”

“It is the worthy pinnacle to a tale of wonder,” pronounced Chin-tung. “Doubtless, as this inspired provider of restored ease — to whom we owe so much — would say, a rational period of repose must pass, after so drastic a strain, to harmonize the essentials. On that understanding, Revered, there would seem to be no absolute barrier why, within the appointed span, you should not make the essay of this journey. Unless,” he added with characteristic prudence, “an entirely new set of unpropitious influences should meanwhile be engendered.”

To this plain invitation Shin Pak had no reply suitable for the occasion, but T’sin Wong was more explicit.

“It is as the All-knowing may direct,” was his devout submission. “Few can exactly say what happened yesterday: who, then, shall predict the morrow?”


CHAPTER XIV
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THE COMPASSIONATE CHIN-TUNG explains to Hwa-che the subterfuge by which he hopes to preserve her freedom, and the dilemma in which this involves her.

I

A PERIOD had elapsed since the day on which the Mandarin T’sin Wong had been so auspiciously delivered from infliction, and the Moon of Much Gladness had meanwhile shrunk farther and assumed the proportions of an all-but-consumed melon. The intolerable Shin Pak still lurked about the city, awaiting the time when by the Tables of Exorcism the one whom he had freed could safely undertake the journey, for the self-opinionated Board of Domestic Doings continued by repeated messages to urge a flattering anxiety to feast their eyes on their unobtrusive official’s elusive outline. Doubtless this narrow-minded zeal was in some part due to the now almost open threat of the Branching Lotus, the Avenging Knife, and other rebellious confederacies that menaced order, while the questionable poise of Pung Chu, War Lord of the Province, still further eroded their polish, but, as T’sin Wong courteously pointed out in the course of a dignified rejoinder, none but an assembly of clay-souled despots would so unfeelingly harass one who, in addition to the loss of all his silk-worms, the humiliating abstraction of an essential detail of his person, and a natural and patriotic anxiety about the continuance of his trustworthy Line, was still, as it were, in the process of rebuilding his shattered framework after the visitation of a morose and covetous-minded Being.

An added care, although one to which the conscientious Mandarin did not explicitly allude in his temperate communication, was that, despite a continuous pressure, the inscriber of his word had so far been unable to discover any further pretext against embarking on the journey — or none sufficiently argument-proof, as he liberally admitted, to retain the moisture.

II

It was scarcely more than dawn when Chin-tung, walking in the out-parts of the palace garden, as his custom was at such times as the harmonious structure of an Ode escaped his ink-brush, found that he had strayed into the remote paths where the philosopher, Kwan Yen, and the straightforward youth who read his message, had their lodging. Judging from the indication of sounds within that one person was still floating in the Middle Air and the other engaged in simple occupations, Chin-tung light-heartedly essayed the sportive call by which the young of either sort indicate their presence and tapped upon the lattice. In spite of the intellectual pleasure that the recorder of the word professed for the society of the grey-haired and weighty, he made no expression of regret that it was Hwa-che who looked out from the shutter.

“If he whose hand you serve does not actually require your presence, why should you not lay aside your normal task and, while the air is fresh, improve your mind by observation?” was Chin-tung’s apt proposal.

“The sage of whom you speak is wrapped at the moment in a deep internal contemplation,” replied Hwa-che, raising her voice somewhat to shroud, if it might be, the exact nature of the recluse’s preoccupation, “and the suggestion is one in which this person will gladly follow your conducting footsteps. Unless,” she added becomingly, “he who depends upon your brush can no longer endure the separation.”

“As to that,” replied Chin-tung, “His High Excellence is similarly immersed in a profound abstraction. . . . At a negligible distance to the east there winds a placid stream where, beneath the fostering shade of gracefully inclined willows, a tangled net of richly endowed growth spangles the glassy surface with a proud blazonry of many-tinctured lilies.”

“The picture is an alluring one,” confessed Hwa-che, leaning still farther from the shutter, “nor will this one’s trivial preparations detain us long. Perchance it is your aim to enshrine the tranquil scene in the melody of one of your delicately expressed verses?”

“The chance is well recalled,” agreed Chin-tung, “while an ample provision of unwritten tablets invites it. But our first concern will be to procure an adequate supply of the full-flavoured water snails for which that halcyon spot is justly famous, so that His Excellence’s early rice may include a toothsome feature,” and he disclosed a spacious earthenware jar, carried for that purpose.

“It is almost incredible,” declared Hwa-che, swinging the wooden shutter with well-arranged annoyance, “that one who has it in his grasp to pass the examination for the second degree with acclaimed distinction, should be content to turn from the ambitious task of writing Odes to that of filling a commonplace earthen vessel with water snails for the gross delectation of a more than usually obese official. Furthermore, Chin-tung, your consistent habit of affecting to regard his offensively designed remarks as expressions of esteem does not enlarge your face in at least one direction. Since the obvious attraction that bent your presumptuous feet towards this not otherwise inviting spot was the degrading pursuit of a repulsively glutinous mollusc, there is nothing further to retard your ever-welcome departure.” With these unpleasant words Hwa-che made as though she would have closed the shutter, and doubtless she would have done so had it not resulted that thereafter she would have been unable to observe Chin-tung’s movements.

“Assume your going-out sandals with as little delay as possible, Hwa-che, for the gong-stroke about dawn is the best time to ensnare these creatures as they forsake their lairs at the call of nature,” was Chin-tung’s discreet rejoinder. “While thus engaged consider also the harmonious balance of the wise remark, ‘He who is compelled to share a cavern with a tiger learns to stroke fur in the right direction.’”

III

As they made their way together side by side towards the tree-fringed stream, Chin-tung refrained from any direct allusion to the object of his quest, nor did he display the jar in a provoking manner, but in order to atone for her ill-considered outburst, the one who shared his march from time to time caught insects of the soil which she insisted on adding to their store, although admittedly of a sort quite unsuited for the purpose.

“There has been a set design in bringing you to this sequestered dell,” declared Chin-tung when they had reached a pleasant sward where two persons could recline at ease and converse at their leisure, and under the pretext of selecting a position he took the opportunity to overturn the jar unseen and tread upon its contents, “for it is essential to the case that nothing should transpire.”

“There is an air of mystery about your voice that lures,” replied Hwa-che, reluctantly permitting the escape of a large and unprepossessing beetle. “Both ears are turned towards you.”

“Mankind at large has been appropriately compared to a diversity of creatures of the wild,” Chin-tung continued, “and for the purposes of general reference the advantages of the analogy are obvious. When it is grasped that there lies within the spacious form of a high functionary, who may be nameless, the complex nature of a panther, goat, fox, jackal, gorilla, mule, rabbit, tortoise, goose, magpie, golden pheasant, ringed-snake, musk-rat, and common earthworm, blended in equal parts, the need to step warily becomes transparent.”

“Admittedly,” replied Hwa-che, “yet how is it possible to discern which of these various parts is at any given moment in ascension?”

“It is owing to the difficulty that you have so efficiently implied that the necessity exists for always assuming them to be in operation together. This closely affects your own position.”

“It has certainly been said, ‘The ear of a man, the eye of a woman, and the hand of an official are never satisfied,’ “ was Hwa-che’s endorsement. “But it is no less truly stated, ‘Shrubs have nothing to fear from the axe of the wood-cutter,’ and this one’s lowly growth is an adequate protection.”

“Up to a certain point that cannot be gainsaid,” agreed Chin-tung, “but the unfolding of events has drawn aside the curtain. In spite of every pretext it would now seem to be reasonably assured that the Last of Much Gladness will see His Excellence setting forth on what it is impossible to regard as anything but a thoroughly unpalatable journey. To his intense annoyance at being compelled to go at all there will be added a narrow-minded rancour that he must exhibit himself to all who cross his path with a humiliating curtailment. In this extremity resentment will be spent on many undeserving quarters, and you, Hwa-che, as one closely involved, are marked out for oppression.”

“It is undeniable that up to now the Barbarian manner of discovering crime has not yielded a prolific harvest, but the ground may be said to have been cleared of obscuring stubble,” replied Hwa-che, with unchanged determination. “Footprints, the betraying ash of extinguished opium pipes, and the significant behaviour of the gold-fish in the ornamental tank all having failed to reveal the slightest shred of evidence in any direction whatever, it accordingly devolves upon the subtler method of inferential deduction to expose the motive. From this it will be but a short step to the doorway of the actual transgressor.”

“It may be an even less devious path that brings you to the strong place reserved for those who fail to come up to expectation, though your stay there will doubtless be more lingering,” was Chin-tung’s gloomy forecast. “On that account the one now by your side has determined upon a course of action, for the prospect of seeing you led off in chains, or condemned to wear the cang, is for some reason unendurable to his imagination.”

“Perchance,” suggested Hwa-che, “he who speaks reminds you of a frail and venerated sire, for whose sake you would be willing to impart protection? Or it haply arises that some feature of this unshapely face resembles in a faint degree that of a much-desired maiden of your choice, to recall whom, even on so inferior a plane, is a passport to your favour?” And in order that he should have no opportunity of ignoring the implied likeness she placed her by no means unattractive face in a convenient position.

“There is no maiden such as you describe, and the one to whom you otherwise refer is a hardy — not to say thick-skinned — chair-carrier, most of whose features have suffered obliteration in the usual routine of his exacting calling,” replied Chin-tung.

“Why, then, should you inconvenience yourself by guarding one who has no claim on your esteem?” persisted Hwa-che, with what seemed to Chin-tung to be a superfluous thirst for detail.

“Let it suffice,” was his concise reply. “ ‘When escaping from a dragon it is not the time to pluck violets by the wayside,’ was uttered by Lin-fa, but in the present case the danger impending bears a sufficient resemblance to His Excellence T’sin Wong, and your inopportune curiosity, however fragrantly expressed, completes the instance.”

“Say on,” enjoined Hwa-che with commendable restraint. “It is also aptly written, ‘One cannot both avoid the pips and enjoy the pomegranate.’”

“Inasmuch as you have a malapert reply to every deep word spoken there would seem to be a kind of natural fitness in your grain for the part that lies before you,” declared Chin-tung obscurely. “It is also to the point that you are lithe of build, with both hands and feet unformed, and your face devoid of all the sterner graces.”

“Explain yourself more fully, thou ambiguous Chin-tung,” was drawn from Hwa-che’s foreboding. “What is this new involvement to which the Fates are tending?”

“It is recorded in the pages of the ‘Forest of Conspicuous Virtues’ — the precise Epic of the three hundred books eludes me at the moment — that when the indomitable Sheng was ringed in by ten thousand hostile spearmen — —”

“Assuredly, profound,” interposed Hwa-che adroitly; “and our richly nourished past is heavy laden with these appropriate fruits of wisdom. But there is a time to charm the activity of a serpent with the honey of sweet sounds and a time to lull it with the more summary persuasion of a well-aimed bludgeon. As regards this sudden qualm you raise, the more humane course will be to employ the latter method.”

“Since you are a new-comer from another Province and have, moreover, an irrational nature, it would be discourteous to refuse,” replied Chin-tung, “although the recital will be correspondingly threadbare. It is necessary for you to understand, therefore, that after full deliberation, not omitting special offerings before the Tablets of his race, this one has formed a plan to protect you at all hazard. To do this it will be necessary to convey you hence, for should you fail in your now hopeless quest it is a fixed resolve of the one whose word is law to condemn you to a rigorous test, on the ground that having fallen short in what you undertook it is fitting that you should yourself be shortened as a warning.”

“There yet remain a full hand-count of days,” declared Hwa-che, though her voice had lost its customary sparkle. “It is inevitable that the guilty should be traced by a timely application of the right Barbarian method.”

“It would be well not to place too great a reliance on that chance while you still retain a hand to count with,” was Chin-tung’s meaning counsel. “On the last of the days you name T’sin Wong will hold a final Court before he sets out on his journey: impugned at that, your cause is past redemption.”

“What, then, is the nature of this plan by which we may hope to snatch a respite? You, as recorder of his spoken word, will doubtless be away to attend him on the journey?”

“That is how the matter stands, the choice thrust on this person not being essentially diverse from that confronting the integritous Shek-kwang when — —” But at this point the nature of Hwa-che’s glance caused him to forgo the instance.

“On the night before the Last of Much Gladness a tumult will be raised about the chief gate of the yamen enclosure. This will originate from a profane and contentious-minded chair-carrier who will pugnaciously demand something grossly in excess of his equitable hiring, but insidiously fanned the Way should soon be in an uproar. When this is at its height the two conversing here together will pass the strict watch that will by then be set, and, guided by the stars, may hope to find an eventual refuge.”

“There is a romantic element about this scheme that is not without allurement,” confessed Hwa-che, after she had regarded Chin-tung for an appreciable moment, “yet none the less it behoves us not to lose our feet unduly. In the darkness of the night we cannot expect to progress more than a few short li beyond the outskirts of the city. An immediate search being made, and our appearance known, how can we hope to escape it?”

“All this has been foreseen, and to elude pursuit we shall both assume appropriate disguises. This one will thus become an erratic monk, and you, Hwa-che, to simulate a part the farthest from your own, will pass as a young person of the inner chamber.”

“One of the other sort!” exclaimed Hwa-che, becoming involved as she recognized the complexities impending; “yet how can this — —”

“Have no fear of your ability to pass the test with this one to direct you,” was Chin-tung’s benevolent assurance as he noted her misgiving. “An adequate supply of suitable attire has been discreetly got, both of the upper and the under layers, there being two of each denomination. Not to impose too severe a strain on your ingenuity this person will himself instruct you in their use, at a convenient time, and assist with their method of attachment.”

“It is well expressed indeed!” declared Hwa-che, quelling a becoming impulse to conceal her high-minded confusion behind an opaque screen had one but offered, “seeing that he who speaks has, in a necessitous home, been the helpful one among seven. Yet how comes it, O strangely versatile Chin-tung, that you, who have professed a secluded and austere life, should claim a familiarity with such ambiguous details?” and she looked at him in a questionable manner.

“It is not necessary to have had actual experience to a certain type of mind,” was Chin-tung’s contention, “it being a spontaneous gift, like the ability to see objects in the dark or to discover winning numbers. It is scarcely to be imagined that one who can repeat the nineteen thousand couplets of Shan-ping’s ‘Symposium of Counterparts in a Garden of the Spirit’ without a stumble would be thrown out by the mere measure of a band or the textile assonance of two opposing edges.”

“It is simplicity itself,” agreed Hwa-che, “and for that reason not beyond my own inferior limit. Suffer no apprehension on this score henceforward.”

“Yet there are new conceits that lie in wait, as it were, to trap the inexperienced. Thus, among the subtler kinds of gear there is a kind of frilled habiliment of which the use is dubious. Should this be worn at an inauspicious angle — —”

“Be content that exactness will prevail,” said Hwa-che, not in an encouraging manner, and to lead Chin-tung’s thoughts towards a less jeopardous path she added: “Having thus arranged our going, it would be well to consider what may ensue thereafter. Even to the simple-minded peasantry of our romance-embroidered land a wandering monk and one of the other sort, reading their way by the stars, would cast an incongruous shadow.”

“That also has been thought of. It will be sufficient to explain that he who craves their succour, out of a virtuous affection for one above his state, has disclaimed his former vows, and having snatched her from a mercenary and unyielding father’s arms, they now seek a distant port to escape a gross-hearted suitor. On learning this, who would be so destitute of true poetic fervour as to withhold a plate of rice and the narrow seclusion of an inner room where we may lie in safety?”

To this Hwa-che had no adequate reply beyond the conventional, “Your grasp is all-embracing,” and even in that she betrayed an absent-minded poise that implied either an insufficiency or a superfluity of concentration; so that when Chin-tung recalled the neglected replenishment of his jar she forbore to demur and even lent her weight, though not with any real interest.

To suppress no essential fact let it be frankly admitted that not until then had it suddenly occurred to her how one whose devoted care was the Groove and Mainspring of her structure had been unaccountably lost sight of among these arrangements — the philosopher, Kwan Yen, still wrapped in a dispassionate contemplation of immeasurability, to a point wholly oblivious of terrestrial influence.

“It would serve no worthy end to drag that one in now,” was Hwa-che’s wise reflection, “since Chin-tung would only advance some new detail of an even more distressing kind to reconcile the conditions. Between the dangers of remaining here alone and the difficulties of escaping hence befriended, it becomes more than ever necessary to cleave a middle course by triumphantly establishing my pretensions.”


CHAPTER XV
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CONVINCED OF THE soundness of her ground, Hwa-che visits the stall of Tso Tun, the cutting-edge restorer. Her bold resolve, inspired by what she learned there.

I

WHEN Hwa-che regained their meagre hut — where Kwan Yen was by this time lifting up his voice to proclaim that those who neglected the just cravings of honourable grey hairs would themselves have their natural wants ignored by rebellious children’s children — her supple mind had already formed a project. As she braised a few small fish in oil, to be his morning rice, and peeled an orange for herself, she considered this more fully.

“Where there is a way in there is also a way out,” was the context of her thoughts, “and every road, no matter how short, must necessarily lead in two directions. Because the Barbarian plan of measuring feet, examining the dust that collects on sills, and revealing guilt by the illogical presence of an alien herb has so far failed, it does not imply that the path is delusive in itself, but that this one has hitherto been exploring it on a misplaced assumption.”

“Seeing that the knife you hold is the only one we have, why should you seek to impair its use by beating the edge repeatedly against the door-step of our ill-provided hovel?” demanded Kwan Yen with some annoyance. “To you who are well equipped this is perhaps of slight account, but had you no more than two teeth in all to chew with, and they not in complete accord, the matter would assume a very different bearing.”

“Compose yourself, esteemed,” replied Hwa-che, “for nothing could be farther from this person’s mind than to disturb the balance of one who is both the Lever and the Fulcrum of her simplest movement. But it is expedient to approach the stall of the worker who restores cutting edges, and in order to do this rationally it is necessary to have a pretext.”

“Doubtless it may seem reasonable to those who ignore the Usages to destroy an efficient cutting edge in order to have it ground again at an outlay, but in the days when the immature were content with their elders’ footsteps it would have been deemed a sufficient proof of mental aberration,” maintained Kwan Yen severely. “If an excuse is sought what could be more fitting than an accidental stumble in the press, necessitating a dignified and leisurely apology from which mutual regard would spring and an exchange of cups be fostered?”

“Because wheels have been evolved it does not result that boats are no longer to be trusted, and in the same grove the sycamore and a poplar may grow side by side as compeers,” Hwa-che responded. “In any case,” she added, with a regrettable lapse from the pure classical standard which betrayed only too plainly the Barbarian influence, “seeing that the knife is now as it now is, whereby does it profit either to create gristle about the happening? Put on your hat and outer robe, revered, and take up your staff and satchel. In search of a portent it is your mysterious whim to be drawn towards the Lower Mart, and this one will, as usual, attend your inspired feet to read your cryptic message. Provided that no inopportune word escapes your profound lips, there need be no misgiving.”

“This is very much of a piece with what has gone before, and doubtless it will correspond to all that will ensue hereafter,” repined Kwan Yen as he took up his reluctant staff and bent his desponding footsteps as she had directed. “Authority becomes a woman as a saddle fits the back of a monkey. There is a virtuous satisfaction in the thought, however, that no matter what may emerge this one will be in a position to remind Hwa-che that it is exactly what he has invariably foretold her.”

II

On their way towards the Lower Mart, where Hwa-che expected to find the stall of the one who ground the shears, knives and cutting edges for the city, she lifted a corner of the obscuring gauze that cloaked her action, to encourage Kwan Yen, if it might be, to take an intelligent curiosity in the process.

“The deductive method is the most highly sustained of all the Barbarian systems of unearthing crime, and in its results it is only excelled by those revealers who have been driven through the congested state of all other fields of detection to achieve their ends without any process whatever. Consider, esteemed, what took place on the eve or the early morning of the day that concerns our inquiry. A permanent attachment, of a material without equal for tenacity and strength, was sundered from the head of one whose unseasonable indulgence in rich, late evening rice promotes repose that is neither deep nor settled. In the light of this conjunction what would be the first precaution of a heedful man before he made the venture? Thus, by insinuating yourself into that one’s place, you may assume a stable basis.”

“The first requirement of the one whom you define would be to compose the most feasible apology he could, to advance if detection overtook him,” was Kwan Yen’s assertion.

“Your surmise, venerated, is a typical example of the confusion of ideas that too often goes by the name of thinking,” said Hwa-che, though not unkindly. “To suggest behaviour such as you outline is not to put yourself in another’s place, but to merge him in your own. The far-seeing must try again.”

“May the Books perish if this one does!” replied the ancient, falling into a sudden obstinacy, for he had expected another sort of viand for his early rice, and he had not yet ceased to nourish a resentment. “Is a second-in-ascent to be instructed thus and thus, thou sacrilegious she-child? What next, indeed, may very well be asked, for it will be no great step therefrom to be assembled in a circle and expected to secrete a hunted sandal underneath his hams for the gratification of the young and futile, or to obscure his vision with a cloth and pursue the clamorous and light-hearted. Nor were the fish appropriately seasoned.”

“The foremost need of the one whom we conceive — a resolute and adventurous man, as the various indications prove, though not over intellectual or shrewd — would be a more than ordinarily sharp-edged knife or shears with which to effect his purpose,” continued Hwa-che, not really hearing Kwan Yen’s lament owing to an absorbing interest in her own angle of the problem. “With so much hanging on the severance of every hair without a betraying wrench, nothing but the very best would serve, and who could assure this but he whose sole care it is to restore the cutting edges of an entire city? It ensues, as inexorably as curdled milk follows the passing of a female dragon, that he who despoiled T’sin Wong of his much-lamented pig-tail sought this stall on the eve of the First of Much Gladness, for to have had this done before would be at the risk of it losing its superlative edge among the various exigencies of crime life.”

“It seems harmoniously exact,” agreed Kwan Yen. “Or at least,” he added more circumspectly, “one has frequently heard narratives of mystery at the lips of hired minstrels of which the structure was based on a no less unsound groundwork.”

“We are now approaching the stall of the one whose aid we seek, and it is therefore necessary to assume a casual bearing,” warned Hwa-che, with a convincing air of no-interest towards the direction in which they were proceeding. “A distant arrow-flight, mayhap, esteemed, this cast, but is it not somewhere written, ‘She who draws her bow at a twinkling star may perchance hit the eye of a passing bullock’?”

III

The stall of Tso Tun was a place of some account and had for its sign the emblem of a Golden Sickle. He paid what was required of him with an uncomplaining face, so that no other of his craft was allowed to carry on the trade within the city boundaries. In addition to the Imperial tax, by virtue of which he was allowed to exist at all, the city levy, in default of which he would have been driven out homeless, and the strictly personal claims which assured to him the benevolent unconcern of a variety of capable officials, there were a few lesser interests to be suitably appeased before Tso Tun could feel reasonably secure — his own Brotherhood of Cutting-edge Restorers to which an agreed percentage of his gain was due, the recognized Guild of Property Despoilers who in return for tribute granted him an immunity from pillage, the authorized head of the Fraternity of Mendicants and General Street Importuners whose company would otherwise have sat down around his stall and driven away all others, and occasional bands of Highbinders and Hatchetmen whose bearing implied a menace.

To those who pointed out that by complying with these demands very little of the effort of Tso Tun’s hands remained to cheer his labour, the one in question would fittingly reply that by not complying nothing at all would remain, and that, in any case, “He who counts in with the right hand and counts out with the left has his own thumb to blame if he is eventually the loser.” But this apophthegm he did not repeat to any of those who claimed his contribution.

IV

When Tso Tun understood the object of their visit and had shaken his head misgivingly over the knife that Hwa-che brought, he courteously pressed both to enter, remove their sandals, and rest themselves by reclining. “For,” he said, “this threatens to be a task out of the common, and why should you not freely accept what costs so little to provide?” and he indicated the floor for them to sit on.

“We will cheerfully assent,” replied Hwa-che (and Kwan Yen concurred with even less reluctance), “the path being steep and toilsome. Furthermore, I have long cherished the desire to learn something of your art, for it must imply a very special merit.”

“In what respect?” inquired Tso Tun, surprised. “But that is doubtless only your well-bred way of speaking, for in reality it is a paltry and despicable trade, exceedingly ill-paid, and bankruptcy its only outlook.”

“Yet do you not brighten what would otherwise be dull, impart a keenness to the obtusest point, and diffuse a general lustre? What more can be gained even from the Classics?”

“That is certainly a reasonable view to take of the actual case, and this one now perceives that in spite of a simple look you are both sincere and liberal-minded. In the circumstances, perhaps it would not be going too far to offer you a cup of tea, while your aged friend, being of a somewhat austerer mould, might prefer his from a stoppered vessel?”

“Although it is over three thousand years ago that the verse was said, ‘Wherever the tree of Virtue has its roots the ground cannot be too assiduously moistened,’ the need remains the same to-day,” replied Hwa-che, and Kwan Yan was even more emphatic.

V

Harmony being thus established within the four walls of the dwelling, a variety of subjects were disposed of, until Hwa-che was able to bring up what concerned her most in an inconspicuous manner.

“If, as you assert,” she said, “your illiterate method of keeping count is more than equipoised by an exceptionally retentive mind, it is a claim which without much discomfort to yourself can be readily weighed in the balance.”

“How shall this be done?” inquired Tso Tun, who was not unwilling to maintain his expertness. “You, as the requiring one, should frame a challenge.”

“So long as it is understood that no taels hang on the issue either way there can be no objection to an amiable contest,” agreed Hwa-che. “The eve of the present moon might form a convenient trial. State definitely, therefore, who on that day employed your notorious skill, and what were the several natures of their requirements.”

“The date that you have picked chances to fall on the particular day when by immemorial rule it is ordained for every shutter to be closed at midday. Few, therefore, were the calls on my ignored office, so that perhaps, as things are, you would like to claim another?”

“The word was spoken: let the test remain,” replied Hwa-che with graceful indifference.

“At daybreak, then, a cooper brought an axe which he had struck against a staple, and as he left a farmer came with a scythe that had corroded through the winter. Somewhat later an elderly woman, reputed as a witch, required a set of skewers pointing, but we differed at the price and ever since this one has, on and off, experienced a blunt stab about his lower members.”

“If she whom you describe could do this at a distance, would not the power beneath her hand have been enough to sharpen the skewers unaided?” inquired Hwa-che, but Tso Tun shook his head and spat with determination.

“That would never do at all,” he replied compactly, “it being an interference with what is justly termed a vested interest. These creatures have their scope, as one may say, but they must not unsettle business fundamentals. Well, following after there was a scholar’s paper-knife which from excessive use required re-shafting, a case of needles belonging to a baker’s wife, who, since her portrayal in a printed leaf as one of Kochow’s Queens of Outline, had allowed them to grow rusty, and a high-class concubine’s jade comb, blunted by reason of her variance with another, whose design was to supplant her. Interspersed with these were several children of both sorts, to whom the exact stroke of the gong was a matter of some moment, and, to complete the tale, one who, under the cloak of a fluent tongue, sought to exchange a piece of ambiguous silver.”

“Your claim is well maintained,” allowed Hwa-che, “yet were there none requiring the actual replenishment of lethal blades, seeing how many now await your hand?” and she indicated a profusion of knives of various sorts, assembled on his table.

“That is in the nature of things, brought about by the swing of the situation,” replied Tso Tun, at the same time raising his own cup on high and expressing the wish that both of those before him would secrete vigour in their loins and continue to live for ever. “Up to the first of the existing moon the noble High Mandarin’s proclaimed word held sway, forbidding one and all to carry arms, and undertaking, by the solemn oath of his inviolable pig-tail, to discountenance the Three Societies and to eradicate sedition.”

“Enlarge your opportune remarks more fully,” exclaimed Hwa-che, scarcely able to disguise her surfeit of emotion at this notable disclosure. “We are, as it were, on the outside, and this goes to the very tap-root of the matter.”

“It is quite evident, indeed, that you must certainly be distance-men if none of this has reached your behindhand ears,” declared Tso Tun, assuming a superior manner. “There is the selfsame edict on the wall, proclaiming the enactment.”

“Your guidance is precise,” replied Hwa-che, “but some detail must have varied. What you indicate is merely a pious supplication addressed to the unfruitful and its message reads, ‘Consume more loquats.’”

“This is one of the drawbacks of the illiteracy to which I have freely pleaded,” confessed Tso Tun, becoming rather crest-fallen. “Perchance the next one is the official order?”

“That is a patriotic antithesis in the later T’ang manner: “Purchase Celestially and so uphold the handiwork of those around,’ it runs; ‘what have the Out-lands to supply that your own illimitable Empire does not offer?’”

“Then she — my inferior part — has doubtless taken it to serve as a nucleus for some more than usually elaborate arrangement of her hair,” declared Tso Tun with a pessimistic gesture. “Be assured, however, that the facts have been rightly told. Doubtless you know what occurred thereafter?”

“We know, worthy Tso Tun, that on the present First this high official’s wisdom-laden head was discovered to have been denuded. Is it claimed that these two things have some root in common?”

“Why, as to that, one whose only wish is to live in peace and turn out weapons for others has no call to probe the surface, well remembering, ‘An open mind and a closed mouth go far towards an empty coffin,’ “ replied Tso Tun obscurely. “It has been pointed out, however, that as His High Excellence swore by something which may no longer be put in evidence, his oath cannot logically be held to bind him. Nor is it to be denied that on this hint the Societies have once more raised their heads and every disaffected man throughout Kochow is refurbishing his weapons.”

VI

“Revered,” exclaimed Hwa-che, when they had come from the stall again and were once more on a homeward journey, “this is the very pith and acme of disclosing crime in the Barbarian way, whereby, whatever happens, one is led on therefrom by further traces to a final and triumphant culmination. It is plain that we were drawn to Tso Tun’s stall to learn this from his lips, for nothing could be clearer now than that it will be necessary to look for what we seek among the rebel camp, where it is doubtless securely held as a present pledge and a potent future hostage.”

As they were at that moment approaching the street where Kwan Yen was accustomed to point out to Hwa-che the store of inexpensive delicacies suited to his failing sinew he judged it better to confine his reply to an open-minded gesture, but the nature of his real thoughts ran in a different channel.

“Following one of this sort is like pursuing an active goat along a rocky path by moonlight, at which the certain ills inevitably preponderate a very doubtful profit. ‘Led on therefrom,’ she said, and the word was truly spoken, for whether the indications next point to a stew-house of the city by-ways or to a nest of brigandage among the mountains it is equally certain that this enduring one will have to drag his footsore knees to attend her despotic elbow.”


CHAPTER XVI
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HWA-CHE IS WARNED by the Calendar Tree that time presses and, sustained by the consciousness of merit, sets out on a dangerous mission.

I

TO those obliging persons who have followed this depressingly related narration of events thus far, it will occasion no emotion of surprise to learn that Hwa-che did not allow the lilies to blossom in her path once she had formed a resolution.

In spite of a profound assurance that by conducting her quest strictly on the Barbarian model all would emerge worthily in the end and virtue ultimately triumph, her deep study of the obscure wisdom of the mysterious West conveyed the warning that in all probability it would be an extremely near thing at the finish, and it did not need the reminder of the miraculous Time-recording Tree — now almost wholly bare of foliage — to urge her forward.

This useful plant, it may be endurable to recall to a later generation (for owing to the intervention of a usurpatory and not divinely accredited Dynasty it very naturally gave up its exceptional functions soon after), at that Golden Age marked the passage of time for the benefit of humanity in a simple and convenient manner. The beginning of each moon found it destitute of growth but prepared to exercise its useful function, and therefrom it put forth a single leaf each day until the great sky lantern reached its zenith, when by a converse process a leaf was shed with the same docile regularity; thus enabling even the most superficial and illiterate to observe the appointed festivals and to discharge their lawful debts with honourable precision; and no more striking proof of the justness of the system and of the harmonious relations existing between the Upper and the Lower Spheres could be desired than in the present instance, for when at the beginning of Much Gladness it was found necessary to regard two days as one, no sooner had the Edict received the impress of the Imperial Pencil than the tree was discovered to have produced a second leaf, though no one actually observed the process.

It is maintained by some historians of a later date (none of whom, however, could claim to have really witnessed the occurrence) that as Hwa-che passed by the tree on this occasion the five remaining leaves shook in a peculiar manner, although at the time there was no breath of wind to produce the movement. This, it is affirmed, was to warn her of the danger of procrastination, and it is further held to have shown that the one thus singled out was supported by very powerful Beings, but though the incident is likely enough to have a substantial base, it is not insisted on by the present relater of events, who, whatever his regrettable deficiencies of style and method, has never failed to adopt Veracity as the Ruler guiding his lines, nor ceased to dip his brush into the clear Ink-well of Exactness.

II

To an ordinary person, at this intersection of the conflicting lines of Fate, the necessity of burning a sufficiency of joss-sticks before the Tablets of his race and invoking a few of the more convenient omens would have seemed an essential duty, but let it be recalled that Hwa-che was conducting the enterprise from an entirely varied angle.

Her only preparation, therefore, was to wash her feet from the dust of the morning’s toil, darken her face for the purpose of disguise, and rearrange her somewhat too attractive hair on a more rebellious pattern. A single fruit, hastily consumed, restored her inner nature, and after thoughtfully inviting Kwan Yen to take for his midday rice anything suitable from their store that his ingenuity could discover, she would have set out on her adventurous quest when that one sought to detain her.

“If it is no new thing for the control vested in an exceptionally patriarchal beard to be denied submission, even a more than usually wrong-headed she-child will scarcely venture to impugn the authority of our imperishable ancestors, some of whom have been dead upwards of ten thousand years,” was his contention. “Yet how will it be reasonable to invoke their aid when danger threatens if you neglect to inform their attending Shades of the precise course of action that you are contemplating?”

“The argument is not unsound,” confessed Hwa-che, “and coming from one who is both this person’s Rudder and Sheet-anchor it has a two-fold grapple. In the circumstances nothing could be more appropriate than that you yourself, revered, should spend the afternoon explaining to the sympathetic Shadows the urgent need why, at this approaching crisis of our attenuated Line, they should all, so to speak, pull together. If there should be any comment on this person’s absence at the time, one of your persuasively arranged apologies would certainly establish concord.” With this dutiful submission Hwa-che lightly placed the lower part of her face against the upper part of Kwan Yen’s, in the picturesque Barbarian manner, and after resourcefully wedging the outside of the door so as to forestall the venerable’s emergence, she definitely set off on her intrepid mission.

III

It was not until the official quarter of the city had been left behind that Hwa-che recalled a necessary detail.

Hitherto a high conviction of the part she was to play had been enough to fill her imagination, but it now emerged that in order to ingratiate herself into the rebel council it would first be necessary to discover where the leaders of sedition held their meetings. Passers-by to whom she addressed the courteous inquiry — and of these she took care to question only those whose furtive mien and repulsive looks indicated that they were probably outlaws of the worst description — either answered in an evasive strain or in a way which, while conveying a variety of personal information of an extraneous sort, avoided the essential detail.

“Gold in its native state does not lie usually upon the surface of the ground, and that which is acquired for the mere asking is scarcely to be esteemed even at so insignificant an outlay,” was Hwa-che’s sage reflection. “All this, however, points to a right direction, for it is in the essence of Barbarian crime-detecting that difficulties should intervene until the time is ripe for an opportune disclosure.” She did not, therefore, suffer her confidence to become unduly blunted, but proceeded to explore the less reputable by-paths of the city, at the same time striving to convey by an expectant poise that she was a person to whom something might reasonably happen, so that no one should be debarred from approaching her on any subject whatever.

Her trust was not misshapen. It so chanced that beneath an obscure arch in a dark angle of the Ways two persons who conferred together had been watching her approach, and after a dubious word aside the leader of the two stepped out and gracefully inquired whether it lay within their power to assist one who was obviously suffering some acute discomfort.

“Far from that being the case,” replied Hwa-che, “this one’s reckless stride is merely designed to express that he is intrepid and alert, so that anyone requiring a person conforming to that mould might be encouraged to come forward with his project.”

At this admission the two strangers exchanged suggestive looks and the one who has already been spoken of continued:

“It is just possible that our meeting has been specially arranged by the Powers — whichever they may happen to be — who are concerned with such details, since we are — not to throw the cloak of Evasion over the crude outline of bare Truth — seeking a person such as you describe. Would it in any way be out of harmony with your habits or condition to associate with those who have adopted rebellion as their profession?”

“On the contrary, I have long desired an opportunity of studying the various grades of insurrection from an inside angle,” was Hwa-che’s frank admission. “Assuming that there is nothing in your high-minded revolt contrary to the Five Essentials of a Virtuous Life, or antagonistic to the Seventy-seven Primordials of Meritorious Achievement, there would seem to be no good reason why this one should not join his negligible effort to your attractive cause.”

“No complaint on the score of either of the categories you mention has so far reached our directing Circle,” declared the obliging stranger. “In any case, whatever you disapproved of would doubtless be set right, for, as the adage suitably has it, ‘Steel chains may not restrain the onslaught of a frenzied lion, but a single word, well put, is sufficient to control a reasonable person.’”

“With that understanding lead me to your den,” agreed Hwa-che, assenting perhaps too readily to a course of which she could not see the actual outcome. “The requirement, whatever it may be, shall not find this one lacking.”

IV

As they made their way through a maze of the less frequented streets of walled Kochow, Che Lan — for this he now described himself as being — passed a variety of agreeable remarks of an obvious nature, partly because he had a natural trend that way, but also with the set purpose of involving Hwa-che’s mind so that she might not again recognize the path they went by. Later he began to speak more definitely of the advantages of being a rebel, and to urge the one he led not to become faint-hearted at the difficulties that might perhaps have to be surmounted.

“The League of the Hanging Sword has always maintained a certain exclusiveness among the revolting factions, and for this reason we are doubtless less on the general tongue than the Lily or the Heaven and Earth, for instance, which are, in our opinion, nothing more or less than illiterate rabbles. Devices such as restoring a certain amount of the yearly exaction each must pay, as a reward for procuring a stated number of new adherents, or of offering to the one who contrives the most original oath of initiation, free conveyance to the shores of the Hwang Hai, and rice and repose within a tea-house there throughout a moon of gladness — these and other clap-trap forms of enticement have never polluted the Things-to-be-done Parchments of the Hanging Sword.”

“What, then, are the chief characteristics of your old-established sect?” inquired Hwa-che, not unwilling to learn something of their rites before she found herself more deeply committed to the venture.

“It is a little difficult to explain in a few short beats of time what has taken countless cycles to establish,” was Che Lan’s rather evasive answer. “The illustrious founder of our Order was an enlightened patriot of his time whose practice it was to suspend a two-edged sword as a descriptive badge directly above the wicket entrance of his stronghold. To those who came in peace he extended the firm grasp of welcome, but if at the same time he had reason to suspect treachery or guile, by releasing a hidden spring the hanging sword could be made to descend with accuracy and penetration. The analogy with our fraternity is obvious. In an age when the simple ideals of primitive justice are tending to become more and more obscured by the complicating machinery of legal forms it is refreshing to have an institution whose unlacquered boast it is that once inside its doors the Good are rewarded without formality or stress, while the Bad, by the useful expedient of not calling them to trial, can be disposed of without being given the opportunity of outwitting uprightness.”

During this remark Hwa-che had formed a definite resolution that before passing a certain point it would be desirable to learn by what standard those concerned were tested. While she was considering how this might the most tactfully be represented, a door that she had imagined they were passing, opened unexpectedly, apparently of its own volition, and without exactly following the sequence of events, the one who thus had her commendable wariness impaired found that she had been drawn, as it were, into a moist and uninviting vault between the two obliging strangers.

V

It was some moments before Hwa-che grew sufficiently accustomed to the effete light that a single scanty grille provided to see the flight of steps towards which Che Lan — a little less politely than in his bearing hitherto — now urged her.

“However,” was her broad-minded extenuation, as she hastened to comply, “there is an apt saying that when visiting Tientsin it is desirable to conform to the ways of the Tientsinners, and if it is a custom among the insurrectionary classes here to induce animation by pinching the more salient features of a neophyte’s outline, it would perhaps be illiberal to demur at what is doubtless purely a local usage. Assuredly there is also a certain lack of delicacy in some of the Barbarian annals, and if a parallelism is to be maintained — —” But at this point they reached the upper floor and Hwa-che was again thrust forward.

This time she found herself in the midst of an assembly whose attitude towards her presence while tolerant was reserved. All were persons of the other sort, and without seeming to betray too close an interest in their doings, Hwa-che at once recognized that they were middle-class rebels of not too unduly pronounced views or too exacting a standard of insubordination. In order to gain a breathing space in which to arrange her mind she therefore bowed obsequiously to each in turn and continued to shake hands with herself repeatedly, until the foremost of the band begged her to desist as he had that day crushed several of his fingers in a hatchway and politeness compelled him to respond with equal vigour.

“As you have now done all that courtesy requires, dispose yourself in the seat of initiation while we proceed to examine your fitness for the task you essay,” he continued, and Hwa-che, with a willingness to accede to whatever test was set in her determination to reach their inner council, was about to occupy the chair in question when an unpleasant detail aroused a sharp misgiving.

“It is easy to understand that the martial emblem of your redoubtable founder has a wide significance at these rites,” she generously admitted, “but is it strictly necessary that it should be suspended, point downwards, exactly above the unprotected head of anyone accepting this otherwise attractively upholstered dais, or if that is deemed essential, could not the sustaining cord be something more reassuringly substantial than the single thread of silk that at present constitutes its entire substance?”

At this demur the leaders of the sect conferred together, though it was plain that Hwa-che had not enlarged her face by questioning their practice. Presently one who bore a wand advanced and gave their ruling.

“The League of the Hanging Sword,” he said, “has a very ripe tradition and is jealous to preserve its simple, old-time customs. So far as the bamboo records of the Order go the sword has always hung exactly where it is, although it is not denied that the chair may from time to time have been set elsewhere, but the position of the chair has not been called in question. With regard to the sustaining cord even less exception can be taken. Several patriarchal members of the Cause can testify that for at least three score of years the same piece of silk has served the purpose. Why, then, since it has proved its tenacity through an unbroken cycle, should it fail ignominiously during the next half gong-stroke? The plea was ill-advised on either side and fails in both its facets.”

To this rebuff Hwa-che made no response beyond a hasty sign of general acquiescence. She was, indeed, far too occupied with a new and overwhelming proof of the effectiveness of tracing crime in the Barbarian way to have been disturbed just then by anything less marked than the hanging sword actually descending. For in response to the plain indication of those around she had begun to dispose herself upon the couch when something in the unusual luxury of the seat sounded a clear note of warning. Accustomed to refer all extraneous details to the judgment of senses trained beyond comparison with those of ordinary persons, Hwa-che had only to sit upon the cushions of the dais to know beyond the shadow of a doubt that they were stuffed with hair. If hair at all, then why not human hair? and thus in direct progress to the heads of the innocent victims of the Society of the Hanging Sword’s unscrupulous design — its purpose yet unfathomed — countless pig-tails snatched by the secret emissaries of this far-reaching League and ingeniously concealed in the one place where they would most naturally be overlooked until the time was full for their dark use in some sinister project. At that moment the ill-starred Mandarin T’sin Wong’s missing queue seemed almost within her grasp — as, perchance, it might be.

From a narrow court below there rose the intoned voice of a melon-seller, proclaiming that his wares came direct from the Garden of Heaven’s Queen, and describing in some detail their cultural process; about the parchment window of the upper room an acrimonious bee, detained against his will, noisily claimed the right of passage. The official of the Order, with a reassuring nod, tapped his lengthy wand once or twice against the hanging sword to prove that it would not fall — nor did it. The elders of the Circle drew apart to settle what exactly was to be their next procedure, and Hwa-che, veiling her deep emotion, continued to sit among the cushions of the throne, more than ever assured that ultimate success was only a matter of swerving neither to the right nor to the left from the rigid Barbarian manner.


CHAPTER XVII
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FURTHER COMPLICATIONS WITH the League of the Hanging Sword and the circumstances that led Hwa-che towards the camp of the Avenging Knife in answer to a challenge.

I

“IF there is one thing upon which we Hanging Sworders pride ourselves above another it is the elasticity of our Constitution,” was the chief of the assembly’s unpretentious boast (Chung was the name by which those nearest to his rank familiarly addressed him) when they were again reclining. “We can thus assimilate whatever comes our way — in reason.”

“The noble proportions of your exalted waists have not escaped my notice,” replied Hwa-che, still occupied with endeavouring secretly to find an opening in any of the cushions within reach, so as to confirm what she already had measurable assurance of. “One can see that you eat with gusto.”

“It is quite true that for the most part we are appreciative feeders,” admitted the gratified Chung, “but that was not exactly the trend of this one’s meaning. Other illegal bodies surround their rites with ceremonial forms that are not only grotesque but wasteful. How can the tenacity of purpose of a recruit be upheld, or his fitness for credence proved, by cutting off the head of an inoffensive domestic male bird, shattering a useful article of culinary ware, or extinguishing an unnecessarily lighted taper?”

“Your well-lined mind is a rich store-house of profitable wisdom.” Hwa-che spoke somewhat absently, for she thought that she had at last found a weakness in the fabric of a cushion, but the ordinary training of social usage would have enabled her to carry on a polite conversation practically to an indefinite length even when deeply immersed in several other occupations. Besides, is it not somewhere written, “He who can rule his lips when others open theirs will come to hold a kingdom?”

“The essence of the thing is that we demand of each whatever he is the most competent to render,” was Chung’s ready illustration. “To prove his fitness for our badge a baker must bake a round of loaves and do it well, a musician chant an Ode in appropriate tones, a fisherman cast a widespread net — or at least relate how on some bygone date he enmeshed a phenomenally prodigious monster. Thus we command an efficient band on whose specific services we are able to rely. Now as regards your own highly distinguished calling — —”

II

It has been freely claimed that in giving but a superficial ear to much that followed — for she had by this time discovered an opening in a seam and could actually grasp what felt like a pig-tail — Hwa-che was remiss, and but for this lapse she might reasonably have avoided all that arose thereafter. It is not to be denied that in allowing herself to be formally enrolled as an active member of the body of Hanging Swords, under the delusion that she was taking part in a friendly literary contest, the one who thus became liable for whatever sacrifice was required of her in the cause of insurrection added a complicating ingredient to her quest, but from what has already been disclosed of Hwa-che’s general manner of behaving is it to be imagined that she would have shunned an involvement however grave merely because it contained a risk and presented no possible loop of extrication? Rather — but it would be more courteous now to allow the urbane-tempered Chung to proceed, for several of his well-turned phrases have been already lost through this unpolished interruption.

III

“What is it that is at once both the smallest and the largest thing on earth,” propounded Chung — and by the lack of association with his preceding words it is only too plain that Hwa-che’s unfortunate abstraction had entailed the loss of some connecting medium— “and which similarly while lighter than all else is equally the heaviest?”

To this obscurity Hwa-che was able to reply after a single cast of thought, for in a mouldering coffer she had once unearthed an ancient scroll in which every sort of enigma was set out and its interpretation rendered. There were also short pointed sayings calculated to remove the gravity of even the most austere, ingenious wiles connected with mystic numbers, beguiling ways of supporting the attention of guests cloyed after a feast, by means of chopsticks, orange peel and the stoppers of wine vessels, and the metrical arrangement of curious facts relating to persons of both sorts who were stated to have been natives of various towns and cities.

“That which is at the same time the smallest and the largest thing extant is the heart of man, and it is no less so the lightest and the heaviest of all matter,” replied Hwa-che profoundly. “For while in moments of despair it is as less than nothing to his call, under the inspiration of a brave and generous thought it is capable of embracing all creation. Correspondingly, it is so light that a breath of confidence will raise it to the skies, and yet so heavy that devoid of hope it will drag the one who wears it down to the lowest parts of the Underneath World.”

This answer was deemed adequate by most of those around, and there was even some slight applause from a few of the less exacting, but Chung raised a withholding hand to indicate that there was a more searching test to follow.

“The growth of a tree: when the sun has shone and rain nourished its roots the flowers may seem to wither, but in due course the fruit matures to satisfy the hungry.”

To this it was necessary that Hwa-che should furnish an analogy of equal balance, so that the two sentences would harmonize as though they had been split from a single piece of rock, one forming the upper and the other the lower layer.

“The progress of a State: after a leader has arisen and heroes shed their blood its glory may appear to be extinct, but when the time is ripe justice shall be found for all men,” was the apt response she offered.

No one ventured to challenge the accuracy of this solution; indeed the one who contrived it would have been surprised at the expressive looks that passed between the leaders of the band had she not then been more deeply involved with her own conclusions. It was at this moment that she succeeded in enlarging a weak space sufficiently to draw out some of the contents, when it at once became plain that she would have to rearrange her ground as the substance thus exposed was a short end of rope, and the bulk from whence it came, material of a similar fabric. A person of less scope would have been dismayed at this reverse, but Hwa-che was not to be easily unsettled.

“After all,” she reflected, “this is so much to the good since it is obvious from it that one must look elsewhere for the missing pig-tail. This is evidently what in the Barbarian plan is meant by ‘circumscribing the outcome.’”

IV

“As you are now a full member of our clan it is as well that you should learn the hidden signs and passwords of the Order,” declared the officious Chung, coming forward with an emblem. “Afterwards you will be instructed in your dangerous task and given directions for the facilitation of a notoriously trying journey.”

“But surely a generous enthusiasm for your subject carries you somewhat too far beyond the warrantable facts, estimable Chung,” demurred Hwa-che, to whom the prospect of having an attesting badge secured to some inner portion of her garments was not devoid of hazard. “In a not ignoble pursuit of the Higher Principles this one confessed a willingness to be present at your rites, but it is several steps from that to subscribing to an oath, while no mention had hitherto been made of an impending task or journey.”

With this dignified protest Hwa-che would have left the chair in order to emphasize her becoming disclaimer had not two offensively mannered rebels of a particularly aggressive type seized her at the most convenient angles for their uncouth design and compelled her to remain seated.

“It is a little late to cavil at the pattern of the cloth when the robe has been cut to measure,” declared Chung in a less agreeable manner. “Nor is it easy to explain what more a band of brothers could have done to prepare you than we have done in this matter. Professing to be a student of the Literary Excellences you have been afforded an opportunity of distinguishing yourself on those lines, and by the universal voice of the Inner Circle of the League you have justified admission. Becoming thus one of ourselves you are subject to our code, and however liberal we may be in the way of coffins, burial robes, lotus wreaths and other marks of appreciation for those who have come to need them in our service, there is only one reply to disobedience.”

With these temperate but at the same time sharply pointed words Chung indicated to Hwa-che the hanging sword above her, and a masked attendant who had appeared to do that one’s will in a single negligent, but by no means difficult to interpret, gesture.

“Restrain your accomplished henchman’s agile-fingered hand for yet a breathing space,” interposed Hwa-che, “and it is quite possible that this unfortunate misunderstanding may be amiably settled.”

“If, as it is said, two men are necessary to induce dissension, this one will never willingly be the other,” replied Chung, motioning his vassal to delay whatever he had been on the point of doing.

“You spoke of the literary form just now, and that serves to remind me of a congruous instance,” resumed Hwa-che, who was less concerned at what she said than that the conversation should not be allowed to languish. “Somewhere in the pages of the lesser Classics there occurs this wise precept, ‘It is better to remove a fallacy than to establish the foundations of a city,’ and if ever there was an occasion when he who is now striving to obliterate an erroneous impression was convinced of its inspired truth, it is when he finds himself at variance with one who seems to possess qualities of so forcible a nature.”

“All this is very agreeable hearing and there is no reason why you should not seek to put yourself in the right,” replied Chung, who, apart from his office, was both of a mild and sincere bearing. “ ‘Rules are rules,’ is the adage of the Hanging Swords, and one cannot quell insubordination with a cardboard dagger, but is it not also humanely stated, ‘Even a beetle, despite its horny case, may not be destitute of softer feelings’? Declare yourself quite freely.”

V

“The circumstances,” explained Hwa-che, when harmony had thus been restored among them, “may be very simply stated. For reasons of the most confidential obscurity it was necessary that a High Dignitary (whose titles must be omitted) should recover what has been abstracted before a given date or the cause that we all have at heart might be gravely menaced. Trustworthy indications seemed to point towards a Certain Place as the key to the complication, so that when your obliging associate, the prescient Che Lan, encountered the one who is unmasking how it is about the Ways with a carefully veiled suggestion, nothing seemed more opportune than to fall in with his proposal.”

“From the tactful ambiguity of what you leave unsaid I recognize that you are well qualified for a diplomatic mission,” observed Chung, “and this brings me to what may, after all, be an honourable adjustment of your distinguished troubles. Had you been equally discreet before, the path might have been less tortuous, but nothing can alter the fact that you are now one of ourselves and must justify your selection by some useful purpose.”

“This would seem to be not unlike Mei-ho’s famed banquet of sixteen courses — the same meat under another cover,” was Hwa-che’s reflection, but she thought it better to put on a gratified expression.

“The particular errand that I now have in mind is a task of the most attractive nature,” continued the egregious Chung, doubtless with the best intentions. “For some time past it has become distressingly clear that as a secret society we of the Hanging Sword have been drooping somewhat; indeed, no farther away than yesterday an unmentionable dastard suggested in this one’s ear that the Hanging Fires would be a more appropriate designation.”

“Doubtless the profane scoffer will himself be struck to earth sooner or later by the fires of celestial retribution,” declared Hwa-che with sympathetic indignation.

“Doubtless — sooner or later,” agreed Chung, though with less displayed emotion. “Meanwhile, those who are lukewarm towards our cause are not disposed to let the saying wither. . . . Reticence and obscurity may have been well enough in the spacious days of our Great Forerunner, but, say what you will, in these hard-striving times a secret society that neglects to proclaim itself to the four quarters of the city might as well unroll the shutters.”

“Perchance a placard widely spread, or a leaflet dropped lavishly by some device from a far-flung line of kites — —” Hwa-che would have urged, but Chung was not disposed to rearrange his set intentions.

“What I have for some time had in mind is a confederacy of all the dissentient elements into one common bondage. The Spreading Lotus, the Heaven and Earth, the Avenging Knife, the Spotless Pure, and our ineffectual selves — the ‘Large Hand-count’ as we are aptly termed by the brighter paragraphists of the daily printed leaves — though individually vulnerable, would make an all-powerful union.”

“Yet if the menace of your strength should compel Authority to move — —”

“If Mankind were sufficiently to weigh every risk before advancing, Progress would consist almost wholly of walking backwards,” was Chung’s notable rejoinder. “In any case, our rear and flank are reasonably guarded. Pung Chu, War Lord of the Province, is one of our oldest members, while the incorruptible T’sin Wong, High Governor of the city, is a deputy-president of the Heaven and Earth — both, needless to say, with emergency powers of repudiation. The time being ripe, further delay is supine. We will boldly sound the Avenging Knife and you, Hwa-che, to prove your allegiance to our cause, shall have the distinction to bear the message.”

VI

Equally poised between a willingness to melt from the ill-arranged situation into which she had been drawn and a disinclination to thrust herself into another that might prove even less alluring, it was a few gasps of time before Hwa-che could sufficiently compose her mind to meet this hazard.

“Nothing could be more attractive than to enlarge the rightful cause,” she accordingly declared; “in the present case, however, is the initial step well chosen? It is impossible to avoid the reflection that a society with so inauspicious a name as ‘Avenging Knife’ might have little in common with our blameless aims and method, whereas the tranquil promise held out by the ‘Spotless Pure’ would seem — —”

“Let it suffice,” interposed Chung with an air of finality, but on a more affable thought he added: “It is quite true that while the Spotless Pure is courteous, mild, and indisposed to acts of violence, the Avenging Knife has never yet been known to miss an opportunity of treachery, indiscriminate bloodshed, and violating the sacred laws of hospitality. That is why our first aim must be to gain its alliance.”

“Yet their diversity from us — —”

“That is the crux and essence of the situation,” replied the gifted Chung, who had, indeed, been seeking for an opportunity to explain his astuteness, for he was inordinately proud of contriving this solution. “To form an alliance with the Spotless Pure — the Order most like ourselves — would be so easy and obvious a course that its effect would be practically fruitless. With each of the others in its turn the process would have to be repeated with increasing laboriousness and vigour. If, however, it can be shown that we are at one with those so antagonized from our mode as the Avenging Knife, the intervening ranks must necessarily come within the scheme of their own accord, having nothing left to dissent from.”

“There is something to be said for your point of view,” agreed Hwa-che, “yet by what inducement can the truculent Avengers be brought to join our force?”

“That also has been thought of, and the difference between us will not seem to be insuperable once a reasonable atmosphere of give-and-take has been engendered. What we aim at is the restoration of the immortal Dynasty of Tang, rightful Wearers of the Imperial Yellow. The Avenging Knife — not unnaturally, perhaps, for a comparatively fungoid growth measured by ours — fix their hopes no farther back than the ambitious Line of Wang, which flourished considerably later. These mutual claims would appear to be irreconcilable at first, but restrain your enlightened scepticism for just an added moment. Between the never-to-be-forgotten Tang and the respectfully mentioned Wang came the wholly inconspicuous House of Hang, which so far appears to have been overlooked by any restoring body. Now if we agree to stretch a point forwards and pledge ourselves to restore the succession of Hangs — and, after all, so long as one is rebelling about something, does it really matter to the sincere patriot about what? — could not the Avenging Knives be persuaded in an equally accommodating vein to go a like distance backwards, so that we might find a common treasonable basis?”

“It is not too much to ask — though the suggestion might come a little dubiously from one a stranger to your council,” was Hwa-che’s deft submission. “Now if a leader of your own should go, who through long acquaintance with the rites would be able to speak with authority on niceties of detail, how much likelier in every way — —”

“That is not the point,” interrupted Chung, “the only issue being whether you conform with cheerful alacrity or put our official sword-user to the deplorable necessity of exercising his now almost obsolete weapon. As a matter of fact,” he added, with the straightforwardness of manner that dispelled any suggestion of impoliteness, “we have already sent two or three envoys with a friendly message, but as one and all have failed to return from then to now, we determined, in view of this drain on our higher command, to entrust the preliminaries of establishing cordial relations to — shall we say? — casual sympathizers.”

“This is sufficiently surprising,” declared Hwa-che, “and will shed but little glory on your family name or Tablets. Even among Barbarian people, to whom refinement is unknown — —”

“The word is well recalled,” exclaimed Chung, who was doubtless not unaccustomed to similar reproaches, “for in one respect it is necessary to supply you with a caution. In their defiance of Authority the Avenging Knives may be said to exemplify a familiar proverb, for if they do not actually bite off their tongues to humiliate their palates, they certainly cut short their hair, seeing in its length an imposed badge of shame and bondage — thus reducing themselves to the condition of Out-land men, who are notoriously unable to grow more than a short span owing to the feeble nature of the soil it roots in.”

“What is this?” demanded Hwa-che, scarcely able to believe the length and breadth of her good fortune. “They voluntarily renounce their honourable and dignity-conferring pig-tails?”

“Not only that, but it is claimed that they secretly deprive others under the cloak of night, and it is darkly held that their actual goal is a nation of pig-tailless men and large-footed women, who will thus be amenable to no restraint but revert to a state of primitive simplicity. It therefore behoves you — —”

“Say no more,” exclaimed Hwa-che, to whom this revelation was as an inspired beacon calling her to follow. “Your honied voice has triumphed.”



“It is almost incredible,” ran the fluence of her thoughts as she hastily gathered up a few essentials for the venture, “how by this Barbarian system of crime-detecting one disclosed indication leads with unrelenting precision to another. From her virtuous chamber in a mimosa-embowered homestead in far-away Lo-ngo to a remorseless chieftain’s highly questionable tent in the rebel camp of the uncurbed Avenging Knives is indeed a distant call, but looking back, this one’s progress would seem to have been strictly normal. From our arrival in Kochow to the misunderstanding around T’sin Wong is in the nature of an obvious pass, and from T’sin Wong to Chin-tung’s presence follows as an almost inevitable gradation. But for the sympathetic inscriber of the word’s gratifying concern about her safety would this one have sought out Tso Tun? And the inexorable sequence of that illiterate person’s hint leads direct to the council of the Hanging Sword, whence she is now being, as it were, automatically passed on to the stronghold of an even more bloodthirsty and uncompromising horde of ruffians. As an eminent Barbarian verse-maker had occasion to remark, ‘There is a well-intentioned demon that bends our feet, no matter in what direction we may think we are proceeding.’ Certainly in this matter of leading one discreetly on towards a destined end could magic have gone much farther?”


CHAPTER XVIII
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AN ENCOUNTER BY the way and the conditions under which Sun-jen and Yun-yi each relates an instance.

I

THUS with less than a full hand-count of days to run, Hwa-che set out to convey the ingenious Chung’s carefully worded message to the stronghold of merciless sedition (those of whom she inquired the way asserting that where demons left off the Avenging Knives were no more than just beginning), upheld by the thought that here at last she would achieve a meritorious end to her praiseworthy endeavour. That an event which was destined to be of some historical importance in the progress of the Triad should have received so little notice in the pages of the Records can only be ascribed to a discreditable tampering with the Annals at the hands of jealous-minded rivals, who have evidently erased the rightful names and inserted their own superfluous descriptions.

Little wonder that the rectitudinous Kuo-shang, living in that age, composed the following line as a warning to his race, to be carved above the door of their temple, “It is easier to obtain justice at the hands of strangers hostile to your cause, than to win commendation from the lips of those who have known your father’s father.”

II

As Hwa-che made her way along the rugged path that led to the Avengers’ fastness she stopped from time to time to enjoy any feature of the landscape that seemed worthy of regard, and she sang now and then a song of courageous doings, partly because she was looking forward to a successful emergence from her task, but generally when the overhanging vastness of some forbidding gorge made her realize more than before the admitted insignificance of her presence. Later, when turning to admire the effect of raindrops that spangled the wings of a golden butterfly drying itself on the broad leaf of a wild fig, she noticed two who lurked in the shadow of a rock, and recalling that she had already marked them more than once in the progress of the journey, she waited. Seeing no alternative, the two who thus delayed came on again so that soon the three encountered.

“As our faces are in each case set towards the west, why should we not proceed together?” was Hwa-che’s affable suggestion. “Very little now remains of this one’s tasteless store, but whatever there is shall, he insists, be shared equally all round,” and to the first she held out a quince, while the other impartially received an onion.

“That is the basis of all mutual endeavour,” declared the leader of the two, “and we will equally be open. The one beside me has, it seems, a little snuff, and I, fortunately, have but lately filled this bottle with pure water from a health-giving spring. Had we met sooner our share might have been of a more solid grain, but in this case goodwill must take the place of action.”

“The pleasure of your enviable society amply outweighs any trivial shortcoming elsewhere,” replied Hwa-che with magnanimous indulgence. “Yet have we not already met under another aspect? The fluty quality of your melodious voice strikes a reminiscent tone, while it seems almost incredible that there should be two faces so entirely devoid of human expression as that of your estimable comrade. This suggests the assemblage of the Hanging Sword, of which you are doubtless — —”

“Since you have guessed so much there is nothing to be gained by further pretence, for who having the cup of achievement dashed from his lips can profess any interest in what happens to the saucer?” confessed the spokesman. “He who speaks is Sun-jen, the person by his side being known as Yun-yi.”

“Both names have a distinguished ring; my own commonplace one is Hwa-che. The purport of my errand cannot be unknown; it only remains for your own sympathetic aims to be, as it is said, laid on the carpet.”

“That seems no more than fair,” agreed Sun-jen, “since we are all sharing freely. Know, then, that we both are Chung’s attending men and pledged to do his bidding. Our instructions in the present case are to keep you well in sight, and should you waver in your task to dispose of your admittedly picturesque form by some neat and concise but, at the same time, unmistakably fatal method.”

“In that case your energy need not be widely taxed, seeing that henceforth we proceed side by side to the very stockade of the Avenging Knives’ enclosure. As there are still some few li to be advanced, why should we not lighten the rugged path by each relating some personal incident of note, in the romantic bygone manner?”

III

“It is difficult at a moment’s spur to recall anything out of a markedly epochless and threadbare life that would not fall with an entire absence of sparkle on ears doubtless accustomed to the legendary splendour of the Middle Kingdom Epics,” apologized Sun-jen when Hwa-che had indicated that upon him devolved the office of the first narration. “In the circumstances an ill-disposed event that compelled this one to abandon a right-minded and strenuous career and to throw in his lot with law-contemning rebels may prove no more wearisome than any other.

“Up to the age of two score years he whose purpose it is to explain what then happened cultivated the prolific soil of a single field, which by its fruitfulness, added to his own unceasing toil, enabled him to support in their virtuous old age not only his own two treasured parents, but the no less prized veterans who stood in a like relationship to those ones also.

“The field thus referred to lay on the gentle slope of a conveniently arranged hill, whereby the Malign Influences were turned away and deflected elsewhere, but the benevolent Forces, well disposed to husbandry, were encouraged to remain and foster. For these reasons the produce of the land was brought to an early fullness so that this person was able to forestall all others in the markets of Li-yang, a neighbouring town to which at stated times he bore his crops, and in return took back the commodities he stood in need of.

“In order to realize the unfolding of events it must be fully grasped that about the middle of the field an auspicious cave provided a home and harbourage for the various personages who have so far been brought into the recital. Let it be freely granted that if it fell short in some respects it went beyond in others, and in any case, the more infirm the aged are, what could be more appropriate than that the earth should form their dwelling?

“Thus positioned, on a certain day that by the usual tests had not seemed ill-suited for the venture, the one who speaks took up his carrying pole and brought what merchandise he had down to the open market of the place he told of. The business of its disposal being done and the replenishment of his own store concluded, he had already turned his feet upon a homeward path, it then being middle light and, as the season fell, darkness fast approaching, when with no more warning than is contained in a serpent’s voice a sudden storm descended. Not only did the rain come down, but from the countless pores of earth it also spouted upwards, while winds of unnatural force and malice blew continuously from all the eight directions into which extraneous space can be divided. Subterranean and overhead Beings made their presence known in various threatening ways; from the High Places set among the sky frolicsome Spirits hurled celestial fireworks and devastating bolts against any thing or creature to whom they took exception. Throughout that night he who narrates lay in a scanty wayside shrine, and it is doubtless owing to the sacred nature of the spot and a cryptic amulet he wore suspended by a cord that he suffered no more than an ill-nurtured stiffness of a single unprotected joint, where a resentful gnome must have been able to get a purchase.

“The next morning the force of the storm had been recalled and long before the dawn this one was hastening homeward, not scrupling to enlarge from time to time the promise of so much joss-stick that he would assuredly burn if those dependent on his arm should prove to have escaped the menace. Alas, an entirely contrary state of things was revealed as he approached the modest holding. Not only was there no single member of the venerable community left to relate the happening, but the cave was no longer there, while to insert a final coping to this fabric of destruction even the field itself had vanished.”

“This is sufficiently unusual to excuse the incivility of checking your spontaneous flow of eloquence for a single beat of time,” exclaimed Hwa-che, who was following the recital with expectant ears, though Yun-yi, having doubtless already grown familiar with the unfolding of events, maintained a more sluggish outlook. “It is not beyond the bounds of natural thought that six venerable and decrepit persons, such as you describe, should be carried hence in a storm of unprecedented violence, and even a cave, by reason of its hollow build, might be susceptible to obliteration. But how could it ensue that a field, which by the nature of things is a given area of corporeal space, should cease to be, or, to pursue the obscurity to another dimension, if that which was a field no longer endured, what would be the nature of the vacuity that occupied its place?”

“This plainly comes of one who is not intrinsically endowed attempting something that lies outside his province,” admitted Sun-jen, who was not prone to deny his failings. “The field, it is true, was no longer there, and with it had gone the fruit and industry of this one’s labour, but the space whereon it formerly had been was now a naked waste of solid rock, that being at no great depth the soil’s substratum. The field, in short, whether merely by the energy of moving springs or the malignity of Beings, had slipped hence in the night and was now brought up and stable at some considerable distance to the south, farther along the valley. In its progress it had sealed up, as one might say, the entrance to the cave, so that the whole of this one’s cherished stock and ancestry had passed for ever beyond his devotion.”

“The solution is reasonably explained,” admitted Hwa-che. “Proceed with your engaging tale: the dilemma facing you is sufficiently enticing.”

“The blow was indeed an unbecoming one, but after a suitable period of ceremonial grief over what had to be henceforth regarded as the temple of his race, it became necessary to suspend this devout exercise in order to safeguard the future.

“By dint of some inquiry and even of fruitless chase the one who is endeavouring to bring his low-born sufferings to a welcome close at length came to and recognized what in the eyes of the justice-loving could not but be still regarded as his unalterable possession — although it now occupied an alien site in the lap of a fertile valley. Rejoiced at the discovery, he would have entered in and gathered some of the ripened crop that was of his own planting when an unscrupulous-minded bandit, armed with several formidable weapons, appeared and stood before him.

“ ‘Forbear,’ exclaimed the inopportune arrival, brandishing an aggressive dagger. ‘Who are you who encroach on this one’s land, and by what claim do you seek to filch away the produce?’

“ ‘Inasmuch as it is the fruit of his own tilth and this ground the soil inherent to his holding also,’ was the reply, delivered with as truculent a front as a naturally fainthearted stomach could muster. ‘Behold the melons and the cucumbers that these hands have sown, and propped against a bush there is this person’s hoe, with which but yesterday he earthed up these ridges.’

“ ‘If, as you say, you have done all this, it must plainly be by intruding within another’s limits,’ exclaimed the avaricious leper, ‘seeing that the boundaries round about us have ever marked Lu-shun’s enclosure. Yet are you not that Sun-jen who scratched a barren patch of waste to the north beyond the lime-kilns? Can it be that the storm has overcast your reason?’

“ ‘It is quite true that until yesterday this person’s field — which of its kind, being richly dunged, was in more than ordinarily prolific bearing — was somewhat farther to the north, as you have stated. Owing to the influence of undisclosed Forces, however, during the night it admittedly drifted elsewhere. That being so, the established sanctions of our land still hold: as that he who has had a goat stray hence may follow through all obstacles and claim it. If this is logical about so tractable a creature as a goat, which may be securely curbed by a light cord around its neck, how much more does it apply to an unyielding field, which no man can hold back, and upon which he must depend for his subsistence?’

“ ‘It is one thing to pursue a goat and lead it back; it is quite a different tale to advance a right to establish it upon another’s land and still continue to enjoy its produce. Take your hoe, therefore, and go in peace, or this quite sufficiently long-enduring one may be tempted to reply in terms of other weapons.’

“ ‘But,’ protested he who was thus placed, seeing unless he made good his claim nothing but penury before him, ‘the hoe does but touch the outer crust of this matter. Not the tool alone, but the crops and the field itself, wherever they have strayed, are equally inherent to their established owner.’

“ ‘Because you have sat upon a chair does it ensue that where you have placed your form becomes your own, thou insatiable Sun-jen?’ exclaimed Lu-shun, beginning to display his rightful colours. ‘If the analogy of an errant beast is to hold good, what reparation is not due to me for the blameless lamb that your uproarious goat has overlaid?’ And he drew this one’s attention to the eviddence of his effaced possession, which doubtless did, as he affirmed, now lie at a certain depth beneath this person’s tillage.

“As it was impossible to carry on a satisfactory conversation with one who had a weapon within reach of every movement, aided, moreover, by the united voices of his assembling clan, nothing remained but to make a formal charge before the presiding magistrate of the district court and to beseech him to proclaim an edict. For this purpose the one who craved justice employed a skilful pleader, whose special privilege it was, when clad in a silk robe and wearing a complicated headdress, to stand forth before the Mandarin and speak as one denouncing oppression.

“What was a person’s field, said this inspired fountain of uprightness, remained that person’s field through all unlooked-for hazards, even including its transference to some extraneous site by outside Forces; and he spoke familiarly of others who in like case had similarly owned fields which evil men had come to covet, and of integritous Mandarins of those bygone days whose names had come down to us as upholding the cause of virtue.

“So assured of the scrupulousness of what he maintained was this obliging person that he urged the one who wore the button to raise his voice forthwith and declare that lawfulness still flourished.

“Doubtless this would have resulted, for no unbiassed onlooker could doubt his message, had not at that juncture another voice, belonging to one inferior in every way but similarly clad, been raised on behalf of corruption.

“The feeble contention of this despicable hireling, who had obviously been lured by gold to enact a sordid part, was that what was another person’s field remained that other person’s field no matter what — even should this include a further field of similar extent — had been deposited upon it, and he also spoke in an off-hand way of comparable instances from earlier times where corresponding fields had been analogously buried, and how straightforward judges of those epochs had invariably given their voice for the one in the position of that Lu-shun for whom he who spoke contended.”

“How entrancingly balanced a state of things emerged!” exclaimed Hwa-che, as Sun-jen paused to shake grit from a sandal, “and what an enticing problem of law for that enviable justice. How did the broad-minded administrator decide, and on what specific point at issue did he ground his ruling?”

“He listened graciously to all that was being said, and with so profound an air that had the thought not been profane one might have assumed he slumbered. That this could not have been, however, his words attested, for he had, he then declared, listened to a case so ably conducted on either side that it was impossible to make any distinction. Merit accrued to everyone concerned, and the venerable precedent each side advanced exactly equalized and counteracted the established authority quoted by the other. As regards the field itself, the only thing in the circumstances was to be swayed by the weight of evidence produced, or to simplify the process by the number of witnesses attending; and as the clay-souled Lu-shun had hired nine, while this one’s straitened means did not enable him to bring forward more than seven, the former person was proclaimed the rightful owner. The usual number of congratulatory fire-crackers was then discharged, and he who speaks went forth to earn his scanty rice by violence.”

IV

When Sun-jen had finished the curious recital of how his errant field went hence upon him, a little philosophical discussion took place among the three as to the most likely Beings who would be responsible for such a visitation. This having been agreeably settled, Hwa-che next turned towards Yun-yi and called upon that unpretentious guard to reward their imagination.

“For,” she observed pleasantly, “during your rebellious life many peculiar and informing things must surely have arisen to relieve the tedium.”

“On the contrary,” replied Yun-yi, “the occupation may be fitly likened to the Tien-li road, in that it is flat and monotonous in all its aspects, characterized chiefly by lavishly splashed mud and largely the resort of the idle and profligate classes.”

“That is a very different picture from the one drawn to attract the unwary,” declared Hwa-che. “Perchance, however, as was the case with the Prince of Kin’s seven metal canisters, neither extreme is the most consistent with the details. At all events, Yun-yi, why should you not, following the indication of Sun-jen’s pointing feet, relate to us the circumstances that first induced you to embrace sedition?”

“It would be difficult indeed to state exactly when that took place,” replied Yun-yi, “inasmuch as from his milk-days upwards this one has always been, on and off, an outlaw, alternating banditry with the more ordinary sort of cattle-dealing, according to whether the season promised to be a rigorous one or fruitful.”

“If it is the case that you are, as you would say, a life-long ally of rebellion, how is it that you are so newly of our band?” demanded Sun-jen, with a trace of ill-judged suspicion in his manner. “It is not well that discrepancies such as these should intervene, Yun-yi, for, as neither can deny, ‘Confidence is a tree of deliberate growth, but a tiny shoot of misgiving will throw its shadow over a whole multitude by evening.’”

“It is just as well that you have mentioned this, since it provides the excuse for an explanation,” replied Yun-yi, whose bearing had throughout impressed Hwa-che as being both scrupulous and acquiescent. “Otherwise, anything to do with so contemptible a personality as mine would have seemed beyond the likelihood of your indulgence.”

“How should that be?” Hwa-che protested, for by her sympathetic outlook Yun-yi stood in some need of reassurance, “seeing that we are all three of a common mould? Or at least,” she added with the strict regard for exactitude that proclaimed a virtuous upbringing, “so far as would appear to a casual observer.”

“That is only your excessively good-natured way of putting one who is obviously unmannerly more at his ease,” maintained Yun-yi; “but fortunately the point need not be pressed to a variance between us. In order to assure Sun-jen it is now needful to disclose that for many years the one who speaks was pledged to the rites and practice of another Order. Why he came to incur the odium of this resentful League, and how, by the lucky intervention of the Spirit of a benevolent ancestor, he was able to effect a miraculous withdrawal, may — subject to your enduring compassion — serve to provide an instance.”

“So dutifully expressed a subject could not fail to attract our ears,” becomingly declared Hwa-che, and Sun-jen contributed a more laconic welcome.

V

“The powerful and far-reaching Guild which owned this one’s allegiance, and the commonplace-sounding name by which he was then known must necessarily remain unsaid, since ‘Trees can both hear and speak,’ “ began Yun-yi, after he had faithfully shared his last particle of snuff among them. “Let it suffice that through a simple cause he incurred a grave displeasure and two of the Order were told off to acquaint him with his failing. There being no hope of any respite, the one thus concerned came to an agreement with the two described so that he should retire into an adjoining wood and there self-end to everyone’s advantage.

“This arrangement he would have honourably observed had it not been for the pressure of arisements. It can only be assumed that a protective Influence of his race overheard the compact, for no sooner had he passed into the grove than he was drawn out of the direct path to a secluded sward for no apparent purpose.

“As the event unrolled, however, this was far from being the case. Beneath the branches of an aged tree sat one who ground his teeth, while every now and then he tore his hair or bit his thumb to indicate extreme displeasure. ‘Here is doubtless one who believes his lot is hard,’ was the thought this scene inspired; ‘yet how superior is his state to mine did he but know the difference.’

“With the charitable intention of reconciling the downcast stranger to his plight this one then stepped forward.

“ ‘Consider before you abandon yourself to so lavishly displayed a show of efficacious grief whether your case might not be harder. Behold the rope with which it is the intention of the one before you to self-end himself as soon as our pleasurable conversation has run its course, and compare your own prospect with one that has so inflexible an outlook.’

“ ‘As to that,’ replied the stranger, ‘it is just as well not to be too assertive. You at least have a suitable cord with which to effect your welcome end, whereas this invariably ill-nurtured outcast, having come here with a like resolve, now finds that he is without the means to accomplish his ambition.’

“ ‘It must be seldom that what is called the extensive grasp of resemblance is so literally maintained,’ remarked the one who is relating the surprise with which this disclosure filled him. ‘My own negligible case is that having incurred the resentment of an all-powerful League self-ending is the simplest and least painful way of settling the issue. Is your necessity equally oppressive?’

“ ‘There is no basis of analogy between the two, seeing that you are harassed by men but I am pursued by demons. Owing to an act of indiscretion while digging the foundation of a house, followed by a slight miscalculation in the position of a family graveyard, the enmity of a particularly rancorous tribe of Spirits was incurred, and these have ever since made it their affair to attend and thwart me.’

“ ‘In what especial direction do their discreditable efforts tend?’

“ ‘Chiefly by making success seem logically within the grasp and then in some ignoble way frustrating its achievement,’ was the morose admission. ‘Obliging traders have revealed to him lucrative schemes of gain, but once he has joined in the right to share their profit the demons have — much to the well-meaning promoters’ distressed surprise — contrived some wholly unforeseen weakness in the project. Cattle that experienced owners have pronounced to be robust and sound no sooner changed hands than they developed mysterious defects and fell into a languor, while merchandise, bought on the direct understanding that it could be sold for more, would be found to have meanwhile deteriorated to a loss by the malice of these insidious Beings.’

“As he paused even a churl would not have withheld a sympathetic word, whereupon the funereal wayfarer recalled another hardship.

“ ‘Favourably disposed strangers, who had expressed the utmost confidence in this one’s faith, have been known to disappear completely at a crucial stage of our intercourse — pushed off the earth by the malignity of this persecution. The very air is laden.’



“ ‘It would almost seem as though you would be wise to abstain from all enterprise while these conditions last,’ suggested this one, rather at a loss to know what advice to offer. ‘Have you tried the effect of wearing written charms well spread about the body?’

“ ‘It is not ineptly said that he who has bruised his knee by a sudden fall will never lack a trusty friend to point out what he slipped on,’ was the not altogether tactfully chosen answer. ‘The time has long been past when the one whom you enjoin had any further store to hazard. For a period now he has won his stinted rice by serving others as a hireling vassal, and even in these lowly tasks the enmity of the pursuing fiends has always succeeded in having him thrust out with expressions of dishonour. Latterly he has tried his hand at pilfering, embezzlement, threatening to haunt, and other simple forms of crime, but never with any credit, and it is indeed his latest failure in this respect that has brought him to a limit.’

“ ‘If the subject is not in any way distasteful perhaps you would satisfy my ill-bred curiosity as to what took place,’ I said, and the one addressed obligingly consented.

“ ‘It can matter very little either one way or the other now,’ he replied, ‘and as I equally have a request to make it is just as well not to be too unbending. In the hope of some small gain I had for a time past been loitering with a set intent about the courtyard of a certain War Lord of the Province. At last the chance occurred, a silver cup from which the general had drunk wine being left unguarded. Even while my hand was stretched out the one described came by that way in an indecisive manner, then taking from his sleeve a treasured roll he sought a hiding-place, which presently he chose in the lining of a hat, and thereafter he fell asleep, being, so to speak, in an absorbed condition.

“ ‘This sudden chance threw a never balanced mind into an acute dilemma. Whereas the silver cup had up to then seemed a princely recompense for this one’s pains, it now appeared as though it might be meagre compared with what so affluent a chief took such trouble to conceal where none would think to examine. The uncertainty, added to the risk of being seen, grew more and more distressing.’

“ ‘Yet if the way was clear, as you have shown, why should you not have possessed yourself of both and so turned doubt into assurance?’ was this one’s natural inquiry.

“ ‘That is only another instance of the lamentable power the demons wielded,’ confessed the stranger. ‘So harassed between the two was this one’s mind that not until now did he grasp the possibility of so obvious a solution. All this merely adds to his resolve, for when he came to observe the roll, which in the end he fixed on, in place of the expected gem or rare jewel of worked gold, some worthless parchment sheets of meaningless designs emerged to mock his high hope of riches.’”

“Did the disheartened stranger indicate that War Lord more exactly, or say at any time what happened to the roll?” exclaimed Hwa-che with interest, for a circumstance connected with Pung Chu began to have a meaning.

“He described him in certain general terms whenever he spoke of him, but nothing that would serve for a specific guide, being such as an outspoken man might apply to gny high official.”

VI

This interruption did not seem altogether grateful to Yun-yi, for he coughed several times before he continued the narration, so that Hwa-che forbore to press him further. Nor was Sun-jen’s behaviour wholly free from doubt, as from time to time he struck with a club at overhanging shrubs, and he had a way of blowing loudly through his teeth for no apparent reason.

“When the one sitting beneath the tree had told me this,” resumed Yun-yi, “as neither had been shaken in his design and the day was drawing on there was plainly nothing to be done but to go about our business.

“ ‘Since I have told you all you ask it now rests with you to grant a trifling service,’ said the stranger. ‘Divide the rope you carry on your arm and give me half, so that each may effect his purpose.’

“To this I willingly agreed, but when the rope was shaken from its coils it was plain to see that allowing for the necessary knots and loop it would come short of our object. Thereupon the other fell again to denouncing the malignity of the Beings ever on his track to thwart him.

“ ‘Be that as it is,’ was my reply, ‘it will go hard if two resolute men cannot outwit an unsubstantial Shadow. Seeing that the rope falls short of a dual length we will take its use in turn, and you, being as it were a valued guest, shall have the first preferment.’

“ ‘That would never have occurred to me,’ declared the other, ‘and clearly shows what I have all along contended. But as to go first would imply some sort of merit, you must inevitably take precedence.’

“At this it began to appear as though night would fall with our variance unsettled had not the thought come to the one now left that politeness might be met by leaving what we argued to the outcome of a hazard.

“ ‘Your aptitude for contriving ways and means covers my head with shame,’ he said, and we presently casting a round and a flat stick at a venture, it fell to the stranger to be the first to Pass himself Upwards.

“ ‘It is very odd that I who have hitherto always been the one to lose should score this success as the last act of my misspent life,’ he remarked, with a certain touch of distrust, as we both arranged the rope in a suitable position, ‘and I cannot altogether cleanse my mind of a qualm that there may be a concealed snare somewhere. Perhaps before — —’ But at this point, the support being suddenly withdrawn, he passed immediately into the state of his next existence.

“It was not until then that the one who sat waiting until he could prudently unknot the cord grasped how this happening might rearrange his future. It has never been claimed that he himself had any ambition to Pass Up, and the undertaking to self-end was more in the nature of a general convenience. It now appeared that this stranger might opportunely take his place when those charged with the case should come that way again to see that the sentence had been accomplished.

“This, then, he very simply did, changing what things he wore with the other, who would scarcely have been so unreasonable as to raise a dissenting voice after the way in which this one had assisted his endeavour, and he also made it as though birds had altered the expression of his face somewhat and harmonized the details.

“Thereafter, realizing the need of a powerful confederacy to bear the part of one who had neither name nor Tablets, he sought the mantle of the Order of the Hanging Sword, claiming to be newly from a distant Province and keeping aloof from all who might question this pretension. Doubtless there are certain incongruities that a more accomplished relater of actual things would have easily avoided, but there is a saying that elephants do not tread on earth-worms, and in any case, O incredulous Sun-jen, it will be seen that a claim has been established.”

VII

After Yun-yi had recounted the instance of the calamitous stranger whom he so charitably helped on, Sun-jen willingly agreed that his integrity was plentifully maintained and amity was again re-established between them. Hwa-che also contributed approval and, as she was not desirous of being called upon to relate her case (the peaks of the marauders’ citadel being now in sight), she purposely added:

“It would be difficult to judge evenly between the ingenuity of Sun-jen’s tale and the attractiveness of Yun-yi’s recital,” although at the same time she gave each an expressive glance that plainly indicated in which direction lay her verdict. “Certainly it would be worth a footsore march to visit that same field, while this one would willingly forgo a three-coursed feast to have seen the delusive scroll that so misled the inauspicious stranger.”

“That can be accomplished without depriving yourself of so much as a single grain of millet,” declared Yun-yi alertly. “Being in that other’s sleeve when the things I spoke of happened, that I still have it is a check as to whether I have or have not displayed exactness.”

“There can be no shred of doubt that this is indeed that most unsavoury War Lord’s missing plan,” considered Hwa-che aside, as she recognized the geometrical design and the official style of writing. “Its reappearance here is evidently some detail of the quest, but it is a little difficult to know just how it fits into the fabric. In this rebellious camp its service would be obscure, and it might even prove a pitfall: how, then, if some prudent friend who understands its weight could be given the chance to use it?”

“Thus and thus,” she accordingly replied, “this is evidently a treatise based on some abstract theme, written in the obsolete manner. Being neither a system of winning numbers nor a romance of unfettered passion few would bestow two glances, but an occasional student here and there might doubtless be found to venture a piece of silver on the chance of an apt expression.”

“To one who cannot read, an inscribed roll it is no better than an outworn horse — it takes up space but can convey no message,” was Yun-yi’s lament; “whereas a piece of current silver carries a universal meaning. . . . Perhaps some of your distinguished kin who have sound literary tastes — —”

“None of this one’s belated stock take any interest whatever in the remoter paths of learning,” was her admission. “There is said to be, however, an obscure scribe in the Mandarin T’sin Wong’s suite who is easily beguiled by outlandish inscriptions. Chin-tung the pedant’s name is; it might repay your toil to approach this confiding scholar.”

“You share my rice henceforward. Yet if the one you cite has an official rank is it to be thought that I, who have straw shoes on my feet, should procure speech with him?”

“There is a way — I have chanced to learn — that admits you to his presence. The password with those who bring him curious wares is this, ‘I come from him who wore the scarlet feather.’”

“All that I have is yours, now onwards. My only doubt hangs on the tale I have to tell, and as to whether one who is not by trade a receiver of stolen things may or may not imply a danger. If this can be safely met — —”

“It can be met by reason of my knowledge of such traffics. On the outer cover of the scroll I will now write, ‘No questions to be asked,’ that being in the nature of a talismanic greeting. This will safeguard your part, and to complete the toll an added sign implies that he who brings it is to receive an ingot of good weight and standard.”

“While you are doing that why not make the ingot two?” suggested Yun-yi briskly. “Be assured that on anything received your share on a reasonable scale will not be called into question.”


CHAPTER XIX
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A NOTABLE ABSENCE of refinement on the part of the Avenging Knives leads to Hwa-che meeting one whom she had seen before, and what he disclosed thereafter.

I

BY this time they had come to the strong places among rocks which formed the barrier of the rebel chieftain’s outpost. Beyond this, the path shrank to a narrow ledge leading to the gate, with the drop a windy space on either side where eagles had their combats. To mark the limit of disputed ground a row of posts was set, and on each a head, which had formerly been a hostage. Sun-jen spoke reminiscently of some of these but it is doubtful if he really knew, for small grey birds had made their nests where reason had once been, and continually went in and out with an incessant twitter.

It was here that all three paused, for if Hwa-che went on she must inevitably come into the gateway, and neither of the others had any wish to meet the armed keeper of the door, who could be seen across the tenuous way, swinging a threatening blade as he stood before the postern.

“From this point we can mark you in and so report to the one whom we obey that we have, in fact, seen you enter,” explained Sun-jen, indicating the distant gate across the causeway. “You cannot turn aside for there is no aside to turn to. Farewell, Hwa-che: put your trust in the high protective Beings, but at the same time it is well to remember that a small knife carried inside the nostril never comes amiss when danger threatens.”

“It is scarcely to be thought that one so slight will carve a way out either by force or cunning,” was Yun-yi’s speculation. “However, as you have pointed teeth, Hwa-che, you need not altogether give up hope, for ‘An ounce of luck is better than a hundredweight of wisdom.’ May you yet make the destined one the happy mother of three score vigorous he-children.”

“Without that being actually probable it would be bootless to despair, since ‘Though you cannot see through a stone wall there are things the other side,’ “ replied Hwa-che discreetly. “We have come together on a toilsome march and now our feet bend elsewhere. Prosperity attend your going!”

Sun-jen made no response, though he disguised the expression of his face by continuing to blow loudly, while Yun-yi turned aside on the pretence of catching a passing insect.

II

When Hwa-che came to the keeper of the gate she made the sign of peace and indicated that she bore a written message. At this he lowered the bar and struck an iron gong to warn the guard inside that there was no immediate necessity to discharge their weapons. He was a harsh, misshapen man, who had the appearance of having been crushed downwards, so that the greater part of his excess bulk protruded sideways. To indicate his sphere he wore an iron collar.

“To one who comes unarmed is there any formal reason why your hospitable door should not swing freely inwards?” was Hwa-che’s greeting, more for the sake of expressing a polite form than in any apprehension.

“To those who come unarmed there is never any difficulty whatever on that score,” replied the dog-like keeper. “Whether at a later period you will discover a similar facility when you wish it to give outwards may be another matter. However, since you are come, you are honourably welcome.”

III

Inside the high stockade Hwa-che found the ordinary affairs of a rebel camp being pursued with regularity and method. To one who showed a wand she fully declared her errand, requiring to be taken to the leader of the force at once, but for some reason it appeared that this was not the custom. Instead, the letter she displayed was not received entirely as she had expected, but before she realized that her ceremonial formalities were not being returned with courteous precision a door behind her opened and then closed and, without knowing exactly who had been concerned in the perfidious movement, she found herself confined in a small, unwholesome den which she was unable to identify more clearly owing to the absence of both grille and shutter.

“This is rather an unpolished reception for one who has come bearing an emblem of goodwill,” was her not unnatural reflection, “and it is far from clear at the moment how so incongruous a development fits in with the scheme for discovering the missing pig-tail. It is perhaps too soon, however, to expect this to be revealed in detail, but nothing is more secure than that according to the rigid Barbarian plan something very definite must emerge from so drastic an adventure.”

“If it is not absolutely necessary for your refined convenience that you should stand on this superfluous person’s unprepossessing face, he would, for his part, willingly forgo the gratifying pleasure,” came an interrupting voice from the dark spaces about, and Hwa-che hastily varied her position. “This obscene lair being in any case straitened for even one, it was not to be thought that a new-comer could at once adapt himself to the requirements of its limits,” the unseen continued when Hwa-che expressed a seemly regret for her inadvertence. “Presently you will discover that the only endurable way of passing the time until execution is to lie extended on the floor, in the hope that sleep will perchance mitigate your torments.”

“All this has a very abrupt and disquieting air to one who has only just arrived on a mission of fraternal greeting,” exclaimed Hwa-che, in no way reassured by her companion’s pessimistic outlook. “Who speaks of execution and a defiance of the ordinary laws of conduct?”

“So far as this one’s experience goes, no one here takes the trouble to put the intimation into words, the matter being assumed as settled,” was the morose admission. “ ‘Cold iron, not hot air,’ is the apophthegm engraved upon their sword of office, and any intruder from outside is deemed to have automatically come within their code of vengeance. Ill-destined that he ever was, the yamen cellars of the Mandarin T’sin Wong were as the shady courts of paradise compared with this fetid abode of anguish.”

“You speak of the Mandarin T’sin Wong, so that it is to be presumed you are from Kochow also,” exclaimed Hwa-che in some amazement. “Who, then, are you, and what is the chain of circumstances that has brought you towards this strange encounter?”

“The unpleasant name I bear is Li, that being equally applicable to my father and many of our kindred likewise. Until a recent day my fit and menial task was to remove the accumulated dust from His High Excellence’s surroundings. Thus and thus I toiled, although the ineptitude of those who cast their faults on me led to much ill-directed censure.”

“This seems to be tending towards some noteworthy disclosure,” was Hwa-che’s deft assumption. “Proceed,” she added, “to unwrap your attractive verbal package. It has all the appearance of being mentally sustaining.”

“After a period of endurance for the wrongs of others it became necessary to make an appropriate gesture if this one was to preserve the inherent dignity of being. This took the form of getting together whatever he could amass, and leaving the palace for a distant part of which he had made assurance.”

(“Without seeing the acrimonious hireling his identity is reasonably secure, and all that he has so far said fits in with a known pattern,” Hwa-che considered. “It can no longer be ignored in what direction developments are hastening.”)

“Owing to the depravity of one who forswore his father’s tomb, however, the intractable animal upon which this person had relied to carry him to safety foundered by the way, and he himself was deposited with lavish unconcern among the more rough-edged of his belongings. In that plight he besought succour among this nest of misbegotten vipers, with the result that you see before you — or would if this ill-constructed pest-house did but possess a lattice.”

“It is absolutely incredible the way in which the necessary encounters are arranged when once mysterious arisements are being pursued on the Barbarian system,” was drawn from the depths of Hwa-che’s unstinted homage. “It being an essential detail of the plan that you should be here to reveal some material circumstance within your knowledge, not only are you, as one might say, enticed to commit a fraudulent retirement but a wholly disinterested camel-coper is drawn into the scheme, and even an irrational and generally contradictory-minded beast induced to perform its allotted function. The conjunction that you are shortly to Pass Upwards removes the last possible objection to admitting in this one’s ear all that you know about the missing pig-tail. First, however, since time may come to press, have you learned from these polluters of ancestral Tablets when they are likely to end your meritorious state of being?”

“Their regular times of execution, it has been hinted, are alternate seventh days of each moon, during the open season. In this your lucky number has come up, as you have not long to wait, whereas he who speaks has already endured what seems an æon of persecution. But what is this about a missing pig-tail, or why should we, who are shortly to Pass Beyond, concern our minds with such superfluous matters?”

“What you forecast as regards yourself is reasonably assured,” replied Hwa-che, “but it is quite different with the other of the two who are here conversing. One entrusted with unravelling a complicated crime in the profound Barbarian manner has never yet been known to perish by the way, though they who cross his path may drop around like over-ripe li-chi in the Season of Great Tempest. Thus, being here to trace and restore His Excellence’s despoiled appendage, it necessarily follows that something is destined to intervene in time so that romantic impartiality may be established. Whether this will take the form of human authority, demoniac control or celestial manifestation does not concern the issue.”

“This is somewhat beyond the scope of my everyday experience,” declared Li, who has never been represented as high-strung or quick-witted. “Why, however, should you, living within a bow-shot of the object of your quest, have come on an untamed duck hunt to a hostile rebel camp among these barren uplands?”

“You say that because your mind has not been trained to fathom the logical sequence of revealing indications,” replied Hwa-che severely. “Every step has followed unswervingly upon another, it being finally shown that the one who must inevitably have performed the crime is the member of a secret band whose practice it is to discard the queue as a pledge of insubordination.”

“Let that be how it will as regards betraying footsteps, disclosing signs and not what, the one who speaks speaks only of his knowledge,” was the mule-like Li’s rejoinder. “His High Excellence — or the ancient male bird, venerable goat, obsolete tin bead, superannuated metal waver, as may be chosen — undoubtedly cut off his own moth-eaten appendage for some obscure purpose that is outside this one’s reason, notwithstanding the outcry that signalized its disappearance.”

“What is this that you express in actual words?” demanded Hwa-che, scarcely able to rely upon her usually well-conditioned ears. “Yet how should you, who measure by your thumbs, presume to set up your own grotesque opinion against the inexorable deductions of the precise Barbarian method?”

“There is an adage that ‘Truth is more unsettling than an earthquake,’ and your shaken voice would seem to indicate that there may be something in the saying. Come what shall, the essential fact was as this one has crudely stated, for on the night involved he and certain others of his band conspiring to pass the time in gladness, he who admits the fact wedged up both the shutter bar and the handle of the door of his lordship’s inner chamber, so that he might not by any chance come forth and interrupt the revel. Thus, the obstructions being undisturbed at dawn, it emerges that none can have passed in or out under cover of darkness.”

“This has so strange an air as to be only credible by reason of its extreme improbability. That a menial slave should dare — —”

“As to that, everyone knows that when the watch-dog snores rats no longer have to walk on tiptoes, and a good deal takes place in the monastery that you do not find recorded in the book of virtuous doings. This was not unthought-out and there was a ready answer on our tongues — as that his safety was assailed — if he whose freedom we controlled had discovered the position.”

“There can no longer be a doubt — —”

“Setting aside the motive, which still remains obscure, doubt is neither here nor there from one end to the other. That his Outstanding Prominence had this tail at such a time, and that at another it was hence, these far-seeing eyes can bear specific witness, while between the two stages none but Chin-tung had access to the room or could have gained admittance. As regards Chin-tung — even if one so notoriously subservient should harbour a dark revenge — he whose helplessness must be essential to the scheme was by then alert and wakeful. It thus ensues beyond all contradiction — —”

“There can no longer be a doubt,” resumed Hwa-che coldly (though the distance of her glance at hearing one whom she esteemed described as she had herself defined him was necessarily lost on the undiscerning Li in the obscurity of their prison), “that here is the ultimate bedrock line of investigation which has been ordained from the outset for this one to pursue, and that everything befalling hitherto has been relentlessly leading up to the moment when the two who are now discussing it should meet as condemned prisoners in a rebel chieftain’s lair among the inhospitable mountains.”

“Though,” she added for her own ear alone, “why the same result could not have been obtained at an earlier period in the more health-giving environs of walled Kochow, it might be arduous to explain to ordinary persons who have not enjoyed the advantages of studying the classic Barbarian models.”


CHAPTER XX
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DESPAIR OF THE considerately inclined T’sin Wong and the means whereby he sought to avert frustration. His encounter with Chin-tung and that one’s subsequent behaviour.

I

WHILE Hwa-che was thus employed in pursuing crime by a strict adherence to the profound Barbarian system, things in the meanwhile had been far from pleasantly arranged as regards that humane and much-enduring nobleman, the Mandarin T’sin Wong, chief authority of walled Kochow and all its Outer Limits.

It may be recalled by those who have had the exquisite condescension to follow this halting and poverty-stricken chronicle through its various badly told involvements, that the dignitary in question, after being met by the extinction of his treasured flock of silk-worms, was at once brought face to face, in a way of speaking, with the humiliating and prophetic loss of his uniquely distinguished pig-tail, and almost immediately afterwards entangled with the presence of a grasping and contumacious Being that had insinuated itself among his remoter organs, while over all a well-grounded apprehension about the orthodox continuance of his old-established Line corroded his rest and robbed even the most glutinous courses of a feast of their normal relish.

Staggering under these accumulated evidences of the Powers’ resentment the distressed official shunned all outside contact and spent the interminable gong-strokes of the day wandering from room to room, now absent-mindedly burning an aromatic joss-stick before the shrine of an image or influential Tablet, now lethargically watching the flight of some passing winged insect that he lacked even the energy to grasp at. Equally poised between a continuous desire to consult the Omens and an ever-present dread of knowing what they foretold, he sought to encounter portents in a roundabout way, so that while accepting them when they seemed propitious he could affect not to have noticed anything unusual if the indications were threatening to his prospects. This chiefly concerned the Lady Fa’s approaching endeavour, for having come definitely to regard himself as fated, nothing but the arrival of one of his own sort could hold out any promise. In this emergency even to encounter any of his inoffensive she-children (and as they were both numerous and affectionately inclined it was difficult to avoid their presence) was sufficient to engender choler, which led to frequent dissensions between himself and the one who invariably upheld their prestige.

II

It was in one of these spans of white and funereal dejection that T’sin Wong bent his down-hearted steps towards the inner chamber of his lesser one, to suggest, perchance, yet another specific towards bringing about that which alone could assuage his dire misgivings. As he had already pressed upon her notice a variety of beneficial charms and guaranteed devices, none of which she had actually received with songs of gladness, T’sin Wong now thought to impart to his latest spell an extraneous air of authority when he found the one he sought, she being engaged in embroidering a scanty robe and attended by a privileged dependant.

“At last, O Cluster of Lilies, I come with confidence clasped in one hand and well-tried experience in the other,” he exclaimed, after their more formal greetings had been exchanged, at the same time affecting an absence of concern that might have been misleading. “Last night, as this one floated in the Middle Air, he was favoured with a vision, which in the circumstances should carry more than ordinary persuasion. This took the form of one whom he at once recognized as the Spirit of your revered mother, wearing, however, an expression both benign and reassuring. Pointing on the one side to a lusty, newborn he-child that she urged forward, and on the other to a fragrant dish of stew, she delivered the following message, ‘The eyes of three male toads, found towards dusk beneath a stone at the gate of an ancient temple, mixed with a little saffron growing in the shade of a spreading banyan, and the scales of an average gudgeon. These, baked to a rich consistency in a paste formed of flour and scented water, should be eaten by the expectant one in the last moon of her trial and are an infallible specific.’ The apparition then dissolved, still wearing a look of unnatural indulgence, whereupon he who is stating exactly what occurred came back to earth and at once took up a brush and wrote out the injunction.”

“The interest displayed by the one whom you thus met was natural and well-timed, but the opportunity for sustained conversation is seldom a feature at such moments, and this would seem to have been no exception to the routine,” replied the Lady Fa, turning aside for an instant to part a silken thread between her teeth of jade-like lustre. “Otherwise you would doubtless have explained in turn that a generous sufficiency of the decoction of bull’s horn and chopped goat’s whisker — recommended by the wandering monk whose sanctity impressed you — still remains on hand, while as a further influence towards an end your wholly devoted one is wearing next herself the talismanic — and extremely uncomfortable — girdle formed of alternate mouse and lizard skins, prescribed by your own household diviner. Then — as your high-born nose will inevitably apprise you — there are the triple-power pastilles continuously burning before the image of Koom-fa, Universal Mother; the bells of a metal symbolic of virility rung with appropriate sinew whenever this one is on the point of seeking a refreshing slumber; the incantations several times a day to the accompaniment of drums, cymbals, fireworks, broken saucers, ceremonial mutterings — —”

“All this is doubtless as you truly say, Fountain of Delight,” interposed T’sin Wong with ingratiating mildness, for although the Lady Fa’s enchanting voice did not appreciably vary from that in general use, the one who was familiar with its music could discriminate the finer shades of warning, “but that which is worth achieving at all is worth effecting aptly, and any slight thing that we can do while there is still time is merely, so to speak, an added weight pressed down in the scale of assurance. The particular quality inherent to a toad — —”

“It is no less to the point that even of excellence it is not impossible to have a surfeit,” was the suitable rejoinder. “Who is to say at what specific stage we may not have reached, as one might call it, the limit of saturation, where-after all that is added is an unbecoming excess of what may be conveniently described as he-ness? It is one thing to bring into the world a sturdy offspring who in due course should develop all the appropriate insignia of his species: it would be distressing beyond words to be the engenderer of an unnatural sort, who in place of the sparse covering of our civilized state should be thickly garbed from head to foot with fur, to warm affection reciprocate the phlegmatic outlook of the gelid frog, prefer existence gliding through the wave to the firm resistance of his native soil, or with an armoured skin like some uncouth saurian perhaps even disclose the caudal appendage inherent to a newt.”

“The reference to a tail was, in the existing circumstances, both ill-timed and of doubtful flavour,” declared T’sin Wong, who, on this subject, was becoming prone to bias. “Seek to acquire tact, O Scatterer of Discord.”

“The flavour of stewed toad might prove even less attractive,” the Lady Fa retorted. “Let each respect his boundaries. Is it not on record that when in the days of the Great Inundation a well-inclined but irrational official sought out the Dragon that had wrought the mischief and begged him to desist, this was the Being’s answer, ‘I am a Dragon and behave as Dragons do. You are an official: go and get on with your official business.’ Thus and thus, Exalted. You are a high authority of justice in the land; the one who shakes before your glance is again, and for the seventh time, about to become a she-parent.”

At this the Mandarin T’sin Wong prudently withdrew, not feeling that he could very well unveil his inner thoughts before the eyes of an undiscriminating attendant.

III

As His High Excellence was returning from this well-meant quest he chanced to encounter the inscriber of his word, who was performing his usual task, though with a somewhat preoccupied leaning. Chin-tung would thereupon have approached T’sin Wong, but the harassed Mandarin thrust the advance aside by briefly stating his own view of the occurrence.

“It is a lamentable fact, Chin-tung,” he maintained, “that whenever it is essential to a greatly overworked superior’s tranquillity of mind that nothing of a disagreeable nature should obtrude, you invariably contrive to draw attention to your exceptionally unpleasant features.”

“It would have been an ever-present source of bitterness among this one’s future joys had he indeed missed the opportunity to take down your limpidly strung phrases,” replied Chin-tung, uncovering his tablets. “Continue, Buttress of Pure Style, to expose your mental fabric.”

“But since you are here,” pursued the talented administrator, overlapping the greater part of Chin-tung’s graceful compliment in a determination to show that one what weight attached to anything he might say, “there are certain details of your neglected office that require supervision. What, for example, is being arranged to obviate the necessity of this bodily afflicted person having to set out towards the Capital before the existing moon has faded?”

“Alas, Benevolence,” was the downcast admission, “short of a stroke of the Imperial Pencil it would seem to be inevitable that an acquiescent face should be turned towards that venture. The last Order from the controlling Board is both precise and final.”



“It has been sometimes claimed,” mused the accomplished law-giver, yet so modulating his impressive voice as to afford Chin-tung the unquestionable felicity of missing no syllable of the inspired dictum, “that every high official’s inner self may be accurately gauged from the character and behaviour of the person whom he employs to record his spoken sayings. Let it be openly conceded, however, that if the one who is making every allowance for the low state of intelligence prevailing among the inferior literary classes accepted such an adage, he would at once beg to be relieved of his cognizances and button and retire to an unknown part, so long as you, Chin-tung, continued to exhibit the combination of ineptitude and vice that has long made your name a by-word among the derisive of this city. Having thus cleared the ground of any possible misunderstanding on the subject of your annual surplusage, it would be as well that you should arrange in tabular form the daily routine to be carried out in view of our forthcoming journey.”

“A thousand unwritten pages await your commanding voice,” replied Chin-tung inertly. “The brush is new and the freshly crushed ink of an intriguing smoothness.”

“Owing to the long-throatedness of judicial forms,” continued the profound authority, with an expressive gesture tending to convey that while these details were of essential weight it was unnecessary for Chin-tung to draw attention to himself by recounting them, “there is a heavy accumulation of court business that must definitely be cleared off before we leave or the rumour may precede that laxity obtains in Kochow legal circles. Let the various grades of prison underlings be warned that, if necessary, they must toil beyond their stipulated limit, for the agreed sufficiency of one-and-a-quarter portions.”

“High Excellence, this has — —”

“Replenish the store of rope, lead, iron, wood, liquid fat, inflammable oil, pitch, tar, resin, sulphur and other necessary combustibles. See to it that the different racks, ladders, blocks, cages, harrows, pillories, tanks, barrels and similar engines of persuasion are well greased and in good working order. Go over and check the stock of rods, whips, chains, hooks, shackles, pincers, branks, manacles, thumb-screws, cangs, gags, branding irons, mouth-openers, nose-closers, wrist-holders, ear-distenders, chest-compressers, spiked collars, screw-boots, heavy hats, metal spiders, elastic caterpillars and so forth.”

“Great Eminence, already in the past — —”

“Compare the lists of those awaiting justice with the number of persons actually in hand and ensure a business-like consistence, either by striking out so many as are superfluous to the list or else by procuring the requisite balance of persons accused of crime from the idle and otherwise unoccupied loitering about the by-ways of the city — whichever course is the more convenient at the moment.”

“Most Exalted, before the word is spoken — —”

“Time being the essence of our state, all frivolous excuses must at once be frowned on. The accused, under our logical and well-tried system of jurisdiction, being deemed guilty until his innocence is proved (for why else, indeed, should any be arraigned and held captive?), a considerable winding up can be effected by not going through the formality of bringing them up for trial. In particular, I have in mind two whose offence suffers no extenuation. The elderly, goat-like impostor and the persuasive youth of his dissembling Line, who, under the guise of philosophical attainment, have drawn free rice and quarters since they came, have all but reached their limit. By failing to restore what they undertook to find they have, by a broad analogy, been guilty of its abstraction. Their offence is that of the original despoiler, since obviously, unless iniquity is to triumph and our faces be eclipsed, someone must be found to expiate the outrage.”

“Illustriousness, it is of these very ones that I would raise my ineffectual voice,” pleaded Chin-tung, clearing his oppressive throat profusely. “He whom you so aptly liken to a venerable horned sheep has left behind the lust to do actual wrong; his only crime effeteness. The youthful one, Hwa-che by name, has in all things a becoming and ingenuous air that is incapable of offending; furthermore, he has neither by night nor day avoided both danger and fatigue in your ennobling service. Suffer this once, High Excellence, strict authority to slumber.”

“You will, therefore, since my unbending voice has said, take due precaution that all roads, tracks and outward paths shall be closed to these particular offenders,” continued the even-handed ruler, with no indication that a single word of this modestly composed appeal had reached his usually not thick-skinned imagination. “Meanwhile, take heed, Chin-tung, for against the due appearance of two so easily secured your own by no means unchallengeable loyalty stands hostage.”

IV

It did not need this encounter to remind Chin-tung that he had seen neither Hwa-che nor Kwan Yen for upwards of four-and-twenty gong-strokes, so assiduous had he been in the discharge of T’sin Wong’s business, and though he might have foregone philosophical discussion with Kwan Yen to an indefinite extent, there was an added incentive to seek out Hwa-che now that the Mouthpiece of Justice had disclosed his teeth in so threatening a gesture. What he had so far merely assumed in outline was thus filled in with a very lurid colour, and Chin-tung recognized that his loosely woven plans of flight and escape must soon take a deliberate pattern.

It was in this frame of mind that he was bending his downcast feet towards an out-part of the gardens when the sound of dispute before a gate that gave admittance to the purlieus of the yamen reached him. Thinking no more than that this was the usual altercation between the hand of the one who kept the bolt and the sleeve of him who sought admission, Chin-tung was passing by when a reference to himself created interest. He therefore turned aside and presently discovered how the matter stood among them.

“Behold, inscriber of the spoken word,” exclaimed the guard, with the habitual looseness of respect of the callous-palmed towards the literary classes, “here is one who evokes your name and has besides some hen and buffalo account of the magic that may be wrought by wearing a crimson feather. Further, he demurs the established usage.”

“Not to impugn your ancient right I will myself pass out,” declared Chin-tung. “There is a hint beneath this surface,” he surmised, and he stepped through into the Way outside the wall where there was little traffic.

“It is the same as one,” was the keeper of the gate’s pensive reply as he swung his thwarted sleeve morosely. “ ‘Hair by hair you may pluck even a tiger bald,’ and Shun-Ho has all but reached the limit.”

V

Beyond the wicket Chin-tung found one who withheld his name but professed a pleasure that they should have encountered. He had, he said, a cryptic scroll, such as the learned buy, and for this, he had been assured by one who knew — a straightforward youth wearing a scarlet feather — that any in the position of a great lord’s scribe would feel it as a humiliating slight to be asked less than three taels of current silver.

It was not for some beats of time that Chin-tung could rearrange his mind to meet this new condition. Knowing nothing of Hwa-che’s latest quest, it was difficult to reconcile with that one’s inoffensive tastes an associate who was obviously a brigand of the worst-paid description, but this reference to the badge she wore was definite and exact, nor, from what he had already seen, was it outside the bounds that Hwa-che might by this time have engaged a nest of pirates. He would have inquired on this and other matters, but the stranger who had come pointed to an injunction traced on the cover of the packet.

“No question shall be asked,” was what Chin-tung then read there, and he could not but admit the genuineness of the inscription. “Equally with this?” he capably resumed, and he indicated a further line of which the meaning was, “This for a single piece of merchantable silver.”

“That is plainly a slip of the brush, born from the stress of the situation,” claimed the other, recognizing that he had been short-sighted. “Two and one, as the basis of exchange, were certainly spoken of between us, and Hwa-che must have carelessly put down a single sign instead — —”

“It is of Hwa-che that I would chiefly learn,” interposed Chin-tung, “nor would this ban seem to refer to him, but rather to the means by which you have come to possess this confidential transcript. However, by setting one thing against another we may yet achieve a profitable understanding. Ignore the one and I for my part will equally forgo the other,” and he shook three silver pieces together in a suggestive manner.

“Your argument rings true,” confessed the one who stood before him. “Thus and thus is Hwa-che’s hazardous position.”

VI

When Chin-tung had drawn out all that could be learned and understood, the precariousness of Hwa-che’s slender hope among that unruly haunt of malefaction, an emotion of despair for the time robbed him of all effort, that one so slight and light-hearted should be brought to such a pass, for between his present case and his further prospects there did not seem to be so much chance of escape as would lift a prayer to the throne of the Pearly Ruler.

Even had his nimble-witted and influential High Excellence been on their side it was more than dubious whether, as the occasion stood, his authority would have carried. Had it been the Hanging Sword, the Fragrant Pure, the Strongly Bent Bow of Wisdom — Chin-tung knew them all, and as a matter of detail in T’sin Wong’s service he had gleaned sufficient of their Oaths and Constitutions — had it been one of the analect-and-lotus-water Societies a tactfully framed hint would have been sufficient. But the object of the Avenging Knife really was to avenge — using incidentally for that purpose any ill-considering person who strayed within their barrier — and neither T’sin Wong’s lordship nor T’sin Wong himself would have — in the deplorable apophthegm of the period — split any bamboo beyond the rebel causeway.

It was at this juncture of the Fates, when matters seemed so far gone that there was nothing left but to fold one’s acquiescent arms and trust to the intervention of the Forces, that a faint glimmer of hope — no more substantial at that pause than the quiver of a newly lighted joss-stick — flickered into being among the despairing shifts thronging Chin-tung’s imagination. In his grasp he held the plans whose loss had so greatly perturbed Pung Chu’s assurance, and he had no further doubt that Hwa-che had contrived for them to reach his hand for this specific purpose. Pung Chu, War Lord of a Province, was the one man who — if he chose to move — was in a position to bring the outlaw band to terms of reason, and Chin-tung, as he retraced his steps, was digesting in his mind the most effectual line of strategy whereby the admittedly sluggish “master of proceeding backwards” should be, as it is said, spurred into vigorous action.

VII

As he bent his feet in the direction of the War Lord’s fastness, Chin-tung had to pass at no great distance from the yamen outer buildings, and to that extent he turned aside to learn if, perchance, Kwan Yen could add further to his knowledge.

He found the philosopher seated on a log within the shadow of his doorway, cherishing a cup and smoking a short pipe from which he noisily inhaled the fragrance. When he recognized Chin-tung he wished to point out to him the peculiarly delicate effect of sunlight filtering through a screen of young green leaves and falling upon a velvet mass of fungous growth that clung about the dead trunk of a cypress, but the one in question put the design aside, nor would he be drawn into a discussion with Kwan Yen about the nature of paraheliotropism.

“My only cause for being here is to glean anything I may of Hwa-che’s purposes or movement,” he declared briefly, for he had begun to suspect that something in Kwan Yen’s poise was not wholly free from moisture. “If haply you can shed a light upon his reason for consorting with the malign Avenging Knives, or what he hopes to gain from so desperate a move, it may assist this one in an effort. For it can no longer be withheld that his state by now may be one of extreme peril.”

“As far as that goes,” replied Kwan Yen, “we are all more or less in a paper boat crossing a swollen river. Sustenance reaches this weak-stomached person at prolonged and irregular intervals, nor is its selection in any way broad-minded. Life in Kochow is not what it was in obsequious Lo-ngo, where a well-expressed apology was both understood and treasured. The accommodation afforded by a dilapidated cow-pen attached to a third-rate yamen of a bankrupt magistracy at an obscurely moss-grown village in a remote and sterile Province is far from — —”

“Yours is doubtless one angle of the plight, but it is neither this nor that at the moment,” interrupted Chin-tung severely. “While Hwa-che remains in a hostile camp — —”

“Have no fear for the one you name,” counselled Kwan Yen, and having again assailed the cup he held, caution for the first time definitely forsook him. “Hwa-che will escape by the hair of her toe-nails, as in the past has invariably happened. Her sort is not born to be overcome by merely human means, though nothing short of this one’s care has so far preserved her from a voracious Being.”

“This, surely, is the result of our high-flown but ambiguous tongue,” exclaimed Chin-tung. “It is of Hwa-che, the youth of your own Line, to whom my words were pointing. Or can it be,” he added, as several obscure details in the past began to assume a meaning, “that under the relaxing influence of wine you have now exposed a deep-set scheme that has hitherto succeeded?”

“Since you know all,” replied Kwan Yen, “there is plainly nothing to be done but to compose a suitable extenuation. Hwa-che is not one of your sort but a she-child of our House, in whom the hopes of an effete and dwindling Line are ultimately centred. In order to avoid a curse and to delude a rapacious-minded Shadow we have acted thus and thus, and this and how is the outcome of the situation.” With these surprising words Kwan Yen, on whom the spice-laden air of Kwei-chang had for some time been operating in a peculiar manner, slipped from the log and passed at once into a profound abstraction.

“So far from this turning my feet aside it is indeed an added stimulus to proceed in an even more intensive fashion,” was Chin-tung’s thought as he hastily drew a coverlet of straw over Kwan Yen’s patriarchal form so that the oppression of the fiery ruler of the sky should not affect his reason. “Ever since our first meeting Hwa-che’s influence on this one’s life has been continual and far-reaching, but it is now plain that what has so far been taken for granted as a disinterested affection for one who appeared to be high-spirited, sincere and candid must now be regarded as having its origin in quite another subsoil. It is evidently what those who dissect our inside feelings in their less attractive forms would term this one’s spontaneous response to Hwa-che’s unconscious she-call — little as either of the two persons concerned know of what has been in progress. This involves an even added zeal in rearranging the position.”

VIII

Pung Chu, War Lord of all Kwei-chang, was imposing on himself a well-earned span of rest after the fatigue of settling with the comptroller of his board the exact order and composition of an impressive feast that he was giving the next day in honour of a few influential high officials.

At such a time it was inexpedient to disturb Pung Chu for any cause whatever, and so deep was the regard in which he was held by all those of his house that this very rarely happened — unless, indeed, the one concerned could first remove any weighty objects within reach which the aroused and ever-resourceful commander-in-chief might in the first moment of surprise use to convey displeasure.

It was for this reason that Chin-tung would have found obstinacy to beset his path had he sought admittance to Pung Chu with dutiful submission. He therefore turned aside after he had passed the outer gate (which he did by a plausible evasion), and made his way to the living parts by the light of his previous visit. Here he was able to establish the fact of Pung Chu’s presence by the robustness of his breathing, whereupon Chin-tung pressed his way through the paper window of the room and greeted the one who was now thoroughly alert with becoming ceremony.

“Nothing but the extreme urgency of what is about to emerge would have induced this respectful person to approach one so high up by a process so low down,” he declared, removing the more obvious shreds of oiled paper from his outline. “Have I your gracious permission to make my voice heard, Commander?”

“To demur would seem discourteous,” replied Pung Chu, recognizing that Chin-tung had already withdrawn the gong from beyond his reach and was standing in such a position that escape was fruitless. “Yet if that which is spoken of as preparing to emerge should be even more urgent than your own gratifying entry — —”

“The expression was ill-formed,” confessed Chin-tung, “in that all that is necessary to convince you of our common cause is ready for your judgment. Need it be said, Mightiness, that the reference is to the missing army plans, and to the length that you would be prepared to go to ensure their restoration?”

“Can it be that you have really achieved this end?” exclaimed Pung Chu, starting up violently from his couch (partly in surprise, but also to be in a better condition to outwit Chin-tung if the occasion offered). “Make good your hopeful words, and whatever reward you care to name will be sympathetically turned over.”

“Because you have scented a bear it does not necessarily mean that you will be wearing fur this winter,” replied Chin-tung profoundly. “Satisfy yourself, however, that the one before you is not, as the saying is, talking around his collar,” and he took from his sleeve a single written sheet and placed it for Pung Chu’s inspection.

“This is unquestionably a portion of the abstracted script,” declared Pung Chu, his degraded instincts at once seeking to devise a plan by which he might repossess it without payment, “and the remainder is doubtless safe about your enviable person? So impressive a moment cannot pass without appropriate rites,” and he would have struck the gong and summoned his attendants, under the pretence of bringing snuff and wine, had not Chin-tung capably forestalled him.

“The occasion does not yet arise,” he said, removing the gong still farther from the scope of Pung Chu’s influence, “but when, under our united efforts, it does, nothing will be more harmonious than to join you in your note of gladness. Meanwhile, the immediate need is to recover the bulk from those whose offensive aim it is to use it for the purpose of bringing your Excessive Highness into regrettable ill odour.”

“All this has a less attractive ring than at first appeared on the surface,” demurred Pung Chu, whose normal impulse was at once supine and grasping. “Since you have come to possess what you have already shown, why cannot you equally obtain the remainder?”

“As to that,” replied Chin-tung frankly, “it is essential to recognize that there are cogs beyond cogs in this mysterious case, and by their unpleasant clutch your Full Prominence has been drawn, so to speak, into a plot of exceptional scope and malice.”

“Say on,” enjoined Pung Chu. “This one had already suspected the unseen hand to be scheming his disfavour.”

“The activities of the Avenging Knife are the crux of the situation. For long that sinister and despotic tribe, under the ambitious lead of the redoubtable Tze Sze, has been striving to an end, and when the time was ripe the mask would be discarded. Meanwhile, one danger paralysed their arms. Need it be said that this was the military genius of your Extreme Excellence, lurking here at Kochow and ever barring the route of their rebellious passage?”

“You put the matter so uncommonly well that there would seem to be no actual reply needed to your flattering proposition,” was Pung Chu’s free admission. “Continue your unprejudiced disclosure.”

“Chance at last placed an ignoble weapon in their two-faced hands — the confidential plans entrusted to your lordship’s keeping — and it is lamentable to what degraded use they are prepared to put this trifling indiscretion. Inscribing the unsigned message ‘From a Trustworthy Well-wisher’ it is their noisome scheme to expose the facts to the Supreme Board of Warlike Censors, at the same time associating with your untarnishable name charges of gross carelessness, rank professional ineptitude, fundamental stupidity of outlook, abysmal immorality of conduct and ordinariness of character to an unbelievable degree. On public grounds your immediate recall and reduction to the condition of a street scavenger is to be demanded. That achieved, it will be promised that the restoration of the plans shall follow: otherwise they will be sold to the highest bidder among the unfriendly nations. By this unscrupulous alternative it is hoped to force the action of the Board and so remove the one who constitutes their menace.”

During this recital Pung Chu rolled from side to side upon the couch as the different emotions swayed him, and from time to time he emitted a baffled roar as he recognized what was likely to take place and his own practical effeteness. Afterwards he approached Chin-tung in a more quiescent manner.

“Since you have pierced the share,” he said, “it is not incredible that one so adroit should be able also to devise the means to effect an extrication. When the time for a suitable reward arrives — —” And Pung Chu repeated several encouraging movements of the head and hands without, however, committing himself to any definite figures.

“It is not to this one’s craft that we owe the unravelling of these schemes, but to a supple youth whom you doubtless have forgotten. Hwa-che — —”

“The name has a faintly echoing ring,” maintained Pung Chu. “An engaging one, as you would rightly say, but somewhat lethargic if this one’s memory carries.”

“At your own gracious request Hwa-che has flung himself into this dangerous mission. Step by step he has traced the line of crime until the trail has brought him into the very citadel of the Avenging Knives’ dominion. There success of a most overwhelming kind has adorned his resourceful effort. At last, concealed behind the warrior chief’s umbrella rack, he has unearthed the precious quarry. . . . It is a matter for extreme regret that having attained so much Hwa-che now finds it impossible to withdraw from that hot-bed of oppression.”

“The development is in many ways certainly distressing, yet if it is examined from all round it may reveal some loophole with a not too hopeless facet,” was Pung Chu’s suggestion. “Whereas the difficulty of conveying so large an object as a living being from a closely guarded camp may be excessive, yet if the endeavour is concentrated on, say, a reasonably small roll — —”

But at this point Chin-tung indicated that the proposal was not one that could be feasibly accomplished.

“How, then,” persisted the calamitous War Lord, who, when his own safety was assailed, was neither obtuse nor feeble, “does it come that a single sheet has reached your hands, and why should not the whole be secured by a similar proceeding?”

“It is necessary to understand that when detecting crime by Hwa-che’s unusual method, results are achieved, as it were, in the bulk, and it is desirable to ignore any trifling inconsistencies of detail. Otherwise,” affirmed Chin-tung with reason, “we should never get where we set out to finish.”

“That is, or is not, as may arise,” replied Pung Chu with a certain stubbornness of outlook. “The point remains unanswered.”

“Yet nothing could be more transparent,” was Chin-tung’s claim, now that he had gained sufficient time in which to determine what might rationally fit into the requirement. “Hwa-che was accompanied by a favourite bird, and attaching to its wing a single sheet — the limit of its power — she was thus able to indicate success and at the same time proclaim her desperate position.”

“In that case,” insisted Pung Chu, “could not the docile creature be persuaded to go back, and by repeating the process at some length, transfer the whole of the plans to safety?”

“It would seem that it is the habit of these fowl to retrace their way home, no matter from what distance, but once they are there no inducement will prevail on them to seek any other station. In this pass, High Mightiness, a blend of force and strategem must dominate our council.”

“The great thing — —” Pung Chu would have said.

“The only thing,” amended Chin-tung, “is at all cost to preserve your distinguished person from the unmentionable buffets that will attend exposure. Of the ten thousand ‘Ever Ready’ for whom your Uprightness draws daily rice and silver, how many could be leaned against to march out at a gong-stroke’s notice?”

“The point is raised at rather an ill-fitting time,” explained Pung Chu, “the bulk of those who waved a wooden sword and answered to a name when the yearly test was made having now gone back to their usual occupations. Perchance some fifteen score might still be found about the various gambling haunts and opium floors of the city.”

“Would these be self-reliant men, not given to argument among themselves when action is impending?”

“To be on the safe side it is customary to gag the more eloquent among their ranks when business of a really serious kind is found to be essential. To add a certain thickening to the force the domestic staff might well join in, as these are all of a facile cast and inured to being commanded.”

“The number should suffice,” agreed Chin-tung. “Has every man a trustworthy weapon?”

“Undoubtedly,” replied Pung Chu, “though perhaps not quite of a pattern. After all, for the purpose of display it is more effective that no two should be alike, and if it comes to actual blows they are the better able to meet any sort of onslaught. There is, however, one serious drawback to menacing Tze Sze by violence — —”

“Speak freely,” urged Chin-tung. “It may be that you have something in your mind that merits hearing. Is it not said, ‘Danger sharpens the wits as a rusty knife is brought to an edge by grinding’?”

“The parallel is just,” agreed Pung Chu, “and the case in point may be briefly stated. If this one’s banners cross the River Ming, Yu Fu, Governor of rich Kong-sin, may accept it as a challenge. Should Kong-sin decide to take up arms Kuo Mei, War Lord of Che-ngan, must reassert his headship, and once Kuo Mei has threatened force nothing can hold back Chun, ruling Prince of Hyi, from hurling in his legions. When invasion thus takes place the Imperial Guard must march to counteract aggression, whereat the neighbouring Power of Shang will mobilize in strength to vindicate its borders. This will be the sign for all — not only the civilized nations grouped about our realm, but even remote Out-land tribes — to seek a cause of quarrel, so that towards the end the Deities themselves might be drawn into the conflict.”

“That may perhaps result, due to our complex modern state of being,” was Chin-tung’s deft reply, “but wherein does it affect the merit of your cause or the need for speedy action? Is it to be stomached that you should suffer in your three most tender spots lest an Out-land race should overstep its landmarks?”

“It is well recalled,” confessed Pung Chu; “Justice is the door-step of every man’s own dwelling. The order shall go forth. . . . Yet is it essential to the scheme that this one in person should direct the carnage?”

“If you can endure to miss the fray it would be better that your High Headstrongness should remain behind to safeguard the lines of connection — your signet on this one’s thumb being sufficient to depute him to the simpler task of leading.”

“You have removed the last shred of doubt — a wise commander’s post being necessarily where he can see what is going on in all the four directions. In the meanwhile — continue on. A trumpet and two drums shall go before you.”


CHAPTER XXI
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HWA-CHE’S UNENVIABLE PLIGHT in the camp of the Avenging Knives, and the surprising turn given to events by various unforeseen arisements.

I

IT is a humiliating fact that while even a third-rate juggler can, without undue stress, maintain half a score or more fragile vessels in the air at once, so that gratified onlookers are moved to reward his bowl uninvited, the torpid-witted relater of this confused affair (who has, however, never advanced a claim beyond that of being hard-striving) is wholly inadequate to the task of keeping even two given protagonists of these historical events clearly in view together. It is thus necessary to submit the obliging circle of those who have so far followed the monotonous intrigue to the mental constraint of returning to the mountain stronghold of Tze Sze, where — it may be recalled by the more accommodating — Hwa-che, having apparently been drawn there under the Barbarian plan to receive the benefit of Won Li’s admissions, was now lying in an unsanitary den with every prospect of being led out to immediate execution.

II

It was early morning of the second day when Hwa-che received a summons, and being brought out into the light she was given to understand that Tze Sze, the chieftain of the League, required her presence.

“This is an unwonted honour which only falls to those who are thought to have useful information to divulge or are suspected of possessing knowledge of a buried treasure,” imparted the one who bore the message. “The general practice is to dispose of all interlopers in a clean and effective way without either argument or unnecessary comment,” and he pointed towards the ill-plighted Li, who, accompanied by one who displayed a well-poised axe, was being led away to a convenient part of the enclosure.

“It is certainly pushing matters to rather an attenuated edge — to-morrow being the last day of the Moon, and neither the solution of the mystery of T’sin Wong’s missing pig-tail nor the even more pressing business of this one’s deliverance from an admittedly vigorous grip showing the least sign of presenting an auspicious facet,” was Hwa-che’s sage reflection as she accommodated her step to the pressure of the rope about her person. “However, it is not unusual in the more rapidly moving of the Barbarian models for success to be withheld to the very extreme of human endurance, and something of the sort may be in progress here, for it is incredible that after conforming to the system in every particular it should omit support in so essential a detail.”

“There is nothing to be gained by uttering charms or incantations here,” declared the one who led the way, “the whole place being ringed in by a special process against Influences and magic. But as you have shown yourself to be compliant and profuse, if you should have any Last Expression to set out, Mou, the son of Koo-tang, will see that it Goes Upwards.”

“May your obliging roots expand,” responded Hwa-che, “but the emergency is not yet so pressing. Tell me rather, since your nature would seem to be humane, what are the material facts regarding Tze Sze’s mysterious past?”

“This is the first time that such a phrase has reached me,” declared the worthy Mou. “Why should you have reason to believe in any hidden doings?”

“Such cases are by no means rare according to the Barbarian records,” was Hwa-che’s reply, “and if Tze Sze should presently appear to be haply this one’s missing kinsman, it would afford a suitable excuse to round off the imbroglio here and provide an appropriate climax.”

“Your angle is plainly beyond my mental grasp,” admitted Mou with a gesture of resignation. “However, on one point there is fortunately no room for any difference of opinion: this is the door of Tze Sze’s private quarters, and my office is to see that you pass in alertly.”

III

Tze Sze was about that time at the apex of his surprising prestige, his name, both among the law-abiding and the criminal classes of the Province, being one — as the archaic phrase went — to perform illusions by: indeed, on account of its harmonious rhythm it was frequently repeated several times rapidly by street conjurers to throw observers off their guard at the crisis of each manifestation.

After the lapse of so many eras it is a little difficult to account for Tze Sze’s unusual sway, as no particular feats of valour are entwined about his name, and his intellectual process is admitted to have been feeble. But in that illiberal age personal appearance ranked even before literary merit with the impressionable of both sorts, and Tze Sze’s romantic outline was made familiar to the mass by the peculiar and now lost beguilement (stamped out by the wise Yi Han as “incompatible with reason”) known as “the illustrations.”

Standing in height at least eight times the length of an ordinary person’s foot, even without his sandals, Tze Sze was in several other ways no less distinguished. His teeth were strong and rounded, lying behind full lips like the seed of an uncut melon, the nose restive but assured, while his eyes were said to have the quality of emitting sparks of fire both straight and also when glancing in an oblique direction.

The armour that he always wore was massive and untarnished, and from a chain about his waist there hung many kinds of weapons. None of these, however, performed a useful end, as Tze Sze’s finger-nails were of such an impressive length that he feared to mar their grace by using either of his hands in any vigorous action. For this reason he was accompanied whenever he went about by a confidential slave who waved an unsheathed sword, and he also dressed and undressed Tze Sze when it was considered needful.

Lastly, he wore a profusion of costly gems, and his voice, while arrogant and shrill, was rarely sympathetic.

IV

When Hwa-che found herself in the presence of this notorious chief she regarded with interest one whose exotic charm was symbolic of romance in the eyes of every tea-house maiden and six-cash bazaar attendant throughout the Empire. Even to herself, despite a very exceptional training and the preoccupation of immediate death, with an ever-constant recollection of Chin-tung’s unassuming features, the occasion provided several definite throbs not altogether in keeping with her rigid purpose. The emotion passed, however, when Tze Sze began to speak, for she quickly recognized that with heroes of this type sinew and an entire absence of words are essential to maintain the illusion.

“It has been claimed,” declared Tze Sze, and Hwa-che could not fail to notice that he glanced repeatedly at his own image, reflected on the arm-plates of his trappings, “that your object in venturing here is to bear a written message from Chung of the Hanging Sword. This is so palpably a fabrication — seeing that none within our bounds can either read or write, and we invariably put to death those tinged with such questionable endowments — that it must certainly disguise some deeper object. In order to save yourself the unnecessary pain of having this dragged from you by torture, why not make a frank avowal and earn from our gratitude a comparatively painless ending?”

“It is undeniable that to be the bearer of such a letter as you have said was this suppliant’s original intention,” replied Hwa-che. “Yet it is equally precise that there may have been another motive.”

“When the egg-shell is once cracked it is impossible to keep back the chicken from emerging,” declared Tze Sze. “What was this secret mission?”

“Surely to one of your advantageous build it cannot be a matter of surprise that any should incur substantial risks merely to inspect your prepossessing person,” was Hwa-che’s meek contention. “Otherwise to what use do you put your all-subduing eyes, O noble chieftain?”

“That is certainly a not unreasonable explanation to advance,” confessed Tze Sze, and doubtless he would have continued to relax had he not unfortunately, while making the movement to stroke his upper lip in an approving way, scarred his forehead with inopportune severity. At this leniency faded.

“As you have made your tea, so you must drink it,” was his harsh pronouncement, but even as he would have given the order to press on, a noise outside cut short the words, thereby affording an opportunity for one who led the recreant Li by a substantial rope to enter.

V

“Your tolerance, Lord of the Rocky Wastes,” craved the one who thus intruded, “this misbegotten offspring of a promiscuous she-dog has invoked the Ancient Use. Kneeling before the block, with the axe already raised, he has claimed the right to disclose whatever may affect your well-being. Subject to what ensues, he is within the Rule of Ngou, the All-foreseer.”

“Say on,” commanded Tze Sze, bending on Li a glance of the most compelling lustre. “The unchanging Rule of Ngou supports you.”

“Yet none the less, things being as they are, is your word firm that should the claim be sustained my neck is henceforth free of any penance?”

“My iron word goes forth,” replied Tze Sze, raising a hand in token. “It now remains for you to establish your contention.”

“Thus and thus,” replied Li freely. “The youth who shared my cell is other than he seems, and doubtless a hired spy to detect some fancied weakness. From certain remote signs it has gradually emerged that he is not one of our sort but disguised to affect this function. Let a searching test be made and he who speaks stands or falls by the outcome.”

At this inopportune exposure Hwa-che’s self-reliant poise for the first time wavered, and sinking to the ground she frankly bewailed the day of her father’s father’s being.

“Justice shall be done,” declared Tze Sze, “and that with an unsparing profusion of appropriate local colour. As for this unsavoury offshoot of the heinous affection between a mud-loving turtle and a yellow-tailed baboon, the unbending Code of Ngou protects him — that is to say, from beheading. At sunset, therefore, let him Pass another way; the particular process of his Upgoing being that generally described as piecemeal slicing.”

VI

When they were again alone the rebel chief turned towards Hwa-che with a more interested look than he had yet assumed, and signified that she should shake off her dark misgivings.

“For the first time,” he declared, “this one now observes that you have a wayward grace surpassing that of a young untamed heifer, while the dangerous path you took to secure his glance shows that good taste is interspersed with valour. Your hair is like a mountain stream that winds through a sunless gorge, and the attractive angle of your entrancing eyes forms a delightful curve wherein fireflies might seek to nestle. The texture of your jade-like cheek exceeds the lusciousness of woven damask, nor do you seem to possess any feet at all, so delicately proportioned are the extremities of your lower details. In the circumstances it is only fitting that your devotion should be rewarded by making you this person’s eleventh wife, with a suitable corner of his inner tent and an appropriate endowment.” And to indicate the unstinted profusion of his mood, Tze Sze tore off a handful of priceless jewels from his cloak and cast them in her direction.

“Magnificence,” murmured Hwa-che, scarcely able to rearrange her thoughts to engage this new involvement, yet not failing to secure such gems as reached a convenient position, “is it becoming that one who has — —” But at this point a further happening afforded her a brief space for a much-needed process of introspection.

VII

“Under your suffering thumb, High Ruler of the Expanse, there is a pious monk at hand who invoked the Law of Hsu the Sage, the framer of our Charter,” announced the one who thus broke in upon them. “He maintains the Fundamental Pact as justifying his intrusion.”

“Speak freely,” conceded Tze Sze, though it cannot be affirmed that his voice was wholly devoid of annoyance. “What does the devout-minded hermit want here now that he has claimed the safe-conduct of Hsu’s Enactment?”

“That, he declares, is for your ear alone, and it is undeniable that he has already told this hitherto impervious one many surprising things connected both with his past and with his future. Also he can do perplexing feats with cord and splints of wood, and cause that which is not to assume an actual state, and again, at a commanding word, to melt out of existence. Further, he has a message.”

“It is among the many disadvantages of living in a primitive and unsophisticated age that this sort of thing is always liable to interrupt one’s most confidential moments,” repined Tze Sze. “However, it is to be imagined that the venerated Hsu had some good reason for his otherwise grotesquely framed sanction. Permit the ever-welcome harbinger of universal amity to enter.”

VIII

“Greeting, Tze Sze, Chief of the Waste Expanse,” was the unknown’s salutation as he stood before them in his meagre robe, grasping a staff of unpolished bamboo. He appeared to be an elderly recluse of inoffensive mould, yet he did not seem oppressed by the splendour of the scene, nor likely to be detracted from his purpose.

“Prosperity attend you no less in return,” replied Tze Sze. “To what felicitous chance does this one owe your high-born visit?”

“The answer to that lies in your own breast,” was the remarkable pronouncement. “The summons came that you had use for one who could control a lucky outcome.”

“That is sufficiently striking to excite comment,” confessed Tze Sze, “seeing that this one was, in fact, in need of such a holy man to perform an impending function. Is it within your power to join together two who would henceforth share one common lot and, further, so arrange the rites that the Forces would be propitious?”

“Such was my purpose in coming to this wild,” replied the opportune intruder. “Procure the crimson cord of mutual consent, select a plighting gift becoming to your state, and see that none but the three who are concerned intrude upon our formal ritual.”

“It shall be done without delay,” engaged Tze Sze, hastening to comply, and Hwa-che and the unknown monk were left alone together.

“After the amazing turn that has been given to this one’s quest in the last few counts of time it would be presumptuous to say what is and is not vital to the issue,” was the trend of Hwa-che’s anxious consideration. “Otherwise it might perhaps be legitimate to wonder if it would not be clinging even too rigidly to the strict Barbarian plan to go to the length of actually marrying the preposterous Tze Sze in order to develop the situation to its utmost. Would that the resolute and dependable Chin-tung were here” — and at this point it is to be assumed that a fragrant recollection of the past involved Hwa-che in that she mused aloud— “so that this one might lean against thy never-failing front, O my dragon-hearted hero!”

“When the wolf is gorged the lambs can pass in safety,” came the guarded response, though the solitary appeared to be wrapped in contemplation and none else had meanwhile entered, “and a fool is more voracious of conceit than a sponge is insatiable to hold water. Be wary!”

IX

When Tze Sze returned he brought with him a roll of silk, some jewelled clasps, a bowl of fruit and the ceremonial cord by which their spoken vows would be figuratively made binding. Being directed, the two stood face to face with their hands conveniently disposed. “Whereby,” it was explained, “the right hand of he who leads shall be attached to the left of the inferior one so that she merely follows.”

“But,” protested Tze Sze, who up to this point had been involved in the rapidly increasing look of yearning that Hwa-che’s expressive face had been powerless to forgo, “by some slow-witted oversight, thou frozen-fingered priest, it is my two hands instead of ours that you have succeeded in confining.”

“ ‘There are horns and horns, it seems,’ as the bull observed when he trod upon the snail, and you yourself will doubtless soon experience a certain numbness in your compressed members also,” declared Chin-tung (as he may now be fittingly revealed), imposing a final knot upon the already effective bondage. “Conceal your graceful hands within your ample sleeve, great chief, for to walk through your own impenetrable camp like some errant-hearted goat led on a restraining cord would bring tears — of one sort or another — to the eyes of myriads.”

“The foolhardy puts his head into the indulgent tiger’s mouth,” quoted Tze Sze, recognizing that for the moment he was at a disadvantage, but not doubting a timely rescue to be very speedily forthcoming. “When the creature sneezes presumption is effectively corrected.”

“The prudent man keeps a hand upon his sword hilt in spite of scrupulous appearance,” replied Chin-tung, accepting the implied challenge to match the saying. “When threats arise his fingers automatically function,” and with lethargic ease he disclosed a formidable blade that he pressed against an opening in Tze Sze’s armour.

“It is impossible to describe your father’s son without forgetting that you still honour my sordid roof-tree,” retorted Tze Sze, turning, meanwhile, a profusion of worn-out colours. “Be assured of this, however, as from one well-brought-up person to another, that before the next gong-stroke of time has sounded your extremely repulsive body will have been submitted to all the seventy-seven definable varieties of humiliating pain, and will thereafter have been beheaded, quartered, dismembered, burned, ground to an impalpable grey ash and, as a last indignity, irretrievably scattered.”

“Preserve your breath until such time as you have occasion to blow froth off,” was Chin-tung’s apt reply, and taking Tze Sze by a convenient ear he led him beyond the door of his pavilion. “Bend your eyes to the four corners of fixed space, O doughty champion, and consider then who is the more likely to be the next one of we two to Pass Upwards.”

“This is a very surprising turn of events indeed,” confessed Tze Sze, “and it is a little difficult to know exactly what to do to regain my power of being offensive,” for the sight that spread around was that the various heights above the camp were peopled by armed men, and all of these had their weapons accurately fixed so that at a given sign they could discharge the missiles — the javelin-men with arms upraised, the slingers gently swinging their thongs, the bowmen crouched with bolts well drawn — so down to the very bandiers of taunts and obscene gibes whose throats were already cleared for a nerve-destroying volley. It was quite evident that in the darkness of the night they had somewhat deceitfully crept up, and it did not escape Tze Sze’s dejected eyes that they also controlled the causeway.

“Their instructions,” explained Chin-tung, “are necessarily both broad and elastic, and in effect they will take it as the sign to discharge their various weapons and assail your camp in the event of almost anything happening. Indeed,” he added as a thought occurred, “the leader of the band is somewhat slow to grasp, and it would be safer to assume that he may pass the word to launch even if nothing happens.”

“It would be a distressing circumstance if so many agreeable persons were put to the exertion of discharging their trustworthy weapons through a regrettable blunder,” protested Tze Sze, seeing nothing but a mortifying loss of face on either side before him. “Why should you not return to the indomitable captain of the force and explain to him that a ludicrous misunderstanding has occasioned this unworthy lack of concord?”

“Since you put the matter so attractively it would be ungracious to dissent,” replied Chin-tung. “Only in that case you must confer the unprecedented honour of our walking side by side until the gate is passed, so that should this one stumble amid the brilliance of these scenes he will have your sustaining arm as a safeguard,” and under the screen of their united sleeves Chin-tung pressed the dagger that he held somewhat deeper among the armour.

“May the scalding boils of Hor — —” invoked Tze Sze, but recovering his poise he added, “assail those who cloud your face.” And as if this blessing should not be enough, “Your name and those of all your consanguineous race shall never be forgotten.”

As they walked towards the palisade Chin-tung spoke approvingly of such details of the camp as he found worthy of esteem, and Hwa-che frequently agreed — or not — but Tze Sze seemed indisposed to argue. While so engrossed they met two who crossed their path, whereupon the one who was being led broke from his guard and, with face pressed to the ground, besought protection.

“It is that most unnecessary Li,” whispered Hwa-che, “who thought to benefit at the cost of this one’s peril. Nevertheless, let him escape also if it may be done, for is it not declared, ‘Worms have no actual meaning’?”

“Walk closely in our steps, thou father of many untruths,” counselled Chin-tung, and Li tremblingly obeyed, for although Tze Sze showed his teeth he did not venture to throw out a challenge.

At the gate there was a moment of constraint, for the custodian, who had marked their moods, was not without suspicion. Nevertheless, Tze Sze made a sign and the bar was duly lowered.

“Henceforth, Tze Sze, it would be well to improve your ways,” remarked Chin-tung as he delayed for a brief space of time so that the others might prudently increase their distance. “Doubtless to one of your vainglorious tastes to defy all authority attracts, but remember that bees are not respected because they carry stings, but on account of their industrious habits.”

X

When they had come to a convenient spot and all danger of pursuit was over, Chin-tung called a halt, and taking Hwa-che aside, he made known his mind towards her.

“The return now to Kochow as things exist would be undistinguishable from madness. To-morrow his Great Excellence begins his forward march and ere he leaves he will inaugurate a ruthless purge among which innocence will be the surest sign of blemish. On that predestined list, Hwa-che, your name stands first, and I am well content that Chin-tung should stand next with it. We should therefore — —”

“Esteemed,” broke in a resolute Hwa-che, “before the word is said let my weak and ineffectual voice obtain a lowly hearing. Wisdom controls your lips and prudence stimulates your palate, but against the obvious urge two preponderate cords draw this one on in spite of certain danger.”

“The danger was never more assured and the need of flight more pressing. Since all is now made clear, fair Hwa-che, would you not be content with rice and curd and mutual affection in a meagre dwelling, set in some distant Province?”

“The vision lures,” confessed Hwa-che, “but the time is not mature for such enchanting prospects. At his penurious door a lonely and feeble sire (whose just reproach would be the Storm and Pestilence of this one’s conscience) awaits a glad homecoming; while somewhere about the palace walls the mystery of T’sin Wong’s pigtail still requires solution.”

“It is undeniable that the plight of the venerable Kwan Yen had for the moment escaped my moss-grown wits,” was Chin-tung’s penitent admission; “yet it should not be unfeasible to snatch him, in a manner of speaking, from jeopardy into some harbourage of safety. But as regards the other claim — does that chimera still beckon?”

“It is this one’s destined call. Nothing is more certain — to-morrow being the Last of Much Gladness — than that the dark problem of that obscure crime is on the eve of its astonishing disclosure. Step by step, under the precise Barbarian rule, everywhere else has been cancelled out by this exacting process. Only sufficient time remains to probe the yamen itself, and only the yamen itself remains as the one place to be sifted. Could any manifestation of a logical significance be more convincing?”

“Since you are so resolved,” declared Chin-tung, “my feet shall go with yours to the extreme end of this journey — but whether to stand upon a scaffold or beneath a canopy of silk only the Shades of our protective ancestors and the unfolding of events can definitely settle.”


CHAPTER XXII
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THE LAST OF Much Gladness and what emerged thereon within the walls of T’sin Wong’s yamen.

I

WHEN the two with whose respective happenings this trite record has chiefly been concerned arrived outside Kochow it was already fully light, for the path had proved rigorous and steep, and Chin-tung encouraged Hwa-che to lean on his assistance. The forces of Pung Chu had been dismissed with a suitable blessing, but Won Li still hung about their steps, protesting that henceforth his life was theirs to squander, and several times when the track was exceptionally foul he lay down in the mud that Hwa-che might not pollute her feet, so that she could not feel a full measure of resentment. Chin-tung, however, recognized in this a device to share their rice, and he foresaw that the one involved would presently implore his aid to soften T’sin Wong’s displeasure. In this way they reached the Gate of the Eight Directions without adventure, but as regards the immediate outcome none of the three could see a span beyond the end of his little finger.

II

In the neighbourhood of the yamen a scene of unusual energy prevailed, and it was clear that the preparation of His Extreme Excellence’s journey hence was already well advanced. In the great Open Space before the Temple of Ten Thousand Cart-loads of Mercy the stalls of the relic sellers had been brusquely thrown aside and a roomy platform, on which several people could at once be submitted to the tests, was all but complete under the willing hands of hired men, who chanted songs that were either lusty or of quiet joys (as each himself inclined) while they hauled the weighty timbers.

Still nearer to the palace gates were other scenes of movement, and here the doings were more nearly concerned with the Mandarin’s actual departure — messengers being sent on ahead to ensure outbursts of loyal welcome, the ceremonial chair of state scraped free of the encrusting mud of several previous journeys, silk umbrellas restored where the rents were sufficiently large to be worthy of attention, banners reinscribed with signs appropriate to the unusual honour of the Mandarin’s special summons, and the other essential details that might reasonably arise at the eleventh gong-stroke of so momentous an occasion. Everywhere there was an emotion of pleasurable instability abroad, since it was equally uncertain (and entirely immaterial to the mass of those who might presently take part) whether it would be said with flowers of T’sin Wong that he was the upholder of their rights, or emphasized by fruit that he was regarded as the betrayer of their liberties. In any case, there was on every hand the gratifying anticipation of seeing one who was notable for the correctness of his air compelled to pass through their midst denuded of his pig-tail, and many were the gravity-removing sayings tossed from lip to lip both by the classically inclined and those devoid of literary refinement.

Meanwhile, in the convenient background, with his eye pressed to a crevice, lurked the contemptible Shin Pak, doubtless yet hoping that he might be able to take back a report of official delinquency to the decayed employers of his labour.

III

It is only to be imagined that although T’sin Wong remained secluded in his office he had those without whose eyes were at his service, for as Chin-tung approached the inner court with Hwa-che by his side he was met by the guarder of the Way, Ah-Fang, who displayed a thumb-signed parchment.

“It is well that you are here at last, recorder of the word,” was that one’s greeting, “seeing that he who speaks was entrusted by the captain of his band with this officious edict. Herein you are described at length, and all, not rebels to the state, are commanded to waylay you. This one is certainly no outlaw, but at times it seemed to him that you would never justify his allegiance by enabling him to comply.”

“Yet now that this has been achieved,” inquired Chin-tung, “what is the exact nature of your errand?”

“Why, as to that,” replied Ah-Fang, “there would seem to be no further charge, seeing that we have now encountered. But on this and similar points doubtless you, who are of a literary turn, can indicate what should be next required,” and he ungrudgingly pressed the warrant into Chin-tung’s keeping.

“It so happens that I am but just now come back from a journey,” professed Chin-tung, “and much may have happened meanwhile. What is afoot of any note?” And he made an understood movement towards his sleeve, so that Ah-Fang might know how he would not be unrewarded.

“Things go on from ill to bad, promotion depending less upon strict merit than the possession of a sinuous tongue, and it was never better exemplified that ‘If all who do wrong were branded, a crowd of men would resemble a drove of oxen.’ Is it to be held as an offence against us of the club-bearing force that standing by a grille in the execution of one’s task, a portion of cold puppy-pie may haply be thrust into a receptive hand, while a shutter is prized open and merchandise withdrawn at a point where this one might otherwise have been observing?”

“It is undeniable that the mind of the one next above each is less susceptible to reason than seasoned teak is to admit a wooden spigot,” was Chin-tung’s sympathetic adage. “But putting our own affairs aside, what is, in a more general sense, going forward?”

IV

When Hwa-che saw that Chin-tung and Ah-Fang were immersed, she gradually withdrew until she could prudently efface herself altogether. Beckoning to the now docile Li she explained that it was her purpose to venture towards the more secluded apartments of the palace.

“And in this,” she said as they went, “I lean against your arm, for it is essential that until the time arrives I should not be impeded.”

“Trust me for that,” was Li’s reply, “evasion, as one might say, being the mainspring of my scheme of service. There is not a bolt-hole in a single door of which I do not know the range of vision, while my experience of the various angles of the walls whereby one may crouch unseen has been gained by years of unassuming practice.”

“Then I would penetrate as far as the inner chamber where His High Excellence habitually reclines, and where he was on the night when this mystery had its beginning.”

“It is as good as already done,” asserted Li, “that being perhaps the one spot above all others on which my inoffensive surveillance has been focused. We press close in here to pass the buttery door and then — —”

“But what of he himself? What assurance have we that we may not disastrously encounter?”

“Dismiss that fear. I have already had some talk with one who does not avert his eyes or close his ears, and from this and that it is reasonably secured that the elderly ruminant will be elsewhere at this period. We now ascend a stairway — —”

When they were come to a certain door that had a special sign the one who led the way stopped and listened. This eliciting no cause for qualms he stood aside and indicated that Hwa-che should venture in while he himself kept watch, but to her touch the door proved to have been securely fastened. Won Li, however, produced a pliant wire from his sleeve, and after a persuasive movement of his mendacious wrist the bolt fell back from the detaining socket.

“You are too ingenious a one to leave on the other side,” demurred Hwa-che, and she required him to go in with her.

The room was indeed T’sin Wong’s own inner chamber, and despite the graceful emotion of virtuous confusion with which she recalled its use, Hwa-che at once applied herself to the task of disclosing clues, sustained by the thought that in no record which she had so far perused was a Barbarian maiden ever deflected from her path by the fear of discovering that with which she ought to have no actual acquaintance.

“If it is a similitude that you crave, nothing could have been more apt, for in no detail are the surroundings changed from what they were on the first morning of Much Gladness,” declared Won Li, peering into one object after another as his unstable nature prompted. “The jar of priceless jade is still propped up against another piece as this person himself resourcefully contrived it, and on the board the remains of His Excessive Voracity’s late evening rice testify to his habitual practice. If, as is extremely doubtful — —” And Li greedily approached the spot to see whether perchance what was left of any of the more attractive dishes held promise.

“Ah-ai!” exclaimed Hwa-che despairingly, as something slid from the table and scurried past her feet, and with no thought of the hardy Barbarian front, she leapt upon T’sin Wong’s couch and wrapped his ample reclining robe about her lower portion.

“They are but mice, attracted by the morsels,” declared Won Li, flicking at one — more daring than the rest — that lingered. “Stewed water snails, of which these are the shells, they esteem above all else, and should even a little of the liquor chance to be spilled on the cloth, the creatures will gnaw the fabric to a shred so that they may secure the flavour.”

“They will gnaw — —” repeated Hwa-che, her eyes following the last of the tribe as he disappeared behind the loose wall-covering. “Won Li, on you devolved the task of removing extraneous matter from the floors: when was the last occasion that your disturbing brush explored behind these hangings?”

“Behind!” pronounced Won Li, pausing with a finger clogged in the syrup remaining round a bowl, so distressing was the implication. “Where the eye of none would reach? Five years this person toiled displacing superfluous dust yet never during that exacting span was it so much as whispered from afar that he should bend his laborious back collecting that which may, after all, only exist in the gross thoughts of the unclean-minded.”

“Then here at last — —” proclaimed Hwa-che, but even as she spoke the brightness of the promise faded.

The one whom Li had trusted was palpably unworthy of regard, as this was the extremely ill-arranged moment chosen by T’sin Wong for returning to consult his silk-worms on some detail of the journey, and at his clamorously upraised voice armed myrmidons ran forward.



“Here is the very crux and quintessence of detecting crime on the Barbarian lines, since now there can be no further shift between this and execution,” was the subject of Hwa-che’s chief concern as, chained hand and foot, she was urged on towards the Hall of Judgment. “It is excessively gratifying to find how scrupulously the system works, but,” she added “it is no less important that it should hold to an appropriate climax.”

V

Although in the impressive words of the most venerable person of Kochow when he beheld the scene — or, indeed, any other scene— “Things are not as they were in the felicitous days of the sublime Hwang-te,” the spectacle presented by the vast Hall of Judgment (the Court of Legal Exaction as it was colloquially referred to) was sufficiently imposing on ceremonial days to excite awe among the uncloyed and usual.

It is not to be denied that on this occasion several of the more popular attractions were experiencing eclipse, for it was widely understood that — due to the stress of time — it would not be needful for any of the accused to confess their crimes in order to ratify conviction, thereby, under an obsolete clause, dispensing with any further necessity for their presence. It was also recognized that owing to his untimely loss the appearance of their great T’sin Wong would be, let us say, shorn of much of its characteristic robustness. It was not to be expected, for instance, that in the circumstances the deeply ill-used Mandarin would repeatedly dispel their gravity by his inimitable touch of turning round and affecting to catch flies when one who did not rejoice his face rose to submit a pleading; nor could it be hoped that, as things now stood, the eminent law-giver’s barbed shafts of wit would play so entertainingly on the physical deficiencies of those whose features he distrusted.

In spite of these shortcomings, however, there was the indubitable charm of looking on while something was accomplished by others, and when, at the actual stroke of the gong, the alluring rumour spread that two, not hitherto arraigned, were to be publicly submitted to what was known as the “third process,” not only the appointed standing place was congested throughout the Hall, but every stanchion and upright pole that afforded a foothold had its dependent cluster.

The two — need it be said? — were Hwa-che and the pusillanimous Li, who was now freely professing a willingness to admit whatever it was desired to impugn him with, nor did he hesitate to include Hwa-che in all that was claimed against him. At this T’sin Wong would have pronounced upon them both, but the alert Chin-tung, rising at his elbow, unrolled an ancient scroll and pointed to the enactment of a bygone administrator as bearing on the juncture.

“Under the Digest of Tsung-hi ‘the Mild,’ All-Excellence,” he said, “it would appear that these two being jointly charged it is not sanctionable to condemn the one unheard merely on the unsupported endorsement of the other. In view of the District Censor’s far-reaching arm, Revered,” he added for that one’s ear, “it would be well to accord Hwa-che a hearing.”

“The digestion of Tsung-hi,” declared T’sin Wong, narrowly regarding the faces of those around to see that they caught his spirit, “is undistinguishable from what in others would be described as acute dyspepsia. Had the incomparable legislator in question appeared before this admittedly second-rate justiciary, on the charge of suffering internal disorder in his sphere, he would have had occasion to sing in a key the reverse of lofty, and in spite of his flattering epithet he would be more accurately described as a mixture of mild-and-bitter.” Having thus discharged his function to the entire satisfaction of the assembled throng, the conscientious magistrate closed his eyes and indicated that the formalities should go through the normal process.

“Before a disproof is framed,” required Hwa-che, in a voice with the compelling melody of an expertly touched zither, “it is desirable to know with what this one is charged, and so far the detail has been lacking.”

“The oversight is trivial,” replied the person who had control of her indictment — an official of abnormally repulsive outline— “seeing that unless an offence was claimed you would not be in your dishonourable position. However, to remove all doubt let it be known that the charge is one of lingering in an enclosed space with the design to act corruptly.”

“To assign that as a fault is to hew the solid rock from under the very feet of the Head of our Day-spring of perennial Well-being,” replied Hwa-che concisely, “seeing that the badge which this one bears has the authority of his Illuminous Highness in person,” and she held up the seal that had been granted to Kwan Yen to aid his philosophical endeavour.

“To disown the warranty of your own thumb, Eminence, would be to darken the lustre of the face of prerogative henceforward,” counselled Chin-tung. “Sun Chi must withdraw the rash impeachment.”

“The malefactor’s discreditable contention is upheld,” announced T’sin Wong, “but it would indeed be a travesty of our boasted legal system if some other way could not alternatively be found of bringing him within the clutches of retributive justice. In advancing this the criminal has — so to speak — impaled himself on the points of an incompatibility. This pass was granted on a specific pledge: that what was missing should be restored within the limit of Much Gladness. By failing to conform to that he who claims its privilege has — in a general sense — been guilty, as it were, equally with the original abstractor.”

“Yet, Mightiness,” affirmed Hwa-che, “here in your formal Court this one repeats the plight, and calls on you no less for the exact fulfilment of those generous recompenses.”

“How so?” required T’sin Wong, who has never been described as nimble at the ingress, “seeing that we have already reached a decisive issue. The Last of Much Gladness has come — —”

“But not yet passed,” was the memorable retort, “and the baffling mystery of Your Extreme Benevolence’s matchless tail has at length been disentangled.”

VI

Many scenes of a widely conflicting range have found their stage in the venerable structure of Kochow’s celebrated Hall of Judgment, but none, it may confidently be said, surpassing in its poignant grasp that now taking place, when (in the adequate words of one who from morn to morn recorded the city’s daily life under the enticing title “That Which is What” in the Kochow Pearls Freely Offered), “after a pause in which it was distressing to be jarred by the thud of a thistle-down alighting, there ensued a term during which the trumpeting of an enraged elephant was undistinguishable from profound silence.”

When some semblance of order was restored and the more important among those who had suffered in the press were being removed for treatment, T’sin Wong again sent out his voice, and using his hands to simulate the office of a conch-shell, he contrived to make himself heard across the distance.

“Is it then claimed — —” he would have asked, but the exertion was so great that Hwa-che deemed it compassionate to forestall him.

“It is,” she interposed. “That is to say, it is, as one might assert, practically. Whatever remains is merely in the nature, so to put it, of harmonizing the extraneous details.”

By this time, a way having been cleared, Hwa-che was brought up to the dais from which T’sin Wong issued his inspired rulings, and for the first time the two were positioned, it might be said, face to face, though in the exercise of her arduous quest the one thus honoured proceeded to regard the Mouthpiece of Wisdom from a variety of other angles.

“Pre-eminence,” she declared at length, “it is a regrettable lapse for which this one cannot wholly escape just censure. Had it been recognized at the outset that neither shears nor cutting blades were responsible for the severance of your picturesque but now-becoming-somewhat-attenuated pig-tail the line of inquiry would have been directed into a less adventurous channel.”

“All this is getting away from the edge,” demurred T’sin Wong severely. “If, as you affirm — —”

“That will presently appear,” undertook Hwa-che, “but there is a certain form to be observed in arriving at the promised achievement. Transport your enlightened mind back, Sublime, to the night before the First of Much Gladness. Did you on that occasion partake freely of stewed water snails for your evening rice before retiring?”

“It is not to be denied,” agreed T’sin Wong, mellowing graciously at the pleasurable reminiscence. “When in season this one invariably partakes of the delicacy if it is to be procured, and the year has been propitious.”

“Then doubtless from time to time you may perchance have wiped your polished hands on your no less becoming hair, either in a moment of dignified abstraction or as the process might have seemed expedient?”

“Inevitably,” replied T’sin Wong, “in the ordinary course of eating. It has a tonic property for hair — their fat — as well as being a cleanly act when one is wearing rich silk garments.”

“The structure is complete,” declared Hwa-che, “and nothing now remains but the actual disclosure. This takes us hence, High Dignity, to your own especial chamber.”

VII

In T’sin Wong’s private room, to which all those chiefly concerned pressed on, no matter how base their station, Hwa-che’s words were awaited more eagerly than are the first drops of rain when a time of drought is ending.

“In order to grasp how the result must definitely emerge it is necessary to recognize that, in this revealing what is dark by the secret Barbarian tests, reliance is placed not in the admittedly vagarious reading of demonstrably ambiguous charms, but on the inexorable trend of circumstantial details.”

“It is by no means ill-expressed,” declared a voice among the throng, “though unnecessarily dogmatic. A more deferential tone — —” And the grey hairs of the venerable Kwan Yen — though little else of him — might be seen in a far corner.

“Remove the vindictive cang or this one’s lips are sealed,” was Hwa-che’s bold requirement. “It is not due that he whose voice I am should be submitted to an outrage.”

And since there seemed to be no other way of learning what they wished this was at once effected.

“Like all abnormally bewildering crimes the involvement of His High Excellence’s vanished queue is really a model of simplicity when reduced to its essential base, and the fact that in the process of unravelling the knot it has been found necessary to undergo a variety of distressing trials, to involve a number of blameless persons in a diversity of humiliating ills, to create a state of ferment undistinguishable from riot and civil breach, with, incidentally, the employment of a beleaguring force and the probable development of international warfare — this is merely what may be described as the preliminary axe-work, necessary to hew away the obscuring foliage.”

“Seeing that the greater part of a moon has already been spent in resolving this simple process, would it not be well to withhold your undeniably harmonious voice from consuming yet another in recounting the various details?” was T’sin Wong’s courteous suggestion. “The appointed time for setting forth is past, and chair-carriers, as a race, are notoriously close-tempered when frustrated.”

“The remonstrance is just,” declared Hwa-che, “and I will retard the all-too-copious flow of my superfluous verbiage. Let it suffice that from a certain cause it presently appeared that none save His Eminence himself could that night have had access to his sacred person, while the nature of the severance, when observantly approached, made it clearer than a crystal stream that it was by no human hand that the wrong was perpetrated. To act as the offender did and — if the crude homology may be permitted in the stress— ‘cut a long tale short,’ this one will now lift the concealing veil, when — except in the incredible event of all precedent abruptly fading — the much-sought treasure will be definitely recovered.”

With this inspiring pledge Hwa-che found the spot already marked by her, and drawing back the arras she stooped down in the high-minded certainty of finding what she had foretold would not be wanting. A murmur of appreciation was on every lip at the exactitude of this convenient process, and when it was seen that she had something in her grasp there was no person who did not repeatedly shake himself warmly by the hand to express deep satisfaction.

“Great Excellence,” she said — and it was widely marked that her richly toned voice had, if anything, a faintly surfeited languor— “probed on the undeviating Barbarian plan it was inevitable by all the laws of fact that what we sought should be here, and here accordingly we find it. By the aid of a few bent metal skewers it can, for all practical purposes, be restored to its inherent place on your upright-minded head, and thus this period of unjust reproach among your fellow-men is ended.”

“Ask what you will,” proclaimed T’sin Wong aloud, “and it shall — if in reason — be freely granted. The thing itself is now all that remains to complete the lustre of this scene — —” and he stretched out his hand to receive his own from Hwa-che’s keeping, for, as all began to note, she still lingered as if reluctant to surrender the possession.

“Favoured of the Highest,” was the almost awed response, “the climax is yet untold, for it is plain to read that you have been made the recipient of a very pregnant omen. Hitherto it had been shallowly assumed that your loss implied the cutting off of your noble House in tail line of direct succession. Learn now how entirely opposed to this is what the presage actually foreshadows. For here, coiled into a neat abode at the warm maternal promptings of a creature that is the most fecund among races, this tail, the emblem of manly vigour, has become the depository and home of no less than sixteen sturdy offsprings, many, if not all, doubtless of your own lusty sort. Could any portent be more auspicious for your virtuous hopes or stimulate the gracious Lady Fa to an even tenser effort?”

“This happening,” declared T’sin Wong, as he diffidently received what Hwa-che now offered, “almost exceeds in wonder the romantic stories of the Golden Age as told by wandering poets. To celebrate so miraculous a turn and memorize the day a general holiday is called, all debts wiped out, and the various tea-houses and places of resort are commanded freely to dispense their store so that a loyal populace may have occasion to shower down grateful blessings.

“These sixteen prophetic harbingers of promise, instead of being crystallized with honey in the usual way, become a special charge on the public sleeve, enjoying, from the roomy security of a conveniently arranged box, a mounted guard and a suitable display of banners.

“All prisoners — whether guilty or merely condemned — shall be mercifully set at large, to go on as before, and the scaffolds erected for their use had better be fired at dusk: thereby providing a spectacle of lavish splendour and at the same time avoiding the considerable expense of dismantling these structures.

“As it is inconceivable that the heaven-sent Wearer of the Yellow should not require to hear of this prodigy occurring in his realm from the lips that can relate it at first-hand, the philosopher Kwan-che, and the accomplished youth Hwa Yen, shall accompany our ceremonial progress. Everything being thus suitably arranged let the usual salute of explosives be discharged and the forefront of the procession set in motion.”


CHAPTER XXIII
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ILL-ACCORDED RECEPTION OF T’sin Wong when the Capital is reached, and how it devolved upon Hwa-che to arrange his extrication. The divergence of their paths henceforth, with something of what followed after.

I

THE season was one of growth and promise as T’sin Wong’s lengthy cavalcade wound its tardy way across the well-sown fields and among the fragrant valleys where flowering trees abounded, so that it is not to be a matter for surprise that the mutual affection of Chin-tung and Hwa-che prospered.

By this time, thanks to the loquacious tongue of the flaccid-minded Li — for despite the professions of devotion to her cause his unfettered lips were analogous to an ever-open sluice gate — it was widely known that the one implied was not strictly in accord with her semblance, but so great was the enthusiasm she aroused that this was never openly referred to.

At intervals the impressive train of chairs and carriers passed through seemly villages where their progress was observed with gladness, and from time to time temples and monasteries appeared where priests and monks willingly produced their most potent relics to help them on their journey, while everywhere were thriving farms and in the air the sounds of fruitful labour. T’sin Wong spent the greater part of his time computing how much more, under a really benevolent system of local taxation, this land might feasibly yield. Doubtless he would have imposed the heavier share of this task upon Chin-tung’s docile shoulders had it not been, owing to the restrictions of the track, that the two could not proceed together. The inscriber of his word was therefore free to roam throughout the journey, and this led to the one in question, with Hwa-che by his side, forsaking the narrow isolation of their respective chairs for a more secluded pathway. As they leisurely advanced in this engaging manner Chin-tung would have composed Odes in Hwa-che’s praise and on like attractive subjects, but she, while confessing an admiration for his undoubted gifts that covered him with modest rapture, imperceptibly led their conversation round to topics of a more definite application.

Nor were other causes of a widespread joy by any means deficient. At the obstruction of a swollen ford one of the yamen guard, riding a small but resolute horse, succeeded in reaching the column. The message he delivered was that two well-knit he-children were now added to the Mandarin’s reviving Line, for the bounteous Lady Fa, as if in answer to the sign, had thus outrun all expectation. T’sin Wong at once bestowed an onyx bracelet upon Hwa-che, and Kwan Yen also received an appropriate though a less enduring present.

Even the added tidings that in the course of the public rejoicings instigated at his call, the fires of the burning scaffolding had eluded their control, and the larger part of walled Kochow was by this time a blackened ruin, failed to shake the enlightened justice’s now firmly established trust in the righteousness of the Powers.

“A house, a street, or an entire town,” he declared, “can always be rebuilt, and, indeed, in the incumbent process furnish a health-giving occupation for a number of otherwise sluggish and unemployed toilers, not to mention a welcome addition to the reasonable dues of a variety of deserving officials who add the weight of their approval to the project. But by the failure to consolidate a strong and enduring Line even the most scrupulous may find himself cut off, so to speak, from all sources of supply in the Hereafter. Taking one thing with another, the controlling Deities are impartial.”

II

In that book called “The Pagoda with the Conscientious Outlook” there occurs this instance: “An earth-worm once heard referring to a towering palm-tree as ‘the cabbage’ was reproved by a passing swallow. ‘You say so,’ replied the earth-worm, ‘but for myself I can see very little difference,’ “ and this, from a certain angle, might not inaptly be applied to His Excellence the Mandarin T’sin Wong, now approaching the Capital with every assurance of satisfaction in his well-filled outline.

In a not discreditable relief at escaping from the ills overshadowing him at home, the short-sighted administrator of order wholly lost sight of the lowering menace awaiting him beyond the journey and, indeed, was looking forward with a keen prospect of mutual enjoyment to the time when he would be able to entertain the even-handed Monarch with a detailed account of his recent cares and their miraculous removal. Alas, he who first wrote, “A just ruler will cause more trouble than the invasion of an army,” must have lived in those incorruptible days, for even at that moment Ming Wang was seated on his jewelled throne encircled by a band of enthusiastic Censors. These it was who, ever on the look-out for delinquency and vice, enabled Ming Wang to spread indiscriminate justice right and left, and in the end to earn the becoming title, “the Unswerving,” from a later generation.

“Having disposed of the case of Yung Tsu, whose method of conducting burial lotteries left so much to be desired, T’sin Wong would seem to come next on our list,” announced the Sublime, reading the name from a golden tablet that hung at his pliant wrist. “Apart from the denounced’s certainly inauspicious name, what is the exact nature of T’sin Wong’s transgression?”

“Omnipotence,” replied the Censor within whose scope the Mandarin’s district lay, “this is one of those clearly established cases in which it would be a mistake to be too circumstantial. The low standard of integrity prevailing in Kochow is the best indication of this morally decrepit official’s unfitness for his position.”

“Yet if the one accused has no definite misdoing laid against his door, how will it be possible for him to controvert the charge?” asked a newly appointed Censor, one who had not yet adapted himself to the responsibilities of public service.

“The difficulties of a situation like this may be very briefly stated,” explained the Imperishable himself, with a truly magnanimous resolve that no possible harbourage for a suspicion of prejudice should linger. “If the perjurious outcast is arraigned on a special count he may bring forward a number of unscrupulous-minded hirelings who will repeat his voice in all that he asserts, so that, not to stultify the face of Justice, it would then be necessary for us to procure an equal number of public-spirited witnesses to counteract his fictions. This might be prolonged indefinitely with a man of T’sin Wong’s obstinacy and wealth, each side automatically cancelling the effects of the other. Doubtless you now begin to grasp the thorny growth besetting the path of uprightness?”

“Pre-eminence,” declared the misgiving Censor gladly, “it is now as lucid as the far-famed waters of the Wei, which make all other rivers muddy, and with a beaconing light — —”

“Admittedly so,” interposed the business-like Sovereign firmly, “and it now only remains to decide upon a course of action in view of T’sin Wong’s perverseness. Whose guiding voice obtains?”

For a moment none was raised; then it was seen that the lips of the most venerable counsellor among them all were moving.

“Upholder of the Earth and Sun,” he was understood to say, “this one himself may be, as some allege, scarcely distinguishable on superficial lines from some uncouth, night-haunting beetle, but his discretion is a deep and never-failing well at which many have drunk freely to repletion.”

“Say on — but take your time,” urged the ever-considerate Monarch. “Your mind, Kuei-pan, is as compact of profitable wisdom as a bee’s comb is filled with honey.”

“Inasmuch as the prevailing forms of law may fail in T’sin Wong’s case, was not the Code of Yaou and Shun framed to meet such an omission?” asked Kuei-pan with an air of triumph. “ ‘Conduct of an official whereby — —’ Is it not said that three chariot-loads of pundits moving abreast could not break through its slenderest meshes?”

“It is well recalled, the Code of Yaou and Shun,” agreed Ming Wang, “for it has often been the support of a not invariably straight-edged Ruler in what might be described as many a congested angle. ‘Conduct of an official whereby the established felicity of his greatly indulgent Sovereign is endangered’ — that would seem to catch the skewer on the protruding end, as the saying is, Kuei-pan?”

“There is no single word of the charge, High and Mightiness, that could not be substantiated.”

“That being so,” declared the All-doing briskly, “we will regard the point as settled. The nature of his offence being clear” — here the August turned to the Keeper of the Books— “what is the statutory nature of T’sin Wong’s correction?”

“It would appear that the lines of a strictly retributive justice have been closely pursued, Supreme, together with a due regard for the traditionally imaginative flavour of our romance-encrusted Empire,” replied the one consulted. “Inasmuch as the offender has occasioned you distress it is ordained that he should do something to contribute to your entertainment. This is particularized as a game of chess with the Court Grand Chess Master. Should the delinquent triumph he is held to have maintained his cause; if not, he suffers the usual — —”

“Agreeably so,” thrust in the Wearer of the Yellow with decision. “No one has yet come within the powers of our nimble-witted Chess Master by the burden of four men-at-arms or an embattled tower. Yet it would be well to know before we call the trial what repute this Mandarin has among those who have moved ivory with him.”

“Illimitable,” volunteered a member of the Imperial suite, who stood by to effect his wishes, “your wholly obedient has himself a kinsman in walled Kochow and we duly exchange tidings. The chess-play of the one concerned is said to resemble an ape endeavouring to lift hot cockles from a griddle.”

“Then it goes forth. In the case of T’sin Wong let the Code of Yaou and Shun take the place of normal jurisdiction. Now as regards” — here the Indefatigable again referred to the golden tale of misconduct at his wrist— “as regards Chou-hong, who is stated to be denying that the earth is upheld by a celestial tortoise — —”

III

It was some time before the now much-perturbed T’sin Wong could be brought to realize that he was not arriving at the Capital in the part of an honoured guest, and at first he insisted that the masses thronging the Ways were drawn up to pay him homage; later he ceased to incline graciously forward at the sight of the uplifted hands and sought to withdraw as completely as possible from their importunate attentions, but it was not until he reached the austere building set apart for the reception of himself and his entire band, and fathomed the full nature of the absence of all good taste on the part of those who should have espoused his cause, that the restraining links of his indignation were freely loosened.

“It is rightly said, ‘You may boil drunkenness out of a sot in time, but ingratitude goes down to the very marrow,’ and Ming Wang’s bearing since he ascended the Dragon Throne makes it impossible not to think of him spontaneously when anyone chances to recall the proverb,” he remarked morosely as he surveyed the offensively commonplace fare offered to him upon arrival. “It is doubtless too late in the day to repine, but if this person had joined a hatchet gang instead of devoting himself to an official career, he would certainly have been able to look forward to eating meat in his old age instead of the humiliating allowance of a small measure of rice gruel, cooked in a noticeably unappetizing vat and served up from an iron skillet.”

“Great Excellence,” ventured Chin-tung, who had meanwhile been outside opening his ears widely, “so far is ill enough, but even worse remains to be imparted.”

“Do not hesitate to scatter the flowers of your herbaceously bordered mind in acceptable profusion,” was T’sin Wong’s moody comment. “Does this mean in effect that the fruit course of our lavishly arranged feast will consist exclusively of dried raisins?”



“Alas, Illustriousness,” was his inscriber’s pensive admission, “it is greatly to be feared that the only desert accorded to your grace will hang from a more substantial timber. To darken your offence the Code of Yaou and Shun is about to be invoked, whereby, as a test of guilt, you will be called upon to match your skill at chess in a passage with Lao Pun, the invincible Court Grand Master.”

“A surfeit of lukewarm gruel does not promote clear thought,” remarked T’sin Wong, pushing aside his almost untouched allowance, “and if you, Chin-tung, should cherish any need to consume a double share you are hospitably welcome. Now as regards this grotesque travesty of what masquerades under the cloak of prehistoric justice — how may the issue be successfully complicated?”

“It was with the Code of Yaou and Shun in view that the saying has arisen, ‘It is thriftier to leave your robe in the hands of a stubborn robber than to plead against a charge, clad from head to foot with rightness.’ There would seem to be no actual evasion of the Code, and only one — it is scarcely worth the relation.”

“You have a distressing habit, Chin-tung, of arresting the usually copious flow of your generally quite negligible voice at the exact point where it promises to assume an effective climax. To counteract this vice closely observe the action of a well-trained race-horse, and in the meanwhile disclose, in as few words as is compatible with your customary diffuse style, the contingency to which you have already so flaccidly alluded.”

“There is a seldom-recalled Appendix to this section of the Code, Benign, by which it is lawful for you to appoint another as your proxy. But inasmuch as you are equally involved in his failure to achieve, while Lao Pun has never yet been known to lose a game of chess — on several occasions, indeed, playing three score chosen rivals at a time, his eyes being meanwhile swathed and between the moves repeating pages of the Classics — the concession holds no promise.”

“Why, then, should you insist on wasting otherwise valued time in enlarging what can obviously be of no material service?” exclaimed T’sin Wong, whose sense of due proportion was rapidly dissolving. “Had you applied yourself in the past to studying the systems of the great chess masters — as this person continually urged — you might now have been in a position to repay a lifelong fostering of your interests. As it is — —”

“Have no fear, Esteemed,” declared a voice surpassing in melody the ripple of a woodland brook in springtime, and Hwa-che revealed herself from behind a lacquered screen, where she had doubtless been engaged in some charitable office. “As it is, this one will take up the issue with Lao Pun and proclaim herself your champion.”

“This is remarkably agreeable — in a general sense — and the manner in which you have already conducted the enterprise holds out a modicum of promise,” observed T’sin Wong when he had brought his never very agile mind to realize the project. “Probably you have already attained a wide repute among masters of the game in your own isolated Province, but it is as well to recognize that it may be one thing to discover the hiding-place of an inanimate object that has no facilities of movement, but quite another to drive into an untenable attitude one who is endowed with the varied qualities of an eel, a fox and a limpet. The first essential — —”

“Assuredly, High Prescience,” agreed Hwa-che alertly, “and it is beyond the bounds of fancy that after being brought successfully through a course of admittedly hazardous snares this one should be, as it were, deposited lower by her unfailing system in so pacific an encounter.”

“Should you by any chance succeed,” proclaimed T’sin Wong, “there is neither length, breadth nor depth to the extent of this one’s bounty, and whatever you may afterwards demand — —”

“It is ungrudgingly expressed,” endorsed Hwa-che, producing an ample parchment, “and that being your open-handed mind, the bond — which, among other details, will include the freedom of Chin-tung from every kind of claim, together with the payment of his arrears of inadequacy down to this day — may be set out in words and pressed by your own undeniable thumb equally before as after.”

“Yet,” demurred T’sin Wong, to whom this dispatch was for some reason uncongenial, “as among scrupulous friends — —”

“It would be just as well not to misuse our time in fruitless speech,” counselled Hwa-che, trying her brush against a thumb-nail of shell-like texture, “seeing that we do not even know the moment of the summons. Meanwhile, it devolves upon the abler of the two to explain for this one’s guidance what the exact strategy of this game of chess consists in.”

IV

The chess-room of the Royal Palace was — though rarely used — an apartment of exceptional splendour. Not only the floor but the walls and ceiling also were composed of squares of priceless marble, matched in appropriate shades, so that at first sight it was a little difficult to judge where one part of the room ended and another began, and diffident-mannered strangers had been seen attempting to walk up the wall under the impression that they were still in the middle of the floor. This arrangement was commonly declared to be a crafty snare devised by the base Lao Pun, for while he, having familiarized himself to the scene, could remain unmoved, it was no uncommon thing for even expert rivals completely to lose their poise at the inability to rest the mind from the ever-present succession of geometrical repetition.

About the hall were the couches, forms and benches for the various ranks of Court officials who were privileged to be there, and on a dais overlooking the board the emblematic throne, with carved elephant supports, from which Ming Wang, in the interests of the national game, made a point of watching the more desperate encounters.

“It is well that the taste should be nourished,” was his far-seeing reply to a courtier who had once spoken of this habit, “for it is beyond the province of wit to think out the moves of a warmly contested game and at the same time elaborate the plans for a successful outbreak of rebellion.”

This reply had a two-edged significance with relation to Lao Pun, for it need be no longer kept back that the crafty Master of Ceremonial Chess was in reality a dangerous conspirator playing a double game with both the black and the white forces. Under the affectation that the terms he used were the language of his office it was not difficult for Lao Pun to communicate to his friends outside all that was taking place among the Palace circles, and even to indicate what should be their own most effective movements. Nor was this hidden from Ming Wang, who was both alert and gifted, but so far Lao Pun’s guile had enabled him to avoid any open charge, while his influence was so wide that it might prove a hazardous course to dispose of him abruptly.

Thus may the position be outlined when T’sin Wong was called up to receive judgment.

V

In accordance with the wholesome rule which then obtained, not only the Mandarin himself, but all those of his suite were similarly involved in whatever sentence should await his misdoings— “If the tree is evil the fault lies equally with the soil it grew in” — and to their unaccustomed eyes the scene presented by the assembly of high nobles and consequential chiefs was one of transcending lustre. Even T’sin Wong, who maintained an impressive demeanour of unconcern, was heard to admit that he could see more complete fur suits before him than there were rat-skin vests in all Kochow. Silk, jewels and cloth-of-gold were both lavish and abundant.

Cups of spiced tea and slight viands of an easily manageable kind had already been passed round on costly plates of jade by uniformed attendants. Snuff and melon seeds were now being pressed by all upon each other when T’sin Wong and his band arrived, but none advanced to offer this simple rite of welcome to an illustrious guest, while from other marks of disrespect it was only too plain that as a commodity the hapless Mandarin’s once buoyant scrip was not in the ascendant. Even the crude Lao Pun, by this time seated at the board, affected to be engrossed in an attempt to balance one piece upon another.

Heralded by the strains of a processional march (which, however, he at once cut off as soon as his voice could prevail above it), the picturesquely disposed Emperor — Ming Wang, last of his sacred Line — briskly entered, unceremoniously thrusting into his sleeve the grateful address of passionate loyalty which it had been the purpose of a chosen knot of the elders of the city to read for his enjoyment. Nor did the sight of every head of the hundreds gathered there, submissively striking the marble floor in perfect time and precision, to the beat of the Court Musician’s wand, seem to afford him the intellectual pleasure that might be reasonably contemplated, for after a delicately expressed elevation of the Imperial shoulders he struck his capably formed hands vigorously together and commanded T’sin Wong to approach and all others to resume their set positions.

“Inasmuch as it is perfectly well known to every person here — the criminal included — exactly how the matter stands, it would plainly be an empty abuse of time to go into its superfluous details. Let the miscreant take up the accustomed stand,” and he indicated the floor opposite Lao Pun, who displayed his ill-assorted teeth in his antagonist’s direction, “and may the cause of virtue triumph.”

“Omnipotence,” declared T’sin Wong, “your iron word is law, but the enactments of the Code are even more unbending. Under the wise provision of Clause Thirty-four, Sub-section Eight, it is sufferable to claim a deputy to fill the delinquent’s place, and that alternative this person now requires.”

“The turn is a novel one that has not hitherto been mooted,” announced Ming Wang, after he had conferred apart with an official of exalted button. “However, it rests with each ox to look after his own tail as best he can. What is the precise arrangement?”



“Great Majesty,” proclaimed a voice of such melodious purity that to everyone who heard there came the thought of a carillon of silver bells touched lightly by the stirring breeze at evening, “this’ concerns the trembling suppliant before you,” and Hwa-che, now revealed as one of her own sort and appropriately — if somewhat noticeably — clad, pressed to the front among them. “After a succession of incidents sufficiently marked to imply ancestral guidance, she who droops at your mere glance was led to the walled city of Kochow, where, disguised for an adequate cause as one of your own all-conquering sort, she became involved in a further course of action. Now to complete the cycle of appointed things she comes forward of her own accord in His Excellence T’sin Wong’s place, either to share in that one’s fault or equally to restore his prestige.”

“This is an extremely interesting development of what had so far threatened to be a very ordinary case of judicial routine,” remarked the broad-minded Sovereign, graciously indicating to Hwa-che that she should come still nearer to the throne to enable him to judge if she was physically equal to the proposed encounter, “and fittingly exemplifies how desirable it is for a really conscientious Monarch to shirk no by-path of administrative detail.”

“Alas, Magnificence,” was the discreet reply, as Hwa-che looked vainly round for some suitable object with which to cover her becomingly arranged confusion at this unprecedented honour, “never before was it more keenly felt that ‘The smaller the foot, the more precarious the footing.’ Nothing but your truly regal presence offers any support for my naturally weak-kneed resolution.”

“Do not hesitate to lean against it then, to the fullest extent of your requirement,” enjoined the sincerely outspoken Ruler. “Indeed,” he added, after an approving glance in a direction not unconnected with the subject matter of Hwa-che’s apt proverb, “it would almost seem that if the adage is to be literally accepted it may become necessary for you to be entirely sustained by some extraneous foundation. Lao Pun, in so exceptional a case does it not occur to your behindhand mind that it would be more in keeping with one of our chivalrous sort to offer your comfortably upholstered stool to the — technically — misdemeanant?”

“Your gracious word prevails, Benevolence,” replied the one addressed, as he proceeded to sit upon the marble floor on the spot reserved for transgressors. “That is to say,” he added with dark intent, “if it is the Royal Will that your Grand Master of the Board should suffer the indignity of being matched on any terms with an ambiguously styled fledgeling.”

“The Code must be rigidly upheld,” declared the exacting Ming Wang, “and so far she against whom your skill is to be arrayed has been studiously forbearing. We live in a progressive age, Lao Pun, and in any case, seeing that all, from men-at-arms to kings, are adroitly swayed by their lesser ones behind closed doors, it would be a little illogical to deny in them the right to move our graven counterparts about a pasteboard arena.”

VI

The field of combat being now set Hwa-che took up her station, and on every side there was a general edging-on to obtain a better view of what it was soon recognized must inevitably prove an epoch-making contest. The ceremonial rules of precedence had very little weight after it was presently observed that the Immutable himself was seated on the lowest step of his throne so that he might obtain an uninterrupted view over Hwa-che’s becoming shoulder, and inferior nobles did not scruple to thrust elbows into the sides of more important, rounder-bodied men if they could thereby secure a better standing.

The deciding lot for order was next cast, and it fell upon Lao Pun to unmask his line of battle. He sent out a man-at-arms to test the ground, to which Hwa-che at once replied by one of a similar condition, but it is to be inferred that the point from which he sprang was surprising to Lao Pun, for he looked twice before he reopened the attack, this time with a martial abbot. To his onset Hwa-che brought up a second trusty skirmisher, and the clash of encounter thickened.

The first wave of conflict had scarcely fairly passed when those who watched foresaw a sharp reverse to Hwa-che’s arms if she failed to support an outpost. The more observing also noticed that at the same moment a loose strand of her otherwise carefully arranged hair floated gracefully above her pearl-like ear, and the impression grew that the ever-attentive Potentate was blowing lightly in that direction in order to warn the one implied of her jeopardous position. If so, however, the device fell short, for Hwa-che neglected the essential move, and with a most offensive look of ill-concealed elation the contemptible Lao Pun advanced an armoured knight by a far from straightforward path and forthwith raised a low-conditioned cry suggestive of directing a team of fractious horses. An emotion of despondency shadowed every face, for already Hwa-che’s unassuming qualities had endeared her to the throng, nor did it seem as if the ground could be conceivably retrieved, while there were few who would not have rejoiced to see Lao Pun meet a thoroughly well-earned disaster.

“Your opportune remark?” she courteously inquired. “My bankrupt mind was elsewhere.”

“Your emperor is assailed by this one’s lord,” replied Lao Pun, indicating the treacherous line of assault with a consequential finger, “and his very existence menaced. It will be necessary for you to remove him to another space since none can be insinuated between them.”

“To one not steeped in treason there is a more befitting way,” came the bold retort, and Hwa-che was seen to pluck the encroaching knight up from the board and cast it into a brazier of glowing coal that tempered the chill of evening. At this undaunted move, and the engaging gesture of high-minded disdain that marked the act, a mingled cry of esteem and deep regret was forced from every lip as all now recognized that Hwa-che had gone beyond the limit. Lao Pun’s unworthy hand was at once raised to indicate that he claimed victory by forfeit.

“Let the game proceed,” directed Ming Wang, unmoved. “It is incumbent on even a rigorous judge to alternate severity with mercy.”

“The consequence is of no account,” declared Lao Pun, “though the precedent is doubtful. By advancing this contiguous man-at-arms your sovereign is again reduced to flight,” and he repeated the annoying sound as he moved the piece in question.

“A man-at-arms, thus now!” exclaimed Hwa-che, and, despite the fact that the least costly of the ivories were set with gems and gold, the bowman followed the armoured knight into the devouring furnace. “All-powerful!” was her cry, as she faced the Sublime again, and by the picturesque vigour of her stride scattered both board and men over the insufferable Grand Master, “it is time that a loyal voice be raised, since one is strangely lacking. The Code of Yaou and Shun has been invoked, Most High: let the Code be strictly followed!”

“It is impossible to doubt the sincerity of your latest poise, Hwa-che, though not absolutely transparent in its purport,” declared the Illimitable mildly. “What exactly is the burden of your engaging choler?”

“This and no less, Supreme: arch-treason!” was the daring challenge. “In the hearing of your assembled Court — before your own Celestial eyes — it has been claimed that not only an accoutred knight but a servile man-at-arms is competent to assail the Elect of Heaven — yourself, Pre-eminence — and compel him to an ignominious surrender; and what is more, the vaunt has been used in actual practice. This affects Clause Ninety-six of the Code in point, with which your Omniscience is of course familiar.”

“Undoubtedly,” replied the profound Monarch, “but it is questionable if all the host are equally proficient. Tan-yang, for the benefit of our less informed subjects standing about, announce the terms of the Ninety-sixth Clause of the Immortal Statute.”

“The paragraph in question, Mighty Head, is briefly this,” replied the Keeper of the Books, flinging his tablets right and left in an ecstasy of briskness: “ ‘Conduct of a Court functionary whereby the ability of his Anointed Majesty to do anything or be anywhere in whatever circumstances is directly or obliquely questioned.’”

“Well, Lao Pun, you would seem to have brought yourself within the clutches of the Digest in no ambiguous guise,” remarked the August as he rubbed his hands in a gratified way at the cheer-diffusing fire. “Is there anything that you may wish to say before your last move, as one might say, is made across the congested board of existence?”

“Imperishable,” besought the clay-souled Pun, “this game is but the counterfeit of an actual state and has therefore no solid meaning. Whatever — —”

“That plea can scarcely hold, Lao Pun,” reproved the Great, “inasmuch as the shrewdest pundits of our favoured land have invariably maintained that actionable obloquy may be conveyed not only by words — written or said — but equally by signs or abusive shrugs or significant omissions; by gestures, attitudes, or meaning looks; by the compound of things innocuous in themselves, as when naturally decorous fingers are spread out from a part not inherently discourteous; by the allusive angle of a hat aggressively thrust on, the understood contumely of knees made insultingly to bend; by horns and hoofs and tails; sticks and stones and vapours. In short, there is little or nothing by which traducement may not be expressed, so that to claim exemption for so subtle a medium as chess is but to enhance the outrage.”

“Yet the rules and fixed observance of the game, Benign — —”

“Rules, Lao Pun,” was the fitting reprimand, “and you the Grand Chess Master! It is tenuous indeed for the Head and Authority of the game himself to plead that under the cloak of a philosophical exercise an insidious brand of disloyalty should be fostered. Henceforth propriety will be observed by the emperor on the one side only being vulnerable to his compeer on the other, and all lesser ranks will maintain a respectful distance. This trifling rearrangement of the plan of our great national pastime shall be the first care of the next in office. Tan-yang, ensure that this goes forward.”

“It is poised on my awaiting brush, Serene. Proceed to elaborate your edict.”

“The Couch of Chess being vacant, let a trial be made and the most expert in all our realm be chosen for the office. Hereafter, the Grand Mastership will be for life, on an automatic base, it being sufferable for any ambitious aspirant to blow three times on a bugle hung outside the Board of Chess street door, and this to imply a challenge. Should he who has called the issue make good his claim, he becomes in turn Grand Master.”

“But if not, All-just?”

“If not, he demonstrates that wise provision of Nature known as ‘the continuance of the adroitest.’ Thus by a single short ordinance we tend to discourage pretension among the headstrong and unfit, encourage an increased state of proficiency in an improving relaxation for both young and old, and, so far as is humanly possible, contrive that the holder of the office does not by slothful ease become lethargic and slow-witted. Now as regards Lao Pun — —” Here the Upholder of Rightness considered.

“Proceed to distribute justice, Immaculate,” was that one’s acrimonious taunt. “Yet it is better to have feasted if only in a dream than to live on husks awaking.”

“Alas, Lao Pun,” replied his deeply excusing Majesty, “it may well be said of you, ‘He whose hands are cold need not fear to handle hot dishes.’ In these oncoming days the authority of a ruling Prince is very straightly lined, and not pictorial tolerance but the hard-and-fast of law is rigidly exacted. What, Tan-yang, Lao Pun having tacitly allowed his guilt, is the formal nature of the decreed expiation?”

“The crime, Illustriousness, would appear to be one of a rather unusual type, and the details in consequence are a little ambiguous in their archaicly legal rendering. This much is explicit, however: the transgressor, it would seem, is condemned to be taken to your Imperial Large Game Sanctuary beyond the walls, and there employed by the guardians of the park — there is a slight textual obscurity about the sign used— ‘to feed the Royal dragons.’”

“Thus and thus?” murmured the humane Ruler with a sympathetic nod. “Lao Pun to —— ? Surely a distressingly active rôle for one of our late Chess Master’s speculative predisposition?”

“From a certain point of view that cannot be denied, Most High,” agreed Tan-yang, “but taking into account the looseness of the phrase it may not, after all, be one of immoderately long-lived duration.”

VII

After Lao Pun had been led passively away by an official charged with the dispatch of his case Ming Wang again resumed his providential throne with a more carefree expression.

“The eradication of vice must always be a necessary part of a truly constitutional Sovereign’s office, but how pleasurable it is to turn from this squalid task to the always attractive province of recompensing virtue,” and the painstaking Monarch’s eyes strayed in the direction of Hwa-che, who had meanwhile modestly retired to T’sin Wong’s band, where she was endeavouring to obliterate herself among her fellows.

“The case of the Mandarin T’sin Wong is singularly free of any complicating tissue,” resumed the Mouthpiece of Light, graciously indicating that the one he named might now assume a less horizontal position. “The charge that he had been guilty of originality unbecoming in a high official having been proved to be devoid of a single shred of truth, his undimmed button is honourably restored to him and (after satisfying the usual Court fees and suitably rewarding the various obliging persons who have smiled upon his cause) he is at liberty to return to thrice-fortunate Chokow — —”

“Kochow, All-knowing,” murmured the attentive Recorder of the Most High’s Right Hand, coughing slightly to obscure the interruption.

“ —— to the place which we have already thoughtfully renamed to signalize the unique occasion,” continued the Imperturbable, without varying his tenor. “There still remains the lotus-cheeked Hwa-che, to whose unswerving loyalty most of this happy development is very largely owing. Doubtless there is some coveted distinction — not, let us hasten to disclaim, anything of a sordidly pecuniary stamp — but the privilege, perchance, of carrying a yellow silk umbrella in the presence of a Viceroy of State, or of keeping a few sacred ducks inside a prohibited area —— ?” And the accommodating Emperor indicated by a look that he would not set his face against any request in reason.

There was a moment of constraint, the one chiefly concerned being too delicate to speak on such a theme, and the decorous Chin-tung too scrupulous to imply his own advancement. Among this variance it fell upon T’sin Wong to thrust his own voice forward.

“Beneath your Imperial thumb,” he craved, “this one, being in the standing of a natural guardian to the two young persons involved, may without impropriety put forth a commonplace suggestion.”

“Say on,” was the courteous assent. “In any case, it cannot be less helpful than a general silence.”

Thus encouraged, T’sin Wong cleared his insidious throat still more profusely.

“It would appear,” he said, “that she whom you would raise and an indifferent taker-down of this slow-witted person’s very third-rate words — Chin-tung his paltry name — have reached a stage of mutual understanding. From some obscure impulse the short-sighted Chin-tung would now forsake my fostering roof and thus that other one’s virtuous hopes would be brought to a barren limit. If, however, your commanding foot came down — —”

“Say no more,” declared Ming Wang, who prided himself on an inspired grasp of whatever was implied, “the misshapen thing shall not escape the issue. An inferior literary post is never hard to find about the Royal In-and-Out Department and Chin-tung shall be assigned to one of these, which carries with it adequate residence actually within the Palace grounds both for himself and Delightful Vision. Could anything be more conveniently positioned?”

“Since the question has been raised,” interposed a musical but at that moment not altogether pleasantly intoned response, “an alternative scheme suggests itself which might perhaps be described as even more becomingly situated,” and the clear-sighted and vigorous-minded Royal consort (on a description of Hwa-che’s striking progress reaching her inner chamber) now makes her brief but effective appearance. “No farther away than middle rice to-day did not Your Industrious Majesty speak of a vacant office of reasonable gain in a remote and tranquil Province?”

“There was some negligible reference to a Collectorship of Dues in far-away Su-ying,” was the overcast admission, “but there are five score clamorous applicants in view, all of them well supported.”

“Here, then, is the opportunity to tread on two beetles at a single step — avoid an invidious choice while giving offence to none, and at the same time recompense these two who have a claim on our united sufferance.”

“There is a certain rigidity of form to be observed in these affairs of state, Bright Star,” maintained the Heavensent, though it was plain he was being far from easy. “The one in point may fall short of the prescribed stage of honour inseparable from such a function.”

“That is ascertainable by the not very elaborate process of addressing yourself to his ear,” observed the tenacious Empress. “Or is it to be held more seemly that this one should herself exchange speech with a stranger of the other description?”

“ ‘Beauty is forgotten at dusk but hard words endure for ever’ — Harbinger of Rapture!” spoke back Ming Wang, but he nevertheless questioned Chin-tung very much as she had indicated.

“Are you a man of full degree, Chin-tung,” he asked, “or only as yet an ‘Aspiring Genius’?”

“Alas, Illustrious Head,” was Chin-tung’s shamefaced reply, “in spite of persistent trials my mediocre efforts have not so far been rewarded with any status beyond that of ‘Meritorious Promise.’”

“There, Chaplet of Pearls, it is even as — —” the Imperishable would have said, but the one who shared his couch had by no means reached her limit.

“Since the authorities have been lax it remains with you to rectify their omission,” she capably declared. “Confer ‘Advanced Scholar’ on Chin-tung, for the honour of his cause, and you become at once a liberal patron of the arts (whom less enlightened faculties will press forward to repeat), and the one concerned is qualified for office.”

“Confer — a literary degree!” stammered the Supreme, dumbfounded. “Why, Pristine Object, it is beyond the power of man — —”

“But not of the Regent of the Gods,” was the alert retort, “or whereon stands your prestige? The Code of Yaou and Shun has been invoked. All-high, is it, or is it not, to be regarded?”

“Have it your own way then — as heretofore,” conceded Ming Wang, and he closed his fan with which to perform the ceremony of striking Chin-tung’s shoulder. Then taking the inscriber of the word aside, under the plea of an initiatory phrase, he whispered in his ear, “It is aptly said, Chin-tung, ‘Men will face fire and flood but not the voice of a clamorous woman,’ and although it would theoretically be profane to refer to the one hinted at as either clamorous or — in the ordinary sense — a woman, there is, as you will doubtless learn some day, a certain amount of context in the application.”

VIII

The rising sun was emerging from the clouds above the Eastern Gate as a small but capable group of travellers satisfied the expectant guard, and leaving the Capital behind came out upon the great unswerving earth-road that maintained its relentless course over every sort of obstacle until it reached the impenetrable barrier on the outer edge of the terrestrial ambit. It was Chin-tung and Hwa-che, now definitely joined in marriage, together with the venerable Kwan Yen, making their leisurely way towards the distant Province. There was no sense of stress since Chin-tung himself carried his authority of office, which he would deliver in due form, but meanwhile the novelty of the scene and the engaging freshness that each of the two discovered in the society of the other enticed them continually to linger.

This prospect, however, failed to allure Kwan Yen, who consistently deplored the hardships of the way, the insipidity of their fare, and the temerity of penetrating at all into so uncivilized a region; for it can no longer be withheld that under the corrosive test of life in voluptuous Kochow, with a glimpse of the even more rapidly moving Capital added, much of the external gloss of the impressive patriarch’s complaisant front had, so to speak, peeled away, and the one who formerly was content to observe the changing hues of an autumn-tinted hydrangea now spoke familiarly of the conflicting merits of rival lantern-boat attractions, lamented the absence of latest tidings from the more fancied tanks of gladiatorial gold-fish, and, even in his sleep, seemed to be on terms of flower-name intimacy with a variety of tea-house maidens. Somewhat later he began to display an unbecoming obstinacy of outlook, and if reasoned with would lie down in the Way and kick, to indicate annoyance. Thereafter he was borne along on a wheelbarrow propelled by the supple-jointed Li, for that ingratiatory person had now definitely attached himself to their rising cause and was being allowed to convey their possessions.

“It cannot but be an element of bitterness in this one’s throat that he who until recently was the Zenith and Nadir of her firmament should behave in this peculiar manner,” remarked Hwa-che on an occasion after the stubborn-willed Kwan Yen, taking unreasonable umbrage at a wholly illusory slight, had lain down on his back in the dusty highway and spun round and round on the ground, saying that this was only fitting as he had been treated as a beetle, “and it is her persistent hope that among the artless and invigorating surroundings of primitive Su-ying he may recover his former balance.”

“In any case,” agreed Chin-tung, “there will always be reserved for him the chief seat at our board and a corner of the fireside ingle. During the day he can fly kites, compose apologies or exercise the birds according to his several moods; in the evening drowse by the hearth remembering his bygone prowess. . . . It is a little strange to realize, Hwa-che, that scarcely more than a moon ago we two who are now walking familiarly side by side were totally unaware of each other’s existence.”

“That only goes to show, dear one, that all this had been definitely arranged for us in advance by the protective Forces, and that we were being guided along a destined path towards an appointed end and influenced in a preordained manner,” rather surprisingly replied Hwa-che, and Chin-tung now recalled that for some time past she had made no reference to unveiling crime nor extolled the Barbarian method. “Thus and thus, beloved,” she continued, holding Chin-tung’s hand, indeed, but speaking rather as in the unchecked thoughts that from a well-filled heart rise upwards. “The Wheel turns and our faces must ever be set onwards. Kochow, the Mandarin T’sin Wong, the Capital, the Imperishable himself — these are fast assuming the distorted perspective of an unsubstantial dream: even memory-held Lo-ngo is fading. The future narrows its vista to a small but very cherished home, an inner chamber set with our household gods, and, perchance, a — —”

“It is happily expressed,” declared Chin-tung, “and there, auspiciously disclosed through a cleft in these dark hills, is our first glimpse of the sunlit valleys of Su-ying, where felicity awaits us. For whatever may befall, is it not wisely written, ‘Even a rag-picker, though compelled to toil with his face fixed on the earth, can always lift his thoughts to heaven’?”

IX

The essential story of Chin-tung and Hwa-che, even if written in this ill-equipped relater’s usual bankrupt style and with no particularly improving reflections drawn from each event, would fill seven and thirty volumes of a really distinctive size, but, alas, towards this attractive plan they who send forth the printed leaves have turned a wholly repulsive ear and extended hands from which it is impossible to interpret a blessing. It was very different in the spacious days of the meticulous Chung Fou, when five score and three compendious books were considered insufficient to express all that could be said on the precise meaning of the Harmonious Balance.

“Brick upon brick,” declared the enlightened Sage, “it is possible to erect a tower by which you may reach the stars,” but all the words that have been written since the indomitable Yu’s age are not adequate to provide an enduring foothold in a time of deluge.

Let it suffice, therefore, that all the good and meritorious persons encountered in this prosaic and short-coming tale lived to a virtuous old age and Passed Upwards painlessly at last, in agreeable circumstances and surrounded by their children’s children, while the bad and exacting were either devoured by ferocious beasts, suffered humiliating tortures, or came to a sudden and mortifying end in some other revolting way that would earn the most refined hearer’s gratified approval.

Justice having thus been impartially weighed out and the fundamental equipoise suitably maintained, nothing remains for an admittedly tedious and obsolete describer of unvarnished facts but to roll up his threadbare mat once more, bow right and left with ingratiating submission, and — not, perchance, without an inoffensive glance at his ill-lined collecting bowl — await your distinguished judgment.


Kai Lung Beneath the Mulberry Tree (1940)
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“IN ORDER TO appreciate more fully the various involvements concerned in the legendary tale which a scrupulous and uninventive recorder of actual facts has selected for recital on this gratifying occasion, it is necessary to take into account the usages and conditions of primitive simplicity existing in the State of Yin at that distant era of what has been aptly termed ‘our celestial and richly-embroidered country’s crudely-chiselled narrative’.”

Thus auspiciously Kai Lung responded to a well-sustained request that after a surfeit of round-bodied merchants, occupied chiefly with their wares, officials of not very imposing rank, unsuccessful students — no matter how hard-striving — earth-tillers, redolent of their toil, stall-keepers and beggars of the street, hired assassins, travelling minstrels, actors, sleeve-snatchers and persons of no particular kind, he would gratify their attentive ears with a story in which one of really exalted standing played an essential part, so that they might learn how people belonging to a class widely distant from their own ordered their doings. Nor when Kai Lung pointed out that a story where nobles of distinguished Line were brought in naturally involved a more sustained effort than one concerned with their own low-conditioned sort and was therefore worthy of an increased reward, had they failed to respond to the obligation.

“Yet how, seeing that the bulk of those who form your circle are ordinary persons of menial task arid unlettered tastes — how is it attainable for these to take into account, as you say, usages and complexities of whose operations they are profoundly unconscious?” asked one, an industrious crier of wayside herbs whose ambition it was to become a spokesman. “Is it not incumbent on the one professing to scatter the seed of entertainment first to prepare the soil of knowledge?”

“There is a grain of truth in the generality of your charge, but the matter is not so remote from a common understanding as your words might imply,” was Kai Lung’s admission. “It is perhaps sufficient to realise that in that distant and credulous age what was said was currently believed, and the more sonorously it was claimed the greater was the degree of conviction carried; that what another was seen to do was sedulously reproduced in the faith that what another did must be necessarily right, and the higher the degree of the one observed the more implicit the assurance; that those who had achieved success were the worthiest to succeed while failure to obtain material weal was the logical outcome of inferiority on the part of the striver. To this must be added that it was an era when, as the records of the most esteemed narrators disclose, whatever the appearance of a deplorable outcome meanwhile, Righteousness invariably triumphed over Iniquity in the end, but which constituted the one and which the other lay wholly within the province of the discloser.”

“Yet wherein does this fabled state of affairs differ — —” began a simple-minded goat-herd from the Barren Uplands, but reproving voices pointed out that Kai Lung had already spread his mat and taken the position.

In the feudatory days of the State of Further Yin the venerable and widely-esteemed, ruler, Hysi Ming, had at length announced that it was his gracious inclination (since it was not to be imagined that so powerful a monarch could ever be constrained) shortly to Pass Above, and to confirm his words it was soon afterwards generally agreed that a flourish of celestial dragons had hovered above the palace grounds bearing a cordial invitation for Hysi Ming to join his devoted forerunners.

It is of this enlightened sovereign’s humane outlook that many worthy sayings have been preserved, including the inscription on his outer gate: “When this door is freely ajar there is no need to seek justice elsewhere.” Notable also is his admission that if any man was unlawfully killed throughout the land it was as though he, as their responsible Head, had committed murder; if another’s goods were despoiled he was inferentially guilty of theft; and should the meanest of his subjects be wrongfully accused it was not too much to say (though none actually ventured to go to the extent of saying it) that Hysi Ming had borne false witness.

Indeed, so benevolently-inspired was the sympathetic potentate unquestioningly admitted to be that several influentially-supported risings had come to a fruitless end, when all but ready to launch, merely on it being pointed out by mutual well-wishers how seriously the intended course would wound Hysi Ming’s feelings.

In this courteous atmosphere of general amity and resolute goodwill Prince Ying had passed his youth, nor did it ever occur to his somewhat restricted vision that any other state of things might possibly exist outside the palace walls, or that the universal deference which he received as a matter of official routine had any other source than as a natural tribute to his exceptional qualities. He could not fail to be aware that he outshone all others in feats of arms, for he had been instructed in the correct positions of archery by the foremost exponents of the age, and trusty attendants saw to it that by an ingenious arrangement of hidden cords his arrows never failed to reach “the yellow;” at sword-play the most redoubtable champions of that art habitually fell beneath the rain of blows that he was able to inflict upon them, and when he rode, either in pursuit of prey or along an appointed course, no other horse could — or at all events ever did — outrun the one on which Prince Ying happened to be seated. A like success invariably attended the games of chance, the contests with coloured discs, or the poetical matching competitions in which he took a part, for if by any mishap he failed to win outright a dependable slave was always near at hand so that the table became overturned or a suitable interruption broke in at the most convenient moment. Nor in the matter of his outward form had the prince any reason to distrust the opinion of those who extended praise, for his reflecting surface of polished brass disclosed that he was of an agreeable colour, well-proportioned in all his parts, and had an alert yet ingenuous expression. The jewelled profusion of his splendid robes amply proclaimed the distinguished aloofness of their wearer’s high position.

The earliest faint rustling of a breath of doubt — the slenderest shaft of suspicion that everything might not perhaps be exactly so unblemished as it seemed in the most desirable of all imaginable States — would be attributable to a chance remark overheard as he stood unseen on the inner side of the palace stockade, beyond which a group of persons of the most ordinary kind expressed themselves” in very unrefined tones with distressing freedom. For the first time in his unclouded life Ying heard the venerable and widely-honoured head of their royal Line, the benign Hysi Ming himself, referred to not with deference by his many ceremonial titles but allusively as an elderly, white-whiskered baboon of predatory tastes and equivocative habits, while one whose identity he could not altogether avoid conjecturing was veiled under the similitude of a brightly-hued bird with well-spread tail or, by another speaker, an irrational-natured domestic beast of burden. Without staying to rebuke these uncouth travesties of humanity on their grotesque distortion of a flowery and richly melodious tongue, Prince Ying passed unostentatiously on but his unquestioning confidence in the essential equipoise of inherent uprightness could never be quite the same thereafter.

Doubtless it was some recollection of this unworthy band’s lack of culture — even though they should be only an infinitesimal fraction of those whom he must rule — that caused the prince to approach that task, when the sublime Hysi Ming condescended eventually to Pass Up, in a hitherto-unsuspected spirit of enquiry.

“It is one thing to maintain that impartiality prevails throughout the land and that all men receive satisfaction, but it is quite another whether those who are directly concerned would spontaneously assent to the declaration,” was the direction of his thoughts. “This can only be set at rest by merging one’s true position.”

Having this end in view Ying passed through the palace gates without any premonitory beating of ceremonial drums or blowing of processional horns and for the first time in his life wholly unaccompanied by a retinue of bearers. Although he wore what he considered to be a mean and inconspicuous garb he was so much more richly attired than any person of ordinary rank that none whom he approached had any difficulty whatever in recognising a noble of exalted station.

“Being but newly arrived at your romantic and favoured land a stranger would gladly learn something of its condition,” he explained, addressing himself to one who leaned with lethargic ease at an angle of the ways, waiting for the gate of an adjoining tea-house to be unbolted. “Is justice administered with a single face in Yin or would it be necessary to approach a closed door with a well-filled hand held open?”

“It is impossible to speak too highly of all that goes on around,” was the discreet reply; “from base to apex the endeavour of each official is directed towards a single object. Just as the State of Yin is the most desirable point of all inhabitable space, so its rulers’ virtues are practically unmeasurable, and lesser functionaries only descendingly less perfect; while the never-failing splendour of the facile-handed guardians of the ways has passed into a saying.”

“Is disaffection then unknown in any form?” enquired the prince, who had his own reasons for seeking assurance on this specific detail.

“Not only is antagonism unseen from dawn to dusk but it is so remote that its face would not be recognised should you chance to meet it on the highway.”

“It is aptly spoken,” declared Prince Ying, and after bestowing a piece of gold, in what he understood to be the customary way, he passed on to investigate elsewhere.

A sentry standing by a weak point of the wall next responded to his call, for seeing the evident consequence of the one who spoke the warrior readily laid aside his weapons of defence and withdrew from the position.

This one in turn assured Ying that insubordination or the thought of discontent was unknown among any of the various sections of a thoroughly willing and grateful army. When the prince referred in idiomatic terms to certain forms of laxity or craft of which he had dimly heard from martial courtiers, the sentinel confessed himself as at a loss even to understand the meaning of the alien words, and almost inexpressibly grieved that such duplicity should exist, albeit if only among outside tribes and barbarian hordes strange to the scrupulousness of polite campaigning. Those in authority over themselves, he added, were so solicitous to secure a life of luxurious ease for all within their charge that during every midday rice one of high standing passed among their ranks and besought that if even the lowliest should have any cause for dissatisfaction or complaint he would openly express it; while scarcely a night passed without a head being thrust through the opening of their tent, to be assured that all were free from discomfort.

“What then is the most prevalent cause of annoyance advanced on these occasions?” enquired the prince.

“How should murmuring be heard, seeing that one and all get more, as it is, than the extent of their desires?” was the significant admission. “No more convincing testimony to the efficiency of a resolute and vigorous system need be produced than that, despite this gracious encouragement from above, no man has ever yet been known to proclaim a grievance.”

Recognising that it would be fruitless to probe for that which did not exist Ying commended the sentry for the simple candour of his word and having rewarded him fittingly with a costly jewel, the prince bent his footsteps on in the hope of further discoveries.

What new evidence of contentment and well-being might have been forced upon his attention it would be unprofitable to assume, for on passing into a secluded place Prince Ying stumbled upon a sight that he had been influenced to believe could not exist within the confines of his dominion — that of a strong man in the lusty prime of life who had turned aside from the more public ways to lament unseen, now beating his sinewy breast with clenched hands in reasonless despair, now again raising them in fierce challenge to the attesting sky while he called down the seven-fold curse from which there is no escape on the heads and repose of those whom he inculpated. This peculiar scene the prince observed for such a space of time as wherein a man might count five-score; then disclosing himself from the obscurity in which he had stood concealed he approached the stranger.

“How comes it,” he enquired, “that in the most justly-ordered and bountifully endowed of all discoverable lands one in full possession of his years and strength should find cause to arraign authority?”

“Before we discuss that,” replied the other, displaying an attitude that was neither subservient nor bold, “it is necessary that I should know with whom I speak and the definite reason for his avowed interest.”

“Since you ask,” replied the prince, “there is no absolute reason why I should conceal my identity behind a mask of evasion. The one who speaks is Hysi Ying, Prince of Yin, and Hereditary Brother of the Yellow Dragon, though for a set purpose he assumed this lowly garb, so that he might freely pass unrecognised about the city.”

“In that case,” accepted the man, with no great concern, “Sheng Yei is now as good as among the spirits. Therefore call your awaiting guard and end an existence that has already exceeded the normal capacity of misfortune.”

“We are evidently involved in a mutual labyrinth,” declared the prince, “in which neither sees the outcome of the other. Why should this one condemn unheard a person against whose life he has no possible grievance?”

“It is the usual course when a subject, however moved, has been led into speaking without due respect of a member of the royal lineage. Was it not for this reason that your Great Highness lurked alone in the byways of your city?”

“So far from that being the case,” maintained the prince, “the sole purpose of this second-hand disguise was to be assured that universal justice was being done, or to redress the balance of right and wrong if it should appear that any form of iniquity flourished.”

“Disguise!” repeated the one who had thus avowed his name to be Sheng Yei, and for the first time his voice lost its conscious bitterness. “It would be as profitable to go begging with Yen Sung’s silver bowl as to expect sincerity from those who are in a position to speak, towards one wearing the obvious marks of a rich official.”

“This is certainly unlooked for,” admitted Ying, “since the costume appealed to this person’s eye as indicating modest want, being of an inconspicuous tone and wholly obsolete in its last year’s fashion.”

“The test of the stew lies in what the chop-stick brings to the surface. Did any man confide to your ear of disaffection gathering from the four points of the wind or was it a smooth tale of prosperity and contentment, perchance with the expectation of a small piece of silver in return, that was flatteringly presented?”

“There may have been some negligible coin that fell unheeded from one’s sleeve,” replied the prince with a distant air, “but that was apart from the subject matter of our conversation. Yet if sincerity is not to be found by these extraneous means how is it possible to arrive at a true understanding?”

“It is in the nature of things that any ordinary person should seek to mislead one suspected of possessing official rank, just as certain creatures instinctively feign death on the approach of a natural enemy,” was the tolerant reply. “Now had you been in this one’s place — —”

“The suggestion is inspired!” exclaimed Ying, stirred by new hope; “therein lies the germ of what is necessary. It is not to be denied that your general appearance is much more calculated to win the confidence of the beneath and withdrawn than this person’s ill-chosen aspect. All that remains, therefore, is for us to assume each other’s being.”

“Pre-eminence!” protested the one thus equally involved, “is it to be thought — —”

“It is useless to demur,” interrupted the prince, “for not only is it incumbent on you as a vassal subject to obey your lord but it is also futile to resist, the one who commands being trained to the usage of all manner of arms and able to vanquish any adversary. Lead, therefore, to your conveniently-situated though no doubt inexpensive abode so that we may effect the change, and if possible let our path be screened from observation.”

Seeing no outlet from this course Sheng Yei made his way by secluded tracks to a crumbling dwelling among the Lower Wastes and there untying a knot that held the bolt he stood aside for the prince to enter. It was dark within until the shutter was swung back but an emotion of disquietude stirred some inner faculty at the feeling which Ying encountered.

“There is an influence that pervades this place,” he was constrained to exclaim as he looked round. “What are the three objects that lie there side by side and why is each hid beneath a coverlet?”

“They are all that remain of a once prolific house,” replied Sheng Yei, now relapsing into his former morose mood, “and their faces are veiled because the manner of their Passing Hence was not tranquil.”

“It was of this that you spoke when you arraigned authority at the meeting of our ways?” enquired the prince, and Sheng Yei acquiesced by a despairing sign, for spoken words were just then beyond his power.

“It is well that we should have come together now and hereafter all who are concerned will be held to a strict account, but for the time being I am not to be put off from my immediate purpose,” was Ying’s firm resolve after he had swung his sleeve ambiguously for an undecided moment. “Meanwhile, take this solace to heart, Sheng Yei: ‘Iniquity must achieve its end by a sudden stroke, but justice can wait until the avenging gods are ready.’”

“Can reparation call back spirits from the Upper Air or restore the severed limbs to dismembered shadows that must now exist bereft of the common faculties?” was the outspoken reply. “How then, Omnipotence, can exact justice be rendered?”

“It may not be actually possible to do as you truly observe,” admitted the one addressed, “but should you establish your charge you will at least have the satisfaction of knowing that those at fault are being punished in exactly the same heartrending way that you yourself have suffered. Beyond that, the most exalted impartiality could scarcely go. To do more would savour of malice.”

Being eager to pursue his way unhampered by any outward sign of wealth or rank Prince Ying was already discarding his distinctive robes and assuming Sheng Yei’s threadbare raiment. His elaborate sandals also he cast off and his well-gilt hat, taking in its place one that would have the advantage of protecting a wearer’s head from the weather. When Sheng Yei sought to restore a weighty purse of gold that he found in the inner sleeve Ying thrust it heedlessly aside, though on being pressed he consented to carry a hand-count of pieces in a concealed knot of his garment.

“Three things, Imperishable, rank as the necessities of life: a piece of money, a smooth-noosed cord, and a knife of superior keenness,” was Sheng Yei’s counsel. “Properly used, as the several emergencies arise, these should be enough to bring a resourceful man through most ordinary difficulties.”

“In a pressing angle an authoritative voice would carry further than a weapon could be flung,” was the self-confident reply. “Moreover, the one whom you would warn is admitted to be invincible at every kind of martial encounter. Have no fear, therefore, but should any unforeseen tangle occur make your way to the inner ward of our palace here and there discover to the trusty Captain of the Guard, Hao Hsin his name, all that you know of this arisement.”

“My head shall answer for that charge,” undertook Sheng Yei stoutly. “Indeed,” he added, as he realised what the undertaking might involve, “that is what will probably result should this one’s account be received in a misgiving spirit.”

“It is very evident that affliction must have obscured your naturally clear-sighted mind or, in the most perfectly-arranged State that exists (with, perchance, an occasional lapse) you would scarcely refer continually to unpleasant happenings,” remarked the prince with unshaken confidence. “However, take this inscribed ring” — and he withdrew from his thumb a jewel bearing the royal device— “and display it whenever necessary. Even supernatural Beings — unless very highly placed — would hardly venture to dispute its authority.”

With this assurance Hysi Ying — now wearing a weather-beaten robe and no other sign of his regal state — proceeded on his outward path, for he had already determined to leave the city, where he had apparently been misinformed, and take the unenclosed highway. Sheng Yei, dressed as a leading dignitary of the land, his sleeve weighed down with considerable gold and a ring of unlimited authority encircling his thumb, could not entirely satisfy himself that he had not been involved in a delusive vision.

As he proceeded on his adventurous quest, so light-hearted did Prince Ying become at the thought of the many instances of meritorious government and virtuous content which he would presently disclose that as he went he was impelled to raise his voice in an exultant song that told of bygone paladins. Hitherto, whenever he had condescended to exhibit his unique gift of melody — whether alone or blending with his voice the tones of a many-stringed zither — all those who had been allowed to share the privilege of listening had united to declare that it went far beyond anything previously deemed credible; while only the previous day a maiden of the court, on recovering from an ecstasy into which she had passed while he sang, affirmed that she had been transported to a celestial glade wherein a flock of nightingales poured out notes that changed into strings of lustrous pearls as they plashed into a crystal fountain. On this occasion, however, none whom he encountered stayed actually to commend Ying’s voice although one or two did extend a passing reference to it.

In his new found release from the cares of state the prince had added li to li with no thought beyond that of discovering for himself what precise forms loyalty and contentment took in the outside parts of his territory. Not until a growing sense of insufficiency beneath his waistcloth and a realization that the great ancestor of the sky was calling in his messengers did it occur to him that never before had it been necessary to do more than strike a summoning gong for whatever he desired of the richest food and the most costly wine instantly to appear. In this contingency he recalled, not without an element of relief, that he carried a few negligible pieces of gold secured in a fold of his garment, but so far no suitable resort had appealed to his somewhat exacting taste, and of late the path had been destitute of so much as the scantiest tea-house. Had even a pedlar propelling a migratory wheel-barrow vending sweetmeats passed that way Prince Ying would gladly have interrupted his progress and purchased one.

But as it has been aptly said, “When the hills come to an end the plains begin,” and it was at this point of his extremity that Ying encountered a wayfarer seated by the side of the earth-road who had built a wood fire over which a metal vessel boiled while a diversity of curious viands was spread out about him. It was as the prince was regarding this appetising fare with a covetous if politely-restrained glance that the one stirring the contents of the iron pot addressed him.

“Seeing that we are two vagrant men of the outcast tribe, one journeying from the east and the other from the west, would it not be well that we should mutually disclose what may be expected as the fruits of mendicancy when we reach a stage further?”

“It is this one’s intention to diffuse enlightenment, as well as to acquire knowledge, wherever the soil is ripe,” replied the prince. “He should, however, since you have spoken of rank, impart that his name is Ying, being in the elder sovereign Line of succession.”

“It has never yet been said of Lee Fat that he was slow to exchange an appropriate jest,” declared the other with rude approval. “He himself is of the younger branch of a very well-known but by no means unindustrious House and his own especial line is what is generally known as door-step tale-pitching.”

“Is it a profitable thing, this of which you speak?” asked Ying, seeing in the encounter an occasion to learn somewhat of the arts and crafts by which his people obtained their rice. “Is it highly esteemed in Competition circles?”

“On the contrary,” replied Lee Fat, “it ranks as rather less than nothing among those who hold the Courts, and its sole reward is often a harsh reference to a ferocious animal precariously restrained by a slender chain in an adjoining outbuilding. Indeed,” confided the deplorable loiterer by the way, familiarly touching the liberal-minded descendant of the Supreme significantly on the forefront, and at the same time lowering his discordant voice, “between we two who are here conversing affably together and a hanging lantern, it is this one’s intention to become a member of the fraternity of Associated Thieves and Bound-together Sleeve-snatchers as soon as he reaches the capital.”

“Yet thereby you risk imprisonment and death,” exclaimed the prince, unable to restrain his concern that one with whom he had so much as exchanged words should contemplate wrong-doing.

“A reasonably scrupulous person sooner or later finds it necessary to work, beg or steal in order to sustain life,” maintained Lee Fat with a certain amount of stubborn dignity. “Having so far successfully avoided the first, this one has now outworn the second and it thus becomes inevitable to fall back on thieving. There is admittedly the chance of a sudden death by violence if he adopts this course, but there is the certainty of a lingering end by penury and need should he reject the hazard.”

“But by doing so you also violate the Enactment of Yaou,” urged Ying, “whose all-embracing digest speaks of theft as only less heinous than book-burning.”

To this Lee Fat made a concise reply of which Ying missed the direct trend since it consisted of an elusive connection between the inspired Yaou’s imperishable Code and an obscure detail of the speaker’s outline; but from the tone employed it was to be assumed that it implied disparagement.

“That no doubt was well enough in a prosperous and affluent age,” he added, evidently not encouraged by his companion’s ambiguous silence, “but under the concave and effete administration of our present rule, by which all original enterprise is fettered, it is necessary to have the adaptability of a tapeworm.”

“The air is no longer genial in its touch and the shadows are lengthening out,” abruptly declared the prince. It is not to be denied that after his own fur-trimmed cloak the scanty one he now wore was a sadly inadequate covering, but beyond this he was beginning to doubt whether Lee Fat was very refined in his outlook. “As this one’s chief object in being here is to seek out virtue in unlikely spots it would be well to turn his enquiring footsteps onwards.”

“Restrain your abnormal zeal for instilling rectitude for another half gong-stroke of time,” pressed the one who stirred the pot hospitably. “Already the rich fat that forms the basis of this stew has assumed a delicate translucent glaze,” and he held up a piece of meat transfixed upon a skewer persuasively.

Doubtless the outcomes are already written in a marble book with a brush of surpassing exactness but while Ying had been resolute to continue his progress when he spoke, as an enticing odour from the slice of pork which Lee Fat thrust out assailed his nose the foundations of resistance crumbled. He recalled how few and meagrely supplied had been the tea-houses by the way, with the likelihood tending towards a still sparser choice as the path grew narrower. And although the one whose guest he would be had an unpleasant habit of noisily sucking in his lips whenever he stirred the meat, Prince Ying realised that in the circumstances it would seem incongruous to be exacting. “If you are a goat, lust; if sheep, provide wool; but do not expect to have it both ways,” is a precept of wide application.

“What you offer with both hands, it would be churlish for a single tongue to refuse,” he accordingly acceded. “At the same time, not to incur an obligation so heavy as to weigh down one’s progress, would it be too much to ask your acceptance of a single piece of gold towards the merely material part of the entertainment?”

“The refreshment of your truly diverting society is more than a continual feast in return,” replied Lee Fat, not desirous of being outdone in gravity removing. “Also, there is a sort of prejudice against accepting the last piece of gold from an agreeable stranger encountered in the ways. The superstitious hold that it has been found to turn to brass afterwards.”

“As to that, it is not the last, there being a negligible hand-count of pieces,” admitted Ying. “But your amiable scruple must be respected.”

“There is a certain judicious wariness to be observed in carrying such things about loose in one’s sleeve,” cautioned Lee Fat with an observant glance, “nor is it well to display too much wealth in the presence of chance acquaintances whose outlook may possibly not be of our own exalted standard.”

“Your words are well designed,” acknowledged Ying, “but in this case there is no ground for concern. The trivial sum is not loose in his sleeve but securely knotted in the hem of this one’s garment.”

“Doubtless also,” hazarded Lee Fat, “you wear some priceless gem by which to establish your inalienable right in the event of dissentient challenge?”

“There was a trifling emerald bearing the dynastic sign, but Sheng Yei, of the Lower Wastes, was vested with this in order to reassure his scruples,” explained Ying. “In the event of unforeseen mishap it would be his province to alarm the banners.”

By this time Lee Fat had equally divided the meat into two shares, putting one portion on a wooden dish which he blew repeatedly before he permitted Ying to accept, lest his guest should suffer any discomfort. He also added the flavour of several herbs of which he knew, these being among the remarkable assortment of possessions that he carried.

As they ate they conversed informally at their ease and the prince endeavoured to learn some particulars bearing on the more commendable qualities of those over whom he had lordship. In this he was only successful to a limited extent. Lee Fat did not appear to have noticed anything meritorious about those who had crossed his path and on the subject of any kind of work or labour with the hands his mind was an unsullied parchment. But there was no form of guile by which an occasional cash might be enticed and no variety of subterfuge for avoiding the toils of justice that was unknown to his nimble-witted mind, and on subjects germane to these he spoke fluently with vigour and precision. All those who acted on a different basis he freely described as “wound-stained earthenware vessels,” and although the prince found many of his more involved allegories too elusive for his grasp he did not deem it practicable to maintain an opposing outlook. Under the combined influences of a genial fire, the gross fare, and Lee Fat’s discursive voice he was gradually passing into a state of pleasurable unconcern, and presently, despite an expressed anxiety to resume his way, his uncontrolled sentience floated upwards.

When Prince Ying awoke from this inopportune relapse the time of no-light had definitely arrived, only an inconsiderable scattering of the fire remained, while of the egregious Lee there was even less indication. With an emotion of self-reproach Ying realised that an unsuspected delicacy must have inspired that misjudged wayfarer to withdraw rather than be overwhelmed by the ceremonious thanks of one whom he had succoured.

“Whang-lei had the seeing eye when he declared: ‘An opportune stranger is more to the point than a multitude of heedless neighbours’,” reflected the prince, “and this person was very much to blame for permitting sloth to interfere with the dictates of politeness.”

With the return of his senses to earth Ying found it desirable to readjust his position. It was now later than it was advisable to be alone in those exposed parts where Beings of various sorts and unknown creatures of the outside world might reveal themselves at any moment; beyond this, his limbs were stiff with prolonged inaction, his garments damp with the dew of night, and so far he could not definitely assert that he had fallen in with any access of integritous behaviour. The least hazardous course as things had emerged would be to press determinedly on and endeavour to find warmth and protection from unfriendly Powers for the remaining gong-strokes of darkness.

If the resorts had hitherto been scarce, dwellings of any kind were thereafter wholly lacking. Had it been feasible to reverse his footsteps now and seek the roughest couch Ying would soon gladly have withheld his pursuit of virtue for whatever period the return involved, but meanwhile he had covered many more exhausting li, and to go back was beyond his capacity. He was, indeed, contemplating drawing his inefficient cloak still closer and reposing by the path when an opportune flash of celestial light (released beyond doubt by the quick-witted spirit of a watchful ancestor) showed a building of above the customary hovel size standing in a well-tilled field at some distance from the earth-road. To this the prince thankfully made his stumbling way and judging from the various indications scattered about that he had reached the homestead of a prosperous farm he took up a convenient bamboo pole and beat loudly on the door-post.

“Who is he that comes at this untimely gong-stroke of the night, and what is the occasion of your summons?” demanded a forbidding voice, and the shutter of an opening in the wall was grudgingly unfastened.

“One who seeks shelter from the various Influences which may be abroad and a pallet on which to extend his limbs,” replied Ying agreeably “As regards the period of dark — that was beyond his contriving.”

“This is not a beggars’ roost to accommodate any who pass,” was the harsh response as the light from an extended paper lantern revealed Ying’s deficient state. “Lie by the path-side if you must sleep — and may prowling demons take you!” Whereupon the shutter would have been inhospitably closed had not the one outside resourcefully thrust his pole into the crevice.

“This one is no suppliant begging alms though for a purpose he has seen fit to adopt a habit far below his station,” gave back the prince. “Accommodate me to the simple extent of your poverty-stricken hut and when I leave at daybreak a few negligible pieces of gold shall reward you.”

“Your Magnificence is honourably welcome to my sordid roof and to all that the four decayed walls enclose,” declared the master of the house profusely. “The feeble glimmer of this ill-nurtured lamp was wholly at fault for I now perceive that your attire, without being sumptuous, is such as a responsible merchant might bend to assume or even a lower official. Let it not be thought — —”

“To express regret is to blunt all the weapons of recrimination,” generously assented the prince. “Your hasty words are as though they had never been spoken.”

By this time the outer door had been unbarred and the stranger was being ceremoniously entreated to make the house worthy of becoming a temple of the gods by entering. The owner of the forbidding voice disclosed himself as designated Meen Kan, and the swart hue of his repulsive face proved the name to have been well chosen. He was not one in whom the prince would have reposed unlimited confidence had the matter not been thus and thus, for a lack of sincerity seemed to colour his attitude from time to time, but (in addition to recalling his own unrivalled feats) Ying took courage from the words with which a wise counsellor had reassured him when he had first seen a lizard: “He who has integrity on his side may safely converse with demons.”

In spite of his many protests that all he required was as he had said, nothing would satisfy the obtuse-headed Meen Kan but that he must call those whom he controlled to lend their weight, and presently a well-spread meal was set before Ying. While he made some pretence of trifling with this the prince occasionally spoke to these who served his hand, and in this way he learned their various functions. In addition to the clay-souled Meen Kan himself there was Chao, his obsequious wife, an all-thumb son, Ah-woh, to whose feet the more redolent virtues of the soil still clung, and two wholly unattractive daughters of the house, Coyness and Good Looks, who thrust alternately to press forward to Ying’s side, though it would have been wiser to keep in the shadow. There was also an obscure dependant of the Line, Mei by name, who was relentlessly constrained to remain beyond, although after a passing glance this was the one whom Ying would have the most willingly suffered to engage his attention.

When at length he was permitted to retire a like display of fulsome willingness attended his going. Finally he disentangled himself from Meen Kan’s laborious talk and having committed his ascending essence to the protection of all benevolent Things he lay down and slept soundly.

Despite his exertion on the previous day the great sky light had scarcely risen before Ying’s spirit was back again in its material shell and throwing off the quilted cover he rose and made to pass into the assembling room. Somewhat to his admitted surprise he found the way was barred for a wedge had been inserted at the outside of his door and though this was speedily removed when he raised his voice, and even a shallow pretext made that it was to safeguard him against intruding Beings, the incident cast an ambiguous shadow.

In the outer chamber his early rice was being laid out, and this time Ying obtained a clearer view of the gently-moving Mei who served the board, since Chao was engaged at a charcoal fire beyond, Ah-woh gone hence to control a restive beast, Coyness and Good Looks still gumming their deficient hair and the covetous Meen Kan rubbing his misshapen hands together as he stood about the door in a grossly expectant manner.

“Her eyes are like twin pools of hidden depth in which one sees fair images of noble thought glide to and fro like bright-hued fish,” mused Ying, as he watched Mei (as he thought) unnoted. “Her cheeks must surely be the petals lightly strewn from breeze-stirred peach trees while she slept beneath; her teeth, when she deigns to smile, the crest of a foam-tipped wave; her hair the dark mantle of night in the Season of Great Tempest. It is doubtful whether she has any actual feet at all, so delicate are their proportions, and her movements as she brings these quite unnecessary viands are those of a golden butterfly sipping honey. Indeed,” he reflected, “it must have been of one like Mei that my illustrious ancestor is reported to have said, ‘If ever I can obtain Tseo Kin it will be necessary to build a golden palace for her to live in’.”

By this time Ying discovered that he had taken all that was required to satisfy his need although it did not appear that any food had definitely been eaten. He would gladly have lingered to converse with Mei but the opaque-witted Meen Kan stood by, yet so far removed from all sense of what was fit that he continued to rattle a few pieces of inferior money in his sleeve so that it was impossible to ignore his squalid meaning.

“All that I have is not too much to repay what I have met beneath your attractive roof,” readily admitted Ying and unknotting the pleat that held his store he would have poured the gold freely into Meen Kan’s voracious hand when to his openly-expressed surprise the fold appeared to be empty. Probe the part how he would it did not yield up a single ingot.

“This is very remarkable,” explained the prince, aware that Meen Kan’s discordant eyes were fixed suspiciously upon his hand, “and it is all the more incredible since the knot was still intact so that it cannot be that the contents have fallen out unseen and are scattered. Possibly magic has been employed or how otherwise should the gold have passed through this substantial cloth, seeing that the fastening has held securely?”

“Possibly,” assented Meen Kan, with a measurable distance in his two-faced voice, “but doubtless so affluent a personage, travelling in this state, will have other objects of value concealed about his picturesque garment?”

“As to that,” replied the prince affably, “it so happens that being desirous of observing worthiness unmarked this one came away with only a negligible hand-count of pieces. That is easily set right, however. On his return he will at once command a trusty slave to hasten here and recompense you.”

“This one is indisposed to imagine!” retorted Meen Kan, employing the deplorable archaism of that barbaric age in his obscene displeasure, and with this the slender cords of his never well-sustained control gave way so that his ill-assorted teeth clashed menacingly together.

“Is it not enough that you should appear in the darkest period of the night and disturb the well-earned repose of an entire household? To what end does it tend that the choicest recesses of this one’s store have been despoiled to supply your insatiable throat if when the moment of requital comes you should advance an empty sleeve and pass out scathless? Indeed, by the revealing light of day it now becomes plain that you who would claim to be a substantial traveller, journeying at ease, are nothing but an outcast beggar.”

Doubtless Ying might have appealed successfully to Meen Kan’s inordinate greed but at that moment Chao, followed by Coyness and Good Looks, became attracted to the strife, and having learned the cause they added an even harsher voice to stifle forbearance. Coyness and Good Looks in particular shed all restraint, the one accusing Ying of impure designs upon herself, the other reproaching him for a studied disregard of suitable opportunities. When this discord was at its height Ah-woh broke in, and outvoicing the uproar by reason of his persistence and sinew he went on to tell how one who was to have stayed and laboured on the land for an agreed wage — Lee Fat his revolting name — had possessed himself of what he could in advance and failed to remain as he had promised.

“It is as though this had been arranged by a directing hand,” declared Meen Kan when he understood how they were positioned. “Now is the season of our busiest need and we must have another pair of sturdy hands or the period of lengthening dark will quickly overtake us. Since he whom we hired has gone this one shall take his place and by these means he will — sooner or later — be able to pay off the debt which he has so fraudulently undertaken.”

To this Prince Ying would have made a forcible demur, but his words were clamoured down, and when he endeavoured to thrust them contemptuously aside and to pass out on his way Meen Kan and Ah-woh overcame him by an ignobly-delivered stroke against which he had not been taught the parry, while at the same time Chao, Coyness and Good Looks confused his guard by throwing hot tea when his back was turned and by other unbecoming devices.

Having by these degraded means frustrated the efforts of Ying’s superior skill they bound his limbs with leather cords and cast him into a strongly-built out-pen, there to remain until they could safely make use of his powers.

For a period of which he ceased to take account Ying laboured in the rice fields of Meen Kan or about the yard, while one or other of the offensive pair worked by his side, always with an iron-tipped staff at hand ready to strike him down if he attempted flight or maintained resistance. But neither of these expedients wore a very plausible face when regarded at close quarters. Had their outlook been more refined the prince could easily have overthrown both at once, even with his more powerful hand derisively bound down, but so narrow-minded had been their scope that neither had the most shadowy knowledge of how either attack or defence should be courteously effected. Against escape they were ever alert, and an additional precaution was observed after Ying had disclosed something of his position.

“Although it is in keeping with this one’s scheme of observing excellence among the obscure paths unseen that he should toil as a bonded serf on your bankrupt patch, it is only just for you to know that he is really an exalted prince in disguise, and a strict account will ultimately be taken,” he had said, whereupon the morally pock-marked Meen Kan had suffered his gravity to melt away in a grossly outrageous manner.

“Since you are a great noble of the land it is but in keeping that you should wear an emblem of high rank,” had been his slow-witted taunt and soon afterwards he contrived a broad iron ring, calling it a collar of state, which, with Ah-woh’s aid, was clinched securely round about Ying’s neck, while Coyness and her sister stood by and exchanged derisive sayings. On the metal were stamped characters signifying that the one who wore it was, “Prince None, of Far Beyond, slave to the hand of Meen Kan, of the hill shaped like a tortoise,” and to the effect that should he be found astray a price was set on the occasion of his recovery.

It need be no longer withheld that an added reason might be found for Ying’s submissive role, and had not the bright image of Mei illumined even the most sordid task he would have made a more determined stand to assert his authority. But as the days went by the thought of leaving the spot which Mei’s celestial presence adorned — even for the briefest span — became offensive to his imagination. Within the four walls of Meen Kan’s ill-ordered home her position was very little removed from that of the prince outside it, for both Coyness and Good Looks, envious of Mei’s superior grace, engaged her in the meanest toil and compelled her to wear a worn-out robe of the coarsest fabric. To this iniquity the others supinely kowtowed as the price of domestic peace, and when Ying sought inoffensively to point out, without being invidiously precise, how embarrassing would be their state if Mei should become a queen, there was no disposition to profit by the warning.

To those who would assert that Ying’s plain course should have been to make his way thence at any hazard and returning with armed force dispense promiscuous justice, there are two feasible objections. Being closely held by day and in a barred loft at night the chances of escape were not outlined in coloured lights, while should the venture fail the rigours of his servitude would be redoubled. The other reason was even more a barrier to this course, for having become deeply imbued with ballads of mythical exploits and tales of romantic doings the prince was resolved that for himself alone, in the guise of a despised hireling, was it appropriate that Mei should be led to admit her affection. It is not to be denied that so far this avowal was more in the nature of a remote dream than a concrete vision, for their encounters were few and confined to the strictest terms, nor did Ying sufficiently appreciate that in the intervening days his usually smooth and engaging face had become covered with a rough, bristly growth, his distinguished finger nails robbed of their noble length and his general appearance robustly compact rather than poetically languid.

It was not until a fuller realisation of the desperateness of his quest had begun to assail. Ying’s hopes that a plausible way of escape was indicated as he pondered on the various facets of his position.

“The obligation being to discharge a debt by an equivalence of toil, how can it be held that this one is any longer subject to a rightful claim?” he decided.

With this contention he approached Meen Kan and while not altogether closing the door against some more reputable task, he demanded the quittance from a state of bondage. Meen Kan affected to listen with an offensive pretence of impartial weight and then shook his double-stomached head craftily.

“How should this be, seeing that you have meanwhile consumed in food and lodgment more than the offset of your feeble effort?” he replied. “Indeed, strictly speaking, you are now, as it were, further back from going forward than you were at the beginning.”

“Yet if that is so, on what does this person stand?” demanded the prince resentfully. “Logically considered, not only would it be unattainable to discharge the debt on earth but an ever-increasing load would accumulate for which this one’s ghost would be accountable to your ghost in the hereafter.”

“That is a matter for those who have framed the Code to expound,” was Meen Kan’s evasive retort, “it only being this one’s affair to observe it. The Enactment of Yaou and Shun, under the Section: ‘Cases wherein that which is impossible may be reasonably claimed’ amply covers any trifling instances of personal hardship that may arise in its function.”

Whether it was owing to the effect of this depressing stroke of fate on a naturally sensitive mind or due to the bite of a malignant worm on which he trod as he left Meen Kan is a matter of historical dispute but the undeniable outcome persists that from that moment Ying was stricken with an obscure complaint that undermined his power. For another day he maintained a drooping front, but at nightfall he could do no more than stumble to his depressing loft and when morning came he was unable to rise from the comfortless pallet.

In this emergency the obscene Meen Kan revealed himself to the core and by the extremity of his sordid greed he alienated the protection even of demons. Declaring that one who was too infirm to work could have no occasion to eat, he commanded that Ying should be left unattended where he lay, and then proceeded to dig a hole at the roots of a favourite plum tree.

“If he will not develop the fruitfulness of the earth in one way he shall increase it in another,” was his profane saying. It would have been well for Meen Kan if he had recalled the apt rejoinder of a temperate lawgiver when pressed to adopt a doubtful course: ‘If the deities are on your side you can cross the ocean on a single plank; without them you may slip and be drowned in a wayside puddle.’ However devious the road it is scarcely to be imagined that a prince of the reigning House of Hysi would be permanently subjugated.

It is at this point that it becomes necessary to take into account the influence of Mei, to whose personal appearance attention has already been directed. Hitherto she had tended to ignore Ying’s respectful glance, partly on account of her anomalous standing in Meen Kan’s ill-balanced house and also at the prompting of an inherently refined nature. But while the tidings of a despised hireling’s extremity only moved Coyness and Good Looks to shrilly-voiced mirth it had a contrary effect on the gentle-hearted menial who performed their lowliest tasks, and setting apart a portion of her own deficient bowl she resolved, at whatever jeopardy it involved, to succour the helpless captive.

It was dark when Mei unbarred the door of the squalid loft where Ying lay in an uneasy sleep for she had not dared to venture forth until the middle gong-stroke of the night, when the chief lantern of the sky had withdrawn its betraying radiance. Light as her step on the ladder had been it was enough to recall Ying’s wandering spirit and he raised himself feebly on a trembling arm to receive her as she entered.

“It is either Mei or a bright Being of the Above,” he whispered across the void, “since no other would come to relieve the lot of one so hapless.”

“Alas, O Ying, you have been brought to a grievous plight indeed, but by the timely assistance of one or two of your ancestors’ shades — hitherto, no doubt, otherwise engaged — there is no reason why you should not surmount this juncture,” declared Mei with apt encouragement. “See, here is a little rice, flavoured with oil, to sustain your vigour meanwhile. From time to time, as the occasion may allow, this one will steal across with what she can obtain, so that — poor and insufficient as it may be — you shall not be wholly lacking.”

“It is truly said: ‘Though condemned to lie in the dust even beggars may lift their eyes Upwards,’ and the present situation amply justifies the adage,” remarked Ying gratefully. “Nevertheless, it would be inept to obscure the truth: not food, which it is now beyond this one’s power to receive, but bodily warmth is the need of which he is perishing.”

“Why should this be?” asked Mei in some surprise. “There is a roof above and four walls around while the season is yet that of open watercourses.”

“Notwithstanding, if you will but overcome your high-minded repugnance to the extent of laying your delicately-proportioned hand on mine — —” Whereupon Mei touched his extended hand as he had asked and a graceful shudder marked her sympathetic distress at the icy contact her own fingers encountered.

“While the great ruler of the sky is up, a little warmth pervades this hutch, and at one point a single ray creeps through an opening in the roof so that this person stretching across can revive his ebbing spirit at it. But when darkness closes in the feeble glimmer sinks down again and each time the spark of life becomes fainter. It is as all the ancient tales of romance would ordain that you should have come this night, fair Mei, for I greatly fear that for the one who speaks there will be no to-morrow.”

“Surely it cannot be irrevocably written in the Book of Happenings that one so inoffensive should Pass when so little would avail,” pleaded Mei, “but how is that essential life-giving glow to be procured there being neither hearth nor brazier here, even if the niggardly Meen Kan — —”

“It is enough to have heard your incomparable voice express compassion,” protested Ying. “Do not distress your over-indulgent mind with another regret; though there is no possible release this one can now cheerfully carry the memory Upwards.”

It was some beats of time before Mei replied to this, though meanwhile Ying had heard her breathing change as if a sudden weighty thought had swept the quiet current of her being.

“Yet there is still one expedient that may not fail,” were the words, murmured so low that Ying only grasped the essential meaning. “Unusual as the action might be deemed by the ill-bred and superficial this one will not shrink even from so extreme a course when a life which may be preserved for some heroic deed is suspended in the balance.”

“Speak further,” entreated Ying, “whatever be the outcome. To delay your going even for so much as a single step this one would gladly endure a full moon of torment.”

“Although you are only an unlettered serf, making his toilsome way, it is quite evident from one or two things that you are capable of expressing very superior emotions. Yet is your pledge such that one of my defenceless sort might put implicit reliance on the undertaking?”

“Even in the ordinary affairs of State this person has never had occasion yet to eat his words,” was his assurance. “How much more then in the case of one whose well-being he values above the prosperity of nations?”

“Words fade in the morning light; deeds, both good and bad, live on for ever,” recalled Mei. “The one standing by your side has only one possession, yet that is more in her poverty to her than all the rest she has not. Do you, O Ying, avow as a true man that whatever may emerge from your extreme need, she who does not shrink from what may alone avail shall leave this sequestered place in the innocency with which she came here?”

“To that I will solemnly affirm,” replied Ying; “calling upon five witnesses to truth — earth, fire, wood and the spirits of we two who are concerned — to bind me by the promise.”

“Then there is no need of further speech,” said Mei and throwing off her outer robe she lay down on the pallet by Ying’s side and drew over both of them the garment. All through the night they lay together thus and thus and neither spoke nor did Ying stir, as though he feared that the slightest breath of reality might destroy some cherished illusion, but the tranquillising warmth of her radiant body permeated his and restored its natural balance. Presently he fell into a refreshing sleep that lasted until the sun returned to raise his hopes as he had said, when, awaking, he found the bowl of rice still by his side and was able to swallow a little. Meanwhile, being assured by the steady rhythm of his breathing that he really slept, Mei had ventured imperceptibly to advance one arm on either side of Ying’s unconscious form so that without any undue forwardness she might the more effectually sustain him. With the first promise of light that filtered through she withdrew as guardedly as she had come and leaving the cloak of plaited grass to comfort Ying she gained unseen her own scanty corner.

The following night Mei came again, as Ying had dared to hope, though on this occasion even less was said between them than before. Six times in all she ministered to his need throughout the night while daily Ying contended against the infection that had possessed his being and with each recurring day grew haler. Occasionally the effete Meen Kan climbed up the ladder and looked through a crack in the door to see whether Ying still lived or had yet Passed Beyond but that was all to mark the course of time from dawn to nightfall.

On the morning of the sixth night of her being there Mei paused for a moment at the door as if uncertain in her mind, and seeing that Ying was now stirring on his bed of straw she turned and spoke to him from a little distance.

“Now that you are almost restored to a normal state of being, Ying, and can well maintain your own, it is no longer becoming that this one should support your constituents through the night, though until you have renewed a compact with the unendurable Meen Kan she will endeavour to replenish your bowl daily.”

“All that remains of this one’s life is henceforth yours, inasmuch as you alone have preserved it, and it is only fitting that you should decide the outcomes,” replied Ying submissively. “Yet it would be more endurable to abide striken down and have you nightly at my side than rise to the most assured health without that celestial presence.”

“Since you have expressed yourself to this extent,” declared Mei, “there is nothing indiscreet in the one standing here also going a step further and admitting that with each day an increasing propensity to linger in this not otherwise attractive loft warns her of the advisability of avoiding it, beyond the bare bounds of necessity, for the future.”

“How should that be,” demanded Ying, “unless this wholly unprepossessing one’s society might in some way have become not absolutely repulsive to your charitable imagination?”

“To concede so much, seeing that we have of late been brought, as it were, more together, might not in the circumstances be going beyond the bounds of strict propriety,” confessed Mei, with a glance not entirely devoid of encouragement.

“That being the avowal for which this person has submitted himself to bondage so long, very little more remains in the way of a formal exchange of mutual plighting gifts to regulate the position. It may now be fittingly revealed that he who speaks is Hysi Ying, Prince of the State of Yin and Hereditary Custodian of the Three-tiered Canopy. Hitherto it has been his usage to sign official decrees with the aloof: ‘I alone’; will you, lovely Mei, by becoming a queen, henceforth enable this to be: ‘We two together’?”

“It is impossible to deny what is so poetically besought — if by our mutual toil we can earn a sufficiency to provide our scanty living,” replied Mei, though with rather a far-removed expression. “In any case, beloved, be well assured that after the necessary rites have been performed this one will watch over your various moods — whatever you may decide upon becoming.”

It was a few gong-strokes later that hearing the sounds of an unusual stir the prince looked through a cranny of the ill-built wall and saw in the distance a noble company of heavily-armed men approaching. In the forefront, even at that distance, he had no difficulty in recognising some, among them Hao Hsin the trusty Captain of his Palace Guard, Sheng Yei, with whom he had changed attire when he set out, and the ever-resourceful Lee Fat who appeared to lead them.

“It is not too much to assume that Lee Fat, by putting together this and that, has contrived to join up the various threads of life which meet eventually outside these very ordinary walls at what might be called the appropriate instant,” reflected Ying. “The least we can do will be to create Lee Fat a provincial duke — unless he is already too deeply involved in crime, in which case the custodianship of the palace hold might be more in keeping. Sheng Yei, in addition to receiving justice for what he has hitherto suffered, will merit a special grant, and some recognition in the shape of a coveted military badge — possibly the Yellow Scabbard or the Rat Skin Glove — must mark Hao Hsin’s devotion.”

By this time Ying had completed his trifling preparations for the day and opening the door — which Mei in her becoming agitation had thoughtlessly left unbolted — he set forth to meet his company. In the outer space he encountered Meen Kan who bared his voracious teeth at the sight of the prince’s cheerful guise, and Ah-woh, who displayed a not unsympathetic face, for the latter person, though subservient to his father’s rule, had never been really contentious.

“It is well that you should at last have cast off your torpid sloth,” exclaimed the obtuse Meen Kan, “seeing that your task has meanwhile been steadily mounting. The time has now come when if you would escape the knotted cord you must bend your stubborn back to the neglected furrow.”

“It is not my time but yours that has come at last, O most concave Meen Kan, nor is it this one’s back but your own headstrong neck that will presently be bent — and that over the sawdust bucket,” replied Prince Ying, in a tone that was strange to those who listened. “Pending that moment you are dispossessed of all your lands and goods and as soon as an assembly can be formed to look on and acclaim, your Tablets will be burned amid public derision.”

“My lands!” cried the still opaque Meen Kan, standing alternately upon the right foot and then the left, so unbalanced was become his emotion. “Learn, O one destitute of reason, that I hold my farm direct from that high functionary, the Mandarin Wong Quong, for the yearly quit-rent of three full measures of bullock’s dung, presented on a pewter salver.”

“Who himself holds his rank from me, and in fealty thereof must appear at stated times and lay his submissive head beneath my pressing sandal,” continued Ying, in a voice of ominous foreboding. “Lift your eyes from searching the ground for your annual tribute, thrifty Meen Kan, and behold my approaching banners!”

“This is what comes of ignoring the Essential Principles!” exclaimed Meen Kan, when at last he understood the pitfall into which his parsimonious thumb had led his devious footsteps (for by this time exalted officials were approaching Ying with every mark of deference); “something of the sort having been predicted by a holy anchorite on seeing this person, at an early age, spit impertinately in the direction of a comet. Plainly there is only one thing to be done.” With this resolve Meen Kan gradually withdrew amid the ceremonial greetings that were in progress around, and providing himself with the most suitable implement he could find, he succeeded in committing self-ending in the trench that he had intended for Ying’s disposal. To those who found him there it did not seem necessary that one so execrable should be given honourable burial. The earth was therefore hastily thrown back, but ever afterwards it was noticed that the fruit from off that tree had an acrimonious flavour.

Nothing could exceed the respectful joy with which the adventurous prince’s return to his distracted capital was greeted by all classes, and when it was understood that in the interval he had discovered a captive princess in disguise, who was henceforth to be his queen, and had rescued her unharmed from the lair of a particularly repulsive giant, there was no form of gratuitous entertainment in the long round of public celebrations that followed which they did not willingly attend in order to demonstrate their pleasure.

Seated together in a crystal chair, richly jewelled at every point, Ying and Mei slowly advanced by leisurely stages towards the city. No doubt to both of those chiefly concerned a more expeditious form of progress would not have been disdained, but as Ying explained to Mei’s attentive ears, on these occasions ceremonial ordained that the longest possible way round should be the route undertaken. Meanwhile, he endeavoured to lighten the tedium of the march by pointing out the various objects of interest that bordered their path, so that, indeed, when at length they reached the end, Mei declared the period to have melted like a summer mist before the sun of Ying’s dazzling eloquence and far-flung word-painting.

“Had there not existed a regrettable inadequacy among the State Department of our Personal Sleeve it might have been a golden palace to which you more fittingly would have come,” declared the prince as a prolonged outburst of loyal sounds announced their arrival at the courtyard, and he described how his imagination had built for her a more worthy edifice of priceless gems and precious metals, its graceful minarets piercing the middle air, on the occasion when they had first encountered.

“A hundred thousand welcomes, nevertheless, to our ramshackle ancestral hovel,” he encouragingly concluded.

“A wind-swept loft roofed over with affection and which has its foundations embedded in mutual trust has hitherto sufficed to contain the four corners of this one’s most extravagant ambition,” was Mei’s unassuming answer. Then regarding Ying with an alluring glance she added: “One thing, however, admittedly remains. Why should you into whose hand the choice of all the earth is freely poured, have descended from your dragon throne to fix your eyes upon this very ordinary person?”

“As to that,” conceded Ying with a responsive look, “why should you, who are the choicest of all the inhabitable earth’s fair gifts, have risen from the material ground to bring life and hope to a nameless outcast who had no possible claim on your inclinations? The answer to both these heart-searchings, adored Mei, is that in our exceptional case no answer can ever be, for, as the noble Li Chiang replied when asked of what this enchantment might consist: ‘When you can explain love you will have killed it’.”


THE THREE RECORDED JUDGMENTS OF PRINCE YING, FROM THE INSCRIBED SCROLL OF MOU TAO, THE BEGGAR
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IT WAS THE custom of Prince Ying to dispense justice freely to all his subjects and in the exercise of this usage the discriminating ruler did not only bend his ear towards those who were at variance with their fellows but willingly lent his weight and authority to every kind of happening. Should one, even of the most menial class, by his superior craft propagate a new species of herb which proved to have healing virtues, or another compose a felicitous ballad for which he received inadequate praise, or a third discover to the benefit of mankind that by suitably attaching a circular block of wood to a hollow box one man could readily transport a load which otherwise would have taxed the laborious efforts of many — all these could attend at the open court of Prince Ying and there dutifully prostrating themselves while pleading their cause, each receive the verdict of his deserts. Thus the skilful gardener to whom reference has been made was given full charge of all the prince’s enclosures of cultivated ground and allotted a monthly sufficiency of taels, together with a sign added to his name signifying distinction; the poet who was so much in advance of his era as to be incomprehensible to all but the chosen few was permitted to shave away an added breadth of hair beyond that ordained by law so as to enhance the lofty prominence of his noble forehead; while the ingenious toiler who had stressed only the material profit of his device was given so much pure silver from the royal store as his “wheel” (the name by which the innovation was soon called) enabled him to carry.

On the other hand the idle, the pretentious, or those merely inspired by any unworthy aim found the prince’s face turned towards them with a very different bearing, for by some undisclosed means he possessed the attribute of being able to see beneath and beyond their spoken words and his mind pursued and explored what was claimed to an ultimate conclusion. For this reason, while one man would be met coming away from the court with a joyful step and loudly proclaiming the triumph of justice another might be seen painfully making his way along inconspicuous paths and pausing from time to time to assuage his smarting outline. Thus was amply justified the modest inscription that Prince Ying had caused to be written above the entrance of his hall of audience: “Here all who present themselves shall receive according to their due — either in one place or another.” Even while he slept this painstaking sovereign was amenable to his people’s needs, for outside the palace gate there was suspended a massive copper gong and it was generally understood (for so far there had been no occasion to put the privilege to an actual test) that in any case of sudden stress it was within the prerogative of whosoever would to beat upon the gong and by that act summon the prince to rise from his onyx couch and descending to the court of impartiality there and then administer promiscuous justice.

So great indeed has become the repute of Prince Ying in the course of succeeding years that many minstrels have extolled his fame in appropriate verse and his name has been associated with a proverb. Yet to the heedless passer-by in these days of profane haste a reference to Hysi Ying, of the State of Further Yin, conveys nothing but the dim recollection of a forgotten song and the aggressive challenge is proclaimed, “But what did he do, this much belauded prince of a bygone race that we who are in every way so much advanced beyond that barbarous age should pay him deference? There is an apt saying, ‘What a man is becomes dust when his breath departs, but what he does lives on for ever.’ Expound this acclaimed wisdom.”

In order to discountenance these presumptuous witlings, therefore, this obscure but tenacious relater of actual facts has dug deeply beneath the obliterative crust of intervening time and brought to light something of the amiable monarch’s middle period.

Three instances of Prince Ying’s just and statesmanlike treatment of affairs within his hand are recorded by Mou Tao, a literary mendicant of that era who lived in a cask on a fortified angle of the city wall. From this elevated post Mou Tao was able to take an impartial view of all that went on below, and his disquisitions are simply expressed, temperate and sincere.

The first narrative records the audience given to Quang-hi, an unlettered craftsman in hard wood, who diffidently explained that what he had stumbled on by chance might haply relieve the tedium of an occasional gong-stroke of his imperishable ruler’s leisure.

“Say on,” encouraged the prince, “but what you so enticingly refer to as gong-strokes of leisure might be more accurately described as moments precariously snatched from ceaseless labour. He whom you call Supreme is unable to command what every wayside beggar freely squanders.”

“The length and breadth of your High Majesty’s devotion to affairs of state is a perpetual beacon to all your subjects,” declared Quang-hi. “Nevertheless, as will presently emerge, it is this specific circumstance that has emboldened your presumptuous slave to venture here, for the method of removing tedium to which his involvement refers is one that may be taken up and laid aside and again resumed as circumstances favour.”

As he spoke the ingenious-minded carver in the hard was extracting from his sleeve a variety of wooden forms of different shapes and sizes and these he next proceeded to arrange on a level surface before Prince Ying, explaining as he did so the occasion of their being. The Lady Mei, according to her wont, was also seated there to lend, if encouraged, her voice to any issue. As seemliness required, her position was at some distance behind that taken by the prince yet not so far removed but that by the one leaning negligently back and the other reaching studiously forward their hands might not infrequently encounter.

“In the process of his menial toil,” continued Quang-hi, “it is inevitable that a certain amount of rejected material should fall unheeded to the floor. Working as he does with staple of uniform shape and size, producing to a consistent rule, it naturally results that the bulk of this, as it may be termed, waste should conform to a few recurring patterns. Until the occasion of a recent day it was the custom of this one’s lesser half to store these in a sack and with them replenish the hearth from time to time in the absence of a more profitable disposal.”

Remembering the period when she herself had performed this lowly task Mei would have interposed an appropriate remark, but recalling that she was now a queen she decided that it would be superfluous.

“Chancing on that day to which reference has been made to gather up these, fragments himself, the one who is now recounting the circumstance, was struck for the first time by the undoubted resemblance which certain of the blocks might be said to bear to easily recognised types of our complex society. By a few considered strokes of the incising tool these identities can be assured, so that even an ordinary person of no particular capacity or knowledge would, as Your Omniscience may see for yourself, have no excuse for missing the allusion.”

“It is not to be denied that there are here certain attributes which seem to indicate clearly marked orders of our subject people,” encouragingly agreed Prince Ying, touching as he spoke the several carved figures which Quang-hi had by this time spread out before him. “In this short, squat, and essentially commonplace type, we have the unpretentious, simple-witted passer-by, such as you yourself, worthy Quang-hi, might fittingly example. These martially-accoutred, dragon-faced beings are obviously masked warriors within their fear-inspiring gear, and in the attenuated, sombrely-robed, shaven sort it would be inept not to recognise devout priests of the higher orders. Great territorial nobles could scarcely be more clearly meant than by the representation of strongly-built towers with embattled walls, but there are here two of superior height but no precise individuality of line who do not seem to conform to any particular character.”

“It is for that reason that it has been thought more discreet to leave that commanding pair unspecified by any sign or badge, representing as they do one of each sort of the rulers of our land — a supreme prince and his royal consort,” submitted Quang-hi readily. “But this, Most High, comprises only a meagre fragment of the device, for having fashioned these several effigies to typify an entire Empire in their limits, it next devolved to contrive how they might be brought into entertaining action.”

“Thus and thus!” exclaimed the prince with enhanced interest. “The creation of these likenesses, diverting as they admittedly may be, is not then the full measure of their function?” and even Mei drew imperceptibly towards the front in order to miss no detail of what might follow.

“Their scope of tedium-dispelling may be said to be only yet, so to speak, in the embryo,” maintained Quang-hi. “And since they naturally fall into two distinctive bands — those formed of ebony representing an alien race of some barbarian out-land — it was inevitable to regard them as the ranks of two opposing armies.”

“So much may be readily allowed,” agreed Ying graciously; “and now, under your arranging thumb, they take up their assigned positions.”

“For this imagined strife it is more convenient to allot each to an indicated square, defined by rigid boundaries but with a sufficient space between the forces to allow them to unfold their tactics. Thus in the front row, to withstand the opening shock of arms, are arranged footmen of the common stamp, each reassured by a comrade’s shoulder. Behind this screen of bow-and-arrow fare of the least expensive sort lurk those in higher command — banners, martial prelates, barons possessing embattled keeps, all clustering about the persons of the king and queen whom they are sworn to protect and guard at any hazard. Thus are they to be regarded now as being drawn up for battle.”

“This, to a very remarkable degree, depicts the actual disposal of both sides at the opening of that memorable encounter resulting in the great victory named after the mountain pass known as the Wild Goat’s Horn,” declared the enchanted prince, considerately indicating to the queen that she should approach still nearer to his side, so as to miss no detail of his satisfaction. “By that overwhelming stroke the rebel hosts were finally thrust back and the power of the usurping Sheerat of Must definitely broken. Had only these unresponsive forms been amenable to the words of command it would not have been beyond the powers of one who had some negligible share in the outcome of that day to indicate the progress of the battle.”

“Even that, to a certain extent, may be deemed within their scope, Pre-eminence,” was Quang-hi’s modest claim, “for to each combatant has been allotted an agreed sphere of activity, suited to his living counterpart’s powers. Thus the footmen in their slow advance can only progress a single square each march, and be the danger what it may they must ever press forward. All other ranks can come and go according to their circumstance but their movements likewise are ruled by a strict adherence to their normal usage. By this scale of their different spheres the heavily-accoutred knight-at-arms is not permitted to strike an adversary beyond two squares away but to compensate this imposed restraint he is free to leap unexpectedly into the thickness of the fray by a sideway movement. The holy men of action, silent yet swift, are only limited by the confines of the field of battle; their progress — as it were to indicate one eye being turned towards a material goal and the other fixed on the Upper Air for celestial recognition — is oblique, but in any advantageous direction. Secure in their massive towers the hereditary nobles of the land are no less potent in their range, but their influence is limited to the straight paths of direct onslaught, though to them alone is given the unique privilege not only of succouring their sovereign lord in his shift of direst need by interposing their bulk between him and the foe but even at the same time of drawing him away from the point of danger.”

“So far,” observed Mei pleasantly, as Quang-hi paused to illustrate this feat, “you have spoken only of those of subordinate rank. In the case of the two whom you have so discreetly left, as it were, in the rough, doubtless an even greater latitude of influence is permitted?”

“All that the rest may do lies within a queen’s sphere — save only that it was not thought fitting for one of that degree to advance with a sideway movement.”

“That is as well,” agreed the prince, though the Lady Mei did not at first seem reconciled to this curtailment of her prowess, “for the actions of the one towards whom all eyes are turned should not be anything but straightforward. Now as regards the omnipotence of a sovereign of divine descent — —”

“It is no more than a matter of general remark that one so endowed would be capable of anything,” was Quang-hi’s outspoken admission. “Yet in this mimic scene of strife a certain convention has to be imposed or quite ordinary persons might in the vigour of their zeal be led into assuming a regrettable freedom. Inasmuch as a rightful sovereign is superior to the common lot of death it would manifestly be a treasonable as well as an illogical act to subject his defenceless effigy to that infliction. In order, therefore, to safeguard the outward person of a king from the dangers of a pronounced valour, such as your Majesty is burdened with, this representative of the Supreme is restrained from thrusting himself into the hazard of the fray by more than a single boundary.”

“Up to this point logical exactness has marked your plan and thereby raised this device for dispelling tedium far above any of the other monotony removers,” declared the prince. “How then can you maintain this congruity now seeing that you must either suffer one of imperishable nature to be slain or else by allowing the two opposing monarchs both to maintain their ground to reduce the outcome to an untenable dilemma?”

“Such a contingency has not been overlooked, Supreme, and the subterfuge by which the involvement is, so to speak, flattened out, has been admitted by impartial lookers-on to be apt and not devoid of cunning. . . . When the king on either side has been driven into such an extremity as would in the case of a warrior of mortal cast be presumed to involve his end and necessitate removal from the field, it devolves upon the player who achieves this point to draw attention to the distinguished combatant’s lamentable plight by a sharp but respectful movement of the combined tongue and palate. At the sound of this admonitory ‘Tcheck!’ it is still feasible for his Majesty to escape from the snare, but should he be unable to extricate himself, although he has not suffered the indignity of actual demise, he and his band must be deemed to have been vanquished.”

“You would truly seem to have foreseen every arising doubt,” remarked Prince Ying, “and all that remains is for us to marshal our opposing hosts and make a practical test of what will follow.”

“Forgive the ill-timed interruption of one so negligible as she who speaks,” ventured the Lady Mei, “but is it conducive to a seemly regard for authority throughout the land that in this imagined strife even an illiterate serf should be permitted to assail the Very Highest?”

“Even that eventuality has been known to take place in our justice-loving realm,” was her lord’s concise reply, and his hand unconsciously was raised to verify the ancient scar left by an iron collar. “Since the versatile Quang-hi has ingeniously sought to embrace all phases of our complex State in one decisive clash the contingency you outline cannot reasonably be excluded.”

“My Omniscient’s words are, as usual, gemmed with truth,” Mei hastened to reply. “This one’s contention was unworthy of discussion.”

Assembling their respective groups that truly broad-minded sovereign, Hysi Ying, Prince of Further Yin, and the low-conditioned craftsman, Quang-hi, engaged upon the first recorded game of Tcheck (or “Tchess!” as it afterwards came to be popularly styled from the menacing threat of the admonitory sound when uttered by enthusiasts with aggressive vigour), the latter person fittingly seated upon the floor while the prince naturally occupied a considerably higher station. Drawn into the orbit of this engaging rivalry the queen viewed the field of contest first from one side and then from the other, nor did she refrain from freely offering advice impartially to either player whenever her sagacious mind detected a flaw in the method of attack or her ready eye found a weakness in the menaced line of defences.

It was not long before it emerged that the force controlled by Ying must inevitably succeed, though it is not definitely expressed whether this should be entirely ascribed to that prince’s admitted superiority in whatever he undertook or possibly in part to the lowly Quang-hi’s assumption of a position that restricted his range of vision. Be this how it would, before the hostile ranks were favourably deployed Ying’s oncoming host had swept through a disorganised foe so that one of his front line had reached the limit of its allowed movement.

“Yet what arises now?” enquired the prince. “Inasmuch as this adventurous thrall is not permitted to turn and reinforce his fellows it would almost seem as though our arms are to be at a loss by reason of his dexterity and valour.”

“That indeed is an eventuality for which no provision has been made,” admitted the one who had devised the method of dispelling lethargy, betraying some confusion. “Hitherto no other has succeeded in bringing about what your High Majesty’s inspired skill has so deftly accomplished, whereby the situation had not so far arisen. Manifestly an adequate reward for a signal feat of ability must accrue, but it is not altogether easy to suggest the equivalent.”

“Seeing that by patient resource and devotion to a cause one of low estate has reached the limit to which an ordinary person can aspire, would it not be a fitting mark of distinction thereat to proclaim a queen?” was Mei’s opportune proposal.

“For what must be regarded as a mere drudge or unit in the game to attain so high a rank might almost seem beyond the bounds of what is credible,” maintained Quang-hi, he being as artless as he was unassuming.

“Nevertheless, such a transition is not unknown in the annals of our romantic Court,” declared the queen, regarding Prince Ying with a descriptive glance, and caught by the look the prince struck his capable hands together in emphatic accord as he exclaimed:

“Thus shall it be in memory of this and that occasion. The obscure pawn who triumphantly surmounts all obstacles and gains the further bounds shall attain the full privileges of queenship!”

Meanwhile the test had been proceeding to its destined end and after that the field was rearranged, the prince affably rallying Quang-hi on the outcome of their first encounter and graciously enjoining him to cast obsequiousness aside and display his inner metal. Not until a full hand-count of games had been played (all to a like result) did the gratified ruler admit repletion.

“This method of tedium-dispelling that you have contrived, Quang-hi, is superior to any other device of its kind for a variety of reasons,” was his considered judgment. “Devoid of the haphazard elements of fan-tan and other games of chance it inexorably results that victory is the outcome of a superior skill, and this principle of justice naturally precludes any sediment of rancour lingering in the mind to embitter even the most self-opinionated loser. By assembling so many diverse types, all with a kindred aim, and met on a common ground, a sentiment of mutual good-will and trust is forged, which, adequately maintained, should go far to make our flowery and phrase-strewn land a country suitable for paladins to inhabit.

“Turning to the more material side of the innovation it is obvious that with accessories of so primitive a stamp the profit on the sale of sets at even a moderate cost should be considerable, so that, in return for an Imperial decree appointing you alone the only allowed maker (together with the privilege of hanging out a yellow banner embellished with our personal sign) you will account for a score and five out of each hundred taels received, as a due to the Royal Treasury. As every loyal subject will be advised to make himself proficient in the new method of beguiling leisure without delay the success of your opportune contrivance may be regarded as assured. An inscriber of our spoken word will draw up the necessary document free of taelage; meanwhile if you will inconvenience your naturally upright feet to the extent of descending to the beneath parts of this ill-constructed palace a sufficient if not very appetising repast of rice and wine will enable you to refresh your no doubt by this time severely taxed endurance.”

Lest it should be thought that on this occasion the high-minded Prince of Further Yin betrayed perhaps even too acute a grasp upon the commercial possibilities of Quang-hi’s timely diversion it would be well to record the lack of encouragement extended towards Lao San who unfolded an even more attractive project.

It was, moreover, at a time peculiarly apt to suit Lao San’s scheme for owing to an altogether unforeseen deficiency of taels in the Department of the Private Sleeve it had been found necessary to issue an unusually large number of edicts connected with extraneous sources of revenue and the like, and the labour of inscribing these at the hands of the various takers-down of spoken words and of tracing thereon the royal characters and style by the assiduous prince himself, had stretched the capacity of their sinews to the utmost. When, therefore, Lao San professed himself able to compress, so to speak, all the entailed labour into a single stroke it is not to be doubted that Prince Ying readily turned both ears towards so attractive a promise.

“Enlarge the outline of your words more fully,” was his gracious command. “It has ever been the privilege of the rulers of our obliging Line to listen at any length to whatever even the most concave-witted of our subjects claimed the right to lay before us.”

“Omnipotence,” was the assured reply, “this is no mere artifice for beguiling time or verbal snare such as removes the gravity of the light and fantastic. By means of a hitherto unthought-of plan it will henceforth be feasible to produce as many copies as you will, none differing from the parent stock or from each other by the variance of a single line, with as little fatigue as now concerns the tracing of a solitary example. Whether the matter involved should be a complex edict, a lengthy ode, or merely an attesting stroke of the Vermilion Pencil does not disturb the assertion.”

“The claim is a sufficiently vainglorious one — setting aside the Forbidden Arts — and it next remains for you to make good the boast,” pronounced the prince. “Whatever you require in the way of accessories towards performing the ingenious feat will no doubt lie within the capacity of our royal attics.”

“There is no need to inconvenience the hallowed palace dust even to that extent,” was Lao San’s polite assurance, as he produced a diversity of quite ordinary objects from within his ample sleeve, and these he proceeded to display before Ying. “This very commonplace block of wood — as your High Majesty’s quick-witted eyes will at once detect — is substantial to the touch, containing neither inserted cavity, deceptive bulk, nor secret appliances. Upon this, by means of an adhesive paste, the extremely clumsy-thumbed individual who is so imperfectly explaining the act proceeds to fix a strip of in-no-way unusual rice paper bearing the symbols indicating, ‘Assured honour rewards the inventive.’ From the surface of this, by means of an exceptionally keen-edged but not otherwise remarkable knife he now shears away the superfluous space, leaving the auspicious sentiment alone protruding. This pledge being next smeared with some convenient pigment of the most ordinary kind and successive layers of an identical stamp produced on innumerable sheets of undoubted parchment by mere contact, it may suitably be claimed that the essence of the vaunt has been established.”

“It would be futile to deny so much in the face of what appears,” confessed the prince, closely regarding the half-score or more identical prints which Lao San had achieved with the speed and dexterity of a three-handed magician. “Yet one sufficiently obscure peculiarity exists to mark these productions out from among all others: that while in our ornate and flowing script the characters extend from east to west and progressively upwards, here a converse direction is maintained and the linear trend is downwards.”

“Your divine Majesty’s powers of vision would pierce a mountain side, nor could the deepest secrets of the unmeasurable earth remain long hidden,” loyally declared Lao San, although the general impression conveyed by his harmonious voice might be as of one who sought to gain a respite in which to formulate a solution. “It must indeed be accounted one of the inscrutable paradoxes of this newly-discovered art that while the original inscription maintains a normal course and the lines are thereafter adhered to with undeviating exactitude, the product is in every case mysteriously reversed, as though by Unseen Forces.”

“The suggestion casts a forbidding shade,” observed the prince. “One never knows to what anything may lead when it comes to dealing with the other world Beings.”

“The analogy was only in the way of a simile of words, Pre-eminence,” hastily interposed Lao San, deeply annoyed with himself for having made so indiscreet an admission. “No doubt in the endless process of time some expedient may be found whereby the systematic inversion of all that is thus reproduced may be ingeniously frustrated, though to our restricted capacity to-day the problem may well seem insoluble. Meanwhile, even ordinary persons by the exercise of no very great amount of imagination can so, as it were, adapt their mental poise as to transpose the characters with ease, all that is required being to stand on the head — emblematically speaking — and look backwards.”

“In the case of a prince of the Predominant House — Brother, moreover, of the Sun and Moon and Upholder of the Canopy — to stand upon one’s head, even as a mere figment of speech, would be unsupportable. In the case of the lesser ones of our noble and scrupulous Line — —”

“The matter was ill-expressed, Benign,” pleaded the abject Lao San, trembling at the thought of the profanity into which he had all but stumbled. “Let it be as if the Hoang Ho in flood had swept seven times over the indiscretion. No need exists for so strenuous a course in any case, as by holding whatever is so reversed before a reflecting disc it at once assumes a normal position.”

With much in the same persuasive vein for the greater part pf a gong-stroke Lao San sought to induce Prince Ying to assume a benevolent interest towards his device for multiplying examples; for in spite of all that could be advanced some element of prudence warned the prince against what might be the final outcome of so far-reaching a measure. But it was not until Lao San, in an access of pride at what he could achieve, again turned to his engraved block and without a pause showered copies to the four points of space in an unending stream, so that the audience chamber took on the appearance of a prolific but wind-swept orchard in the Season of Ripening Blossom, that Ying came to a fixed decision.

“Return the various belongings to your commodious sleeve, Lao San, and go hence in peace, but claiming no especial mark or benefit of our royal approval,” was the prince’s formal message. “Yet had your undoubtedly noteworthy advance on existing methods been confined to some process whereby a hand-count or perchance even a score of copies should be produced it would have been impossible to withhold commendation.”

“Seeing that this power for good is increased a hundredfold, Sublime, should it be reasonable to maintain an ambiguous face, in view of its benefits to mankind at large?” pleaded Lao San, realising that all hope of gains and advancement must fade if denied the prince’s countenance.

“It should not,” courteously agreed Ying, “but he who sets out to benefit mankind at large would be well advised to leave all thought of reasonableness on his own door-step. Good may admittedly come of this untried device, but so, to an even greater extent, may evil ultimately follow, and the enlightened prince who hopes to have his name written in letters of pure gold as the patron of a humane and peaceful art may find it traced with messages of blood and fire across a devastated Province.”

“Yet how can that which makes for order, learning, and a healthy competitive spirit lead to so detestable an issue?” besought Lao San. “Whereas to-day a solitary edict may well escape the eye, royal proclamation of State import would appear on every wall, copies of the Immortal Classics be multiplied a hundredfold and of a score of hard-striving students who must now share a tattered scroll at the cost of hunger and cold, henceforth each one might readily possess a camel-load of books and suffer no privation.”

“It has been said by those who have tested the result, ‘Call no day your lucky date until the arrival of to-morrow,’ and it may haply be premature for we two who are seated in an enclosed chamber at the inception of an event to speak with any definite assurance of what may be the final outcome,” replied the prince, with a tolerance and restraint rare among monarchs of his dynasty. “If official decrees are thereby multiplied, to penetrate remote and distant ways, may not also subversive leaflets and treasonable advice incite revolt at every turn and even be thrust in at open windows? Can it be definitely assured that those who begin by applying this new facility to spreading works of the imperishable Sages will not sooner or later find it more profitable to supply writings of a lewd or questionable trend and thus gradually assail and undermine the high standard of our ancient culture? In the past learning has been hardly won at the cost of patient toil and ungrudged sacrifice and thereby justly esteemed with relation to the laborious process of its acquisition. Who is to assert that with all that is treasurable to be procured at the price of a paltry ballad the Classics may not fall into disrepute and our golden age be followed by an era that is unable to discriminate between literary style and what is ephemeral and meretricious?”

“Whatever you may say, Revered, is notoriously inspired,” dutifully conceded Lao San, “and is not therefore to be either weighed or measured. Nevertheless, beneath your ruling thumb, the day may yet emerge when the ink-brush shall be spoken of as more formidable than the spear and the imprinted word admitted to outrange the swiftest arrow.”

“It is for these reasons that so momentous a decision imposes too burdensome a test on any but the All-Seeing Ones whose impassive eyes can discern the ultimate issues,” assented Prince Ying, with an appropriate gesture. “To endorse a cause that must readjust the standards of the inhabitable world for good or ill, give sovereign power to those who would otherwise be weak and countermine the undisputed prerogative of monarchs — who but the Deities themselves should venture?” Whereupon the one who had come exultantly to plead an obvious cause, understanding then that there was nothing to be gained began his reluctant departure.

“Your onward path promises to be a rugged one, Lao San,” was the final message he received; “may the directing spirits of your race guide your footsteps with prudence.”

It was an ill-arranged moment for Chang Won, who beneath the sign of a gigantic severing tool performed the healing processes, when mixing together certain obscure earths in an iron pot something occurred of which he could have had no premonition. It would have been well for the too-persistent enquirer into matters best left alone had he there and then renounced all traffic with these hidden powers, but Chang Won was urged on by a revengeful Being (who saw in this turn an occasion to gain his ends) and did not rest until — despite his crippled hand — he had probed the matter to a satisfactory basis. Then with his mingled earths, his tubes of hollow brass and carefully selected pebbles from a river bed he sought the presence of Prince Ying, and foreseeing such gain and honours as a deeply grateful sovereign might well bestow, he revealed the nucleus of his message. “Only the foolish pig exults when he finds that he is being taken to the fair,” was the saying that might well have conveyed a doubt, but Chang Won was more familiar with the secret properties of alien soils than with the higher classics.

“I bring for your acceptance, Mighty Prince,” he proclaimed, “a device by means of which you can, without incurring any danger to your own arms, destroy all your enemies at one blow in a single battle.”

“Had your contrivance been one by means of which this person should have no enemies to destroy,” replied the humane prince, “then in return he would gladly have shared with you the bulk of his possessions.”

“Yet when all that are shall have been destroyed, your Great Highness will indeed be in that enviable state,” maintained the other.

“So far from it being the case, their ranks will be increased,” was the morose reply, “since for every one who is removed by violence two of his kinsmen step into the opening. However, disclose this new stroke of swordsmanship or spear thrust by means of which victory becomes automatic.”

“It concerns neither of those obsolete weapons, Mightiness, but involves a hitherto unsuspected force by means of which, though your band might otherwise be inferior in every arm, you could infallibly strike down every foeman, if necessary from behind, at such a distance that they would have no apprehension of your presence.”

“There is a certain etiquette to be observed in our polite method of waging war which you, Chang Won, as a distinguished member of one of the exclusive trades, may be excused for overlooking. To transfix an enemy from behind implies no reproach on either side, but it must be done within such a space that if he should be sufficiently alert to turn he has a least a speculative chance of retaliating.”

“That is beyond the instance, Omnipotence,” Chang Won sought to explain, “the purpose of the contention merely being to indicate the immunity of the assailants. A face-to-face onslaught would be even more conclusive.”

“Let such a combat be assumed,” agreed the prince, “and on that basis proceed to explain the method.”

“If there should be about the palace walls an infirm or aged slave of either sort, whose end would entail no actual loss, it would be a convenient and effective way of establishing what is -claimed,” suggested Chang Won, busily arranging his contrivance.

“Those who have served us with their strength are not to be cast aside to become the food of homeless dogs in the season of their weakness,” was the prince’s firm rebuke. “Some apter thought must assail your inventive mind, Chang Won, if you are to make good your promise.”

“Things were very different in the stirring days of this lord’s great ancestor, Tien the Thunder Cloud, when a half-score thousand stalwart men, every one of them worth a full bar of silver in the public mart, were relentlessly used up and flung aside in the process of building the river barrier,” murmured Chang Won deep inside his two-faced throat. “It is quite evident that our present ruler rather resembles Min Sing, called ‘of the Yielding Knee,’ who in the proverb apologised to the nail for using a hammer.” But aloud he said:

“Nothing could be more opportune than your High Majesty’s charitable demur. The body of an ill-nurtured slave would provide a very inadequate resistance. Now if, instead, a substantial balk of timber, of about the thickness of three fingers’ breadth — —”

Under such conditions the first (and as it subsequently emerged, the last) essay of Chang Won’s elaborately prepared “tubedust” (as he fondly referred to what had the appearance of being an innocuous grit) took place in Prince Ying’s audience chamber and, regard it as one will, the result was overwhelming. To the prince’s unbounded surprise the formidable mass of hard wood was pierced through at about the spot previously indicated by Chang Won and the missile hurled forth by the brass tube was found embedded in the wall beyond it. But such was the force of the outburst of pent-up violence at large that the rich silk hangings of the hall were torn from their firm hold, the close-fitting windows of well-oiled paper blown to the four winds, and the deep foundations of the palace itself shaken; while an extremely offensive smell, not unlike that left by the passage of a malignant spirit, permeated the air for several gong-strokes afterwards. Nor was this the full extent of the confusion wrought by the ill-judged display, for the ominous sound and some of the unclean vapour penetrating beyond the walls a variety of disturbing rumour filled the ways, which sent men, both official and of the common sort, questing to the eight quarters. While some affirmed that an army of invading Khings had entered by stealth and now possessed the gates others no less determinedly maintained that a celestial dragon had appeared to escort Prince Ying Above so that a change of sovereignty was imminent. It was not until an increased force of guarders of the routes appeared and with whips of knotted cords proceeded to assail all those who failed to secure their esteem that the populace realised there was nothing to be feared and that matters were going on exactly as before.

“Chang Won,” admitted the prince, after reassuring himself that he had not Passed Hence when his faculties were somewhat restored, “you have this day fired such a train as would, if it were permitted to exist, engulf the whole world in ruin.”

“Such as opposed your invincible Majesty’s triumphant arms,” amended the short-sighted Chang Won obtusely. “It is not to be thought that the secret process and composition of tubedust would be at the call of others.”

“For how long?” demanded Ying sombrely, “and by what miracle could so vital a possession be safeguarded? Are there no traitors of our land who for all that — and more than — they should ask, would not yield up the essential information? Are our outposts so strong at every point that by a concentrated effort one or another should not be overcome, their arms and equipment seized and the secret of this all-powerful grit dragged from its constituent particles by patient tests and skilful investigation? What would be the plight of Further Yin when other and more aggressive lands possessed the knowledge?”

“Being the first to become invincible in arms by reason of this power your Omnipotence would naturally attack each one in turn, conquer and reduce all to the condition of vassal States and then proclaim your Empire from the Khin-ling range to the barrier of the trackless seas — one Land, one Prince, one Banner! May he whom we revere live for a thousand years!”

Overcome with passionate loyalty at a vision of the martial predominance thus obtained (and the amount of merchantable tubedust involved in the process of obtaining it) Chang Won cast himself bodily upon the marble floor and struck it repeatedly with his intellectual brow in an ecstasy of homage.

“And is it to be imagined,” continued the prince, indicating by a suitable gesture that while he appreciated the sentiment expressed such details could be more conveniently postponed to a more ceremonious occasion; “is there indeed the most shadowy chance that all ingenuity would meanwhile halt at this one stage, or that bold and resourceful men of other tribes would not push on beyond your puny tubes of brass, Chang Won, and harness this genie which you would have raised, to every form of menace? Who would not foresee great warrior ships of the Seven Pirate States, their sides overlaid with metal shields, their tubes perchance as thick as a grown man’s thigh and casting iron weights that nothing could withstand, ride boldly out at sea beyond all danger of retort, and leisurely destroy our coastal possessions? What avails the protection of the insuperable Khin-ling range — the immemorial buttress of our fertile land — if monstrous kites, each charged with death-dealing loads, can be so contrived as to shed their burdens promiscuously upon defenceless cities?”

“That would transgress the permissible bounds of recognised assault,” warmly protested Chang Won, to whom the direction of Prince Ying’s thoughts was becoming obnoxious. “The predominant sovereignties of the civilised earth would interpose: an all-embracing Confederacy of Realms would thereupon be formed to which the weak and unprepared when assailed by lawless force could look for succour.”

“Admittedly they could look,” agreed the prince, “but to discover the expected army of relief might overtax their vision. . . . For where then would be the might of the Confederacy itself when some headstrong Power, bolder than all the rest and more devising, should presently resolve that the use of missiles however propelled — deadly as you have shown this energy to be — is too slow and uncertain a specific for its own insistent needs, and proceeds to flood a tardy and by that time helpless world with some new and corroding form of life-destroying vapour?”

“At last it appears that your Great Highness is wittily outvying the fantastic imagination of a dis-draught story-teller’s or ballad-singer’s mind to give edge to a jest,” declared Chang Won, relieved to find that all that Prince Ying had so far implied was to be taken in a gravity-removing spirit. “Even Nameless Things respect the source of life itself, and not even during the invasion by Gholls and Daiks of the Dark Outer Lands have the wells and watercourses been poisoned. Plainly, if the normal forces of nature could be threatened in this unendurable way and the Immortal Principle of Essential Equipoise endangered, the Ruling Deities themselves would step down from the Upper World in their just wrath and breathe on the offenders.”

“It is well to know from a source so intimately concerned exactly what would take place,” acquiesced the one who thus indicated the role which by that time he had determined to accept, “though it is frequently said with no less truth that for their ends the Deities sometimes choose unexpected appliances. . . . Since the opportunity may not arise again, Chang Won, avow for my ear alone at what extremity of space one of your metallic tubes could be relied to inflict its load on a well-proportioned person fatally?”

“Assuming that the tube-wielder attained a vital point even the distance of a li, or perchance two, would afford little or no protection.”

“Thus and thus!” assented the prince with an acquiescent look. “In all our future wars a li or two will then afford a defeated general no protection. It is very truly said that what actually takes place is more remarkable than that which is devoid of precise existence. No man, whatever his degree, will henceforth be really safe on the field of battle: even a prince, completely surrounded by his chosen guard, and theoretically imperishable, may be laid out, so to speak, by a chance or a well-directed missile.”

“It is as lengthy as it is far across, Esteemed,” maintained Chang Won with easy unconcern, “or, as the adage runs, there is a sharp edge protruding in both directions. Henceforth, great nobles and rulers of high degree will doubtless find that the conditions of modern warfare demand their presence behind what might be termed the yamen line, where their exceptional qualities will be more valuably employed hastening supplies, devising awe-inspiring uniforms, tabulating records and similar work of essentially national import.”

“It then falling to this one’s lot perchance to maintain the supply of tubedust unimpaired?” suggested the prince, with what impressed itself upon the other as truly refined condescension. “In such an emergency where should the secret of its component parts be found, Chang Won, or is all knowledge of it that exists haply contained beneath the base of your own pig-tail?”

“There is a single account, traced in a cryptic form, which as a last resort might be found in an intricately screened part of this one’s moss-grown dwelling,” replied Chang Won. “Beyond that unique record this unserviceable head alone is the sole repository of the secret.”

“So that,” thoughtfully considered Prince Ying, “should you, to the inexpressible loss of all the civilised world, meet with a fatal mishap, and by an unparalleled stroke of destiny your well-appointed residence be, at about the same time, wholly consumed by fire, what you have now achieved must be irretrievably destroyed for ever?”

“Were so incredible a happening to assume an actual form, any hope of this person’s epoch-making discovery again seeing the light of day is remote in the extreme,” admitted Chang Won. “Yet this frail chance persists: that Faithful Branch, the first-come of our obscure Line — all unwitting of the purpose of his youthful aid — oft-times attended this one’s hand, while the lesser one herself and others of our simple but harmonious stock might contribute stray crumbs of knowledge. Thus, by adding this to that, perchance — —”

“You possess a stalwart band of sons, Chang Won, who — in the ordinary course of what a man foresees — will support your failing years and provide for you in the Hereafter?”

“Six well-formed and obedient he-children assemble round our Tablets, Supreme, not counting two of the negligible sort, who, however, in a gentler way are scarcely less engaging. Even now,” added Chang Won, recalling the gong-strokes that must have passed, “they and she to whom a reference has been made await round the door, impatient to greet this one’s long-looked-for return with welcoming cries of gladness.”

“They await!” came harshly from Prince Ying’s overburdened throat, as he struck a silver bell that conveyed an insistent message. “It is well that this should be added to what has already gone before, for are there not some everywhere who await each one’s return? And, to expose another facet of your precarious case, what may await each one on his return if that which you have contrived emerges?”

“Omnipotence!” besought the one who found himself thus suddenly arraigned, for with these threatening words the prince’s compliant attitude had changed to that of an accusing judge, “if anything in my homely speech has been repugnant to your well-bred ears let it be accounted as a deficiency of taste and not to any access of presumption.”

“We are neither of us here to give or to take affronts in our respective offices of life, but in obedience to a destiny that has been laid upon us,” replied the prince remotely. “You, Chang Won, have no doubt served a high purpose in being led to attempt what you would do; it remains no less for me, as paramount ruler of the State of Further Yin, to do my princely work and thwart you.”

“Commander of our services,” announced the Captain of the Palace Guard, appearing at the door, “every entrance to and fro is held, the leaders of all companies are being warned and he who speaks awaits your charges.”

“It is well done,” replied the prince, turning aside to avoid Chang Won’s beseeching glance, “but let nothing unusual outwardly appear and reassure all those beyond your personal authority while keeping a sufficient band in readiness. This effected, remove Chang Won, whom we have already judged, to a secret place apart and there, as painlessly as can be done and with every mark of honourable regard, suffer him to Pass Upwards. Afterwards. . . .”

“Afterwards?” questioned the Captain of the Guard with due respect, seeing that the prince had lapsed into an introspective state, while Chang Won hung breathless on the next spoken words. “What is to follow thereafter?”

“Take all those of his immediate Line who dwell with him — a strict reckoning of a double hand-count save one must be returned — and submit them to the same compound of stern necessity and due consideration. This done, burn down the house with the Sign of a Hanging Blade so that no tangible trace remains, and finally disperse the ashes. You have our warrant.”

“All-powerful!” was torn from Chang Won’s trembling lips, “it may well be that either in this or a former life your suppliant slave has unwittingly provoked a stern and relentless Being. But what should be said of the nine that you equally condemn — whose inoffensiveness would cause tigers to forgo their nature? Cannot — —”

“It is better for ten to suffer a decorous and painless end to-day than that ten thousand — equally devoid of guilt — should be doomed to the torturing pangs of what must otherwise result hereafter,” was the dispassionate rejoinder. “In taking the prisoner hence, Hao Hsin, let it be a charge laid on your life that he exchanges words with no one.”

“It is for your Sublime Excellence to command and for others to obey,” replied the Captain of the Guard compliantly, and he approached Chang Won for a specific purpose.

“There yet remains a last resort under our ancient laws,” abruptly claimed Chang Won, resolutely confronting the two who opposed him; “and before the gag is placed this person, being condemned by one voice alone, invokes the Enactment of Yaou, the Founder.”

“The miscreant is within his right, Most High,” confirmed Hao Hsin, temporarily laying aside the cord and the spike from their interrupted service. “Since only one — albeit your omnipotent self — has assessed his guilt, by Yaou’s imperishable charge he may require an analogous case to be laid promiscuously before twelve of his own condition. Should not even one of these in turn pronounce that ruling to be just, he who appeals must then go free nor be subject to any oppression.”

“It has ever been our function to uphold the existing law and doubtless an anachronism such as Chang Won has invoked originally had its tap-root spring from some actual grievance,” declared the liberal-minded ruler freely. “Unlatch the shutter most convenient to your hand, Hao Hsin, and call in to our conclave the first — being neither noble nor of outcast rank — whom chance leads past the opening.”

“That will be Ming Yon, chief gardener of the public lands,” reported the Captain of the Watch when he had done as he was bid. “He sees and obeys the summons.”

“Everything would seem to be admirably arranged,” was the prince’s assent, “since one who by the nature of his task must be familiar with the principles of life and death is hardly likely to be swayed by extraneous matters. Ming Yon” (he then being present), “there is a subject on which we would profit by your advice, it lying strictly within your province. Should you discover among the plants committed to your care a prolific but deadly herb which by its influence must contaminate the rest and ultimately destroy many, how would you safeguard the helpless growth around from what you saw impending?”

“Surely that, Sire, only entails a simple and elementary act, as instinctive as voidance at the call of nature. The poisonous weed must be at once plucked up and cast aside to die so that it neither robs the profitable growth of its sustaining earth nor chokes it with rank profusion.”

“That is as we deemed appropriate to the case,” agreed the prince, “but Chang Won here has a special doubt which goes a little deeper. Would it not, he asks, do all one needs to cut off this malignant plant at its parent stem, since that is the visible source of its being?”

“Such a course would be (as it is not your Majesty’s view) supine in the extreme,” warmly declared Ming Yon, “for thereby the roots are left to thrive unseen and each of these is capable, in the fullness of time, of sending out a vigorous shoot partaking of the same injurious nature. Indeed, a conscientious husbandman (such as he who speaks) would not be content until he had dug up and consumed by fire not only the weed itself but all the contaminated ground around so that neither seed nor root of that pernicious growth should survive ever to flourish.”

“You have expressed yourself capably and resolved all our doubts,” said Prince Ying, dismissing him with a suitable present. “Hao Hsin, this disposes of the Enactment of Yaou since one has already endorsed our ruling. Chang Won is such a destructive influence within the realm as that weed which Ming Yon would utterly uproot would be in a garden. Proceed to fulfil your office.”

These are the three judgments of Prince Ying that Mou Tao preserved, writing them down as he begged for alms at his station by the city wall, each described without any presumptuous afterthought as to whether it made for ineptitude or for wisdom.

“It will all,” sagely propounds Mou Tao on the margin of his unique scroll, “be as one a thousand years hence; why, therefore, offer gratuitous comment on matters that are irrevocable now and will concern men even less hereafter? The far-sighted preserve a level mind as events pass by, just as a capable swimmer is not engulfed by the waves that overtake him.”

What really matters, the conscientious chronicler seems elsewhere to imply, is that the unsullied purity of the ink he uses should be maintained and the precise outline of the characters he formed never lose its firmness. It is much to be regretted, as Mou Tao spoke the obscure dialect of his time and province and wrote in an archaic script, that when repeating what he tells it is necessary to recast the form, so that much of his flawless diction and sincere yet simple style is lost, while the deplorable inadequacy of the one who now narrates must inevitably repel the discriminating listener.


THE IGNOBLE ALLIANCE OF LIN T’SING WITH THE OUTLAW FANG WANG, AND HOW IT AFFECTED THE DESTINIES

[image: img29.jpg]

FOR A SCORE of years and nine Prince Ying had ruled over the State of Further Yin so that the land had prospered, but this is not to say that all were contented with his wise and lenient sway, for is it not aptly said, “Few there are who find shade beneath a tree of their own planting?” and while men cry out for tranquillity and settled ease in a time of urgency and stress, they no less lament the bygone adventurous spice of risk when the age has become peaceful. Merchants counting their knotted cords of gain behind closed doors and women hopeful of rocking the cradles that would contain sons’ sons might have reason to commend Ying’s politic course, but the voices of these are seldom raised in the ways and market spaces, where, indeed, the more turbulent and vainglorious a man should be the greater would become the volume of his following.

In the immediate time succeeding the day when, taking Mei also by the hand, Prince Ying had ascended the steps of the ancestral Dragon Throne of his Line, there had been a conflicting activity of tongues, which presently diverged into two pronounced streams of endless comment, the one upholding their ruler’s attitude no matter what he might do, the other to an equal length decrying all his actions. Even so chivalrous a thing as the sovereignty of Mei was not exempt from unfavourable review, after the first burst of gladness, for while the better-instructed maintained that it was only befitting for a champion to espouse one whom he had rescued from a voracious monster’s lair, an opposing faction claimed this account to be largely a delusive tale, and suspected Mei herself of being the questionable offspring of a changeling she-fox, who had been able to infatuate the prince by magic. This, needless to relate, was in the care-free days before the salutary practice of shortening at either one or both ends those who allowed incautious tongues to outrun the dictates of loyalty had induced a more charitable outlook; indeed it would have been unseemly to have referred to so offensive a report at all were it not that from this implication of traffic with the forbidden arts there eventually emerged the uncertainty that was one of the decisive influences in the clash of contending ambitions.

Scarcely less, unpopular than that he should be associated with doubtful Beings was the prince’s decision, shortly after he had ascended the throne and looked round to survey his realm, to dismiss the entire staff of palace concubines.

“Is the State of Further Yin sunk to so low an ebb that it can no longer maintain this honourable appendage of royalty?” was insidiously dropped into receptive ears by intriguing tongues at the meeting of the ways, and fanned into a spreading flame by those who had personal aims to serve, what should have been nothing more than a purely domestic affair became a public contention. Husbands and wives, fathers and mothers, friends across their rice and strangers at the barber’s stall — even those of both sorts who had not yet braided their hair or taken distinctive names — all disputed over the seemliness or not of what Prince Ying had done and left undone, so that the routine of official work and the harmony of family life were shaken. Most regrettable of all, the ones chiefly involved were drawn into the broil, and being assembled as a continuous line paraded the city in that form calling attention by means of inscribed placards and the banners of the ancient Guild to the indignity of their present position. By these ignoble means an atmosphere not favourable to Prince Ying was maliciously contrived, for the venerable appearance and infirm gait of many of those concerned (some of whom had maintained their exacting office from the time of the previous dynasty) evoked sympathetic comment as they passed, nor was the prince’s liberality in bestowing on each a sufficiency of corn and wine to support her remaining days referred to by the ill-wishing.

For more than a score of years the punctilious sovereign had observed a conciliatory and straightforward course, putting very few to death and inflicting torture only in persistently stubborn cases, and that as a last expedient. With the surrounding Principalities he had preserved an abiding peace and even untutored barbarian chiefs of distant Out Lands — some so illiterate in their native state that they were quite unable to compose their gravity at the sight of our refined etiquette — these also reposed confidence in Prince Ying’s uprightness. It remained for one of his own race and heritage, Lin T’sing, until then the obscure head of a small and unruly clan, to foment dissent and by uniting all the elements of discord from whatever cause it sprang, to threaten the ruler’s authority.

Lin T’sing had always been of a crafty, grasping cast, seeking his ends by devious paths and in the event of a miscarriage of his plans invariably leaving others to incur the burden. His mother, of distant kinship with the Line, had been ambitious for herself at first, but being compelled to marry an outside man of no particular wealth or esteem she had thereafter attributed their obscurity to his deficiency of caste and fixed all her hopes on T’sing’s advancement.

It required no great stress of persuasion to convince the latter person that he was well qualified, at some future moment, to usurp the throne — not on any right of descent which was admittedly remote, but by claiming Prince Ying’s inability, through flaccidity of character, to maintain a puissant rule, and instancing his own lack of scruples. With this in view he sought persistently to ingratiate himself among the passers-by, occasionally distributing small pieces of money with what might appear to be a lavish hand, promoting contests of skill to which he contributed the awards, declaring assemblies of those who strove to provide monasteries with the means to subsist open for all to frequent, and willingly affixing his thumb-print to the parchments of misguided ones whose passion it was to amass a variety of such emblems. Not content with these meretricious lures, Lin T’sing is credibly declared to have invoked the activities of members of the Make-known Gang — a sinister organisation which in return for a specific reward extolled the doings of those whom it upheld by means of approving words dropped casually in frequented ways, complimentary messages inscribed on public walls, likenesses of the one concerned (depicted as though caught unawares in charitable acts); toys, sweetmeats, lotions and improving essences bearing the commended name and a multiplicity of unworthy shifts all tending towards advancement. To those who, a little more discerning, said: “Why should we rely on this belauded one by reason of his extremely commonplace face and a blend of opium associated with his discordant name?” the reproof would assuredly be cast, “His praise is on every lip: what better evidence that he must therefore be praiseworthy? In any case is it not wiser to be wrong surrounded by a multitude than right standing on one’s own midden? Would you alone make yourself out to be more dependable than many, O boaster?”

When Lin T’sing, bound, heavily manacled, and charged with many crimes was, in the fullness of time, brought up before Prince Ying, the latter person commanded that his cords should be unloosed and the chain that made escape impossible slackened. He then threw an unsheathed dagger upon the ground between them, saying:

“He who first stretches out his hand to take it up admits the weakness of his cause. This one relies upon integrity alone for his authority to rule a nation.”

“The word is aptly used by one seated upon an alabaster throne and hedged in by a company of spears,” retorted Lin T’sing, meanwhile computing the distance between his ready hand and the open knife lying before them. “He who speaks has no other assets than the essential principles of truth and uprightness by which all men are ultimately measured.”

“It is as though we possessed a single voice,” politely endorsed the prince. “Yet it has somewhere been observantly remarked, ‘Snails and bulls both have horns but their natures are not similar.’ It is easy to raise the standard of revolt, Lin T’sing: it is another matter to keep the flag of settled authority continually flying.”

“You are evidently referring to the irregular levy which this person, as Warden of the Outer March, enrolled in a time of threatened trouble,” glibly advanced Lin T’sing, forgetting for the moment that this had lain beyond his province.

“Is the offence of which Lin T’sing has made admission laid to the prisoner’s charge?” asked the prince of the official who kept the roll, and that one, after referring to the tablets beneath his thumb, signified the deficiency.

“It is not specifically arraigned, High Majesty,” he was constrained to allow, “though without any undue distention of the bounds of statutory form, the crime: ‘Conduct in general whereby the voice of authority might be stifled’ may be held to entangle the delinquent.”

“Let the omission be rectified with as much clearness as the necessary legal terms admit,” was the command. “Meanwhile, since it is not our unreasonable practice to assume the transgressor’s guilt until he shall have been declared innocent, it would be illogical to allow Lin T’sing at large, as must presumably be the custom where the converse rule is maintained. Short of that, provide the recreant with whatever threadbare amenities our obsolete walls contain until such time as we who speak have considered his position.”

It was the practice of both Prince Ying and also of Mei his queen to withdraw themselves to a certain room built high on a castellated tower whenever they would be apart from those around, and this gave rise to many ill-formed reports and misleading sayings. As no one beyond the two concerned had ever glanced inside this room (for its bolt was secured by an agreed word and, moreover, the approach was complicated by a ladder) it became necessary for those about the palace who would profess familiarity with all that went on around to substitute what could be the most readily adduced for what would otherwise have been a humiliating admission. From these causes it was generally maintained about the city ways and the spaces beyond that in this high and wind-gnawn place (1) Queen Mei practised the Forbidden Arts with which her name was linked; (2) Prince Ying sought to discover the process of converting clay into gold; (3) they applied their united powers to devising a system whereby time was, so to speak, held poised, with the result that no one need grow any older. For in what other manner (ran the word) could it be reasonably explained (1) that Mei, though of obscure Line, could do so much that others failed to do and was in many ways immeasurably wiser; (2) that the in and out amounts of the National Sleeve had never yet adjusted, so that, sooner or later, something miraculous would have to be done about it; (3) that while all others shrunk and grew bent with the pressing burden of years, for the half cycle of time that these two had been before their eyes neither had lost a scintilla of the bright attributes of youth nor had the gallantry of their bearing faltered.

It was further maintained that the room itself was decked in the most lavish taste with costly furs and richly embroidered silk; that it was plainly furnished but massively built to withstand attack and stored with an extensive variety of meat and drink so as to form a secure retreat if at any time beleaguered; that in an ordinary sense the room did not actually exist at all, being but the occasional creation, for such periods as it might be required, of magic.

When Prince Ying withdrew the bolt and entered the forbidden room, after contriving the expedient by which he need not pass judgment on Lin T’sing at once, he found the queen already waiting there, for it had always been his custom to meditate in that reminiscent place and surrounded by rude evidences of the transient nature of royal state whenever an issue of exceptional complexity or doubt required decision. On all these occasions Mei professed a willingness to contribute the weight of her advising voice, and although the prince sometimes felt that this was beyond what he could reasonably expect she herself never professed any incapacity.

“The burden of his iniquity being already disclosed it is difficult to see how Lin T’sing can legitimately retain his head,” explained the prince. “On the reverse side his acceptability to the throng is such that any attempt to make the occasion of his execution a public holiday might result in an unbecoming fiasco.”

“Is it not said that on occasions when a person’s moral obliquity rendered such a course well-advised the one involved has been, as it may be expressed, constrained to go on a journey and then through some obscure circumstance found himself unable to return?” suggested Mei resourcefully.

“We understand that in the past there have been one or two instances of, so to speak, metrical retribution working itself out in the manner you describe,” admitted Ying. “But in order to justify such a measure it is essential that the unseemly misdemeanant involved should be sufficiently low caste as to preclude too close an enquiry into the details of his absence.”

“Yet is it to be endured that between these two extremities so abject a delinquent as Lin T’sing should pass through scatheless?” protested Mei, equally concerned that vice should not seem to go unchecked or the prince’s equitable rule be challenged. “If those who rebel are not held to strict account how is it feasible for the more active of your Illimitable’s loyal subjects to feel that their services are adequately requited?”

“It not infrequently happens that slight but gratifying gifts may be suitably bestowed,” replied the prince, “and the creation of titular honours — even when accompanied by the usual pecuniary obligation in return — is seldom unappreciated.”

At this palliation Mei arranged herself in an attitude of profuse yet graceful demur and extended a jade-like hand impressively.

“What greater gift than life itself can be devised, that being the outcome when a justifiable doom is irrationally averted?” she claimed. “What higher honour may be obtained than that, when arraigned on a shameful charge, of being triumphantly acquitted? It will be necessary for you to consider anew, Revered, if a satisfactory answer to those who plead a natural acrimony should be forthcoming.”

“There are occasions when a really satisfactory answer from a perfectly conscientious informant to a quite legitimate enquirer cannot be forthcoming,” declared the one who thus outlined his untoward position. “He who would not be unjust to any must himself put up with much injustice.”

“What then is it your inspired course to pursue in the concrete instance that is occupying your refined deliberation?” dutifully importuned Mei. “Provided that your guiding footsteps lead towards any specific point this one will faithfully conform to the impression.”

“It has been profoundly said, with the engaging ambiguity to which our harmonious tongue is fundamentally prone, that ‘He who can keep his own counsel lives in an impregnable castle’,” observed the prince, swayed between an ingrained disinclination to commit himself to what did not yet exist and a sympathetic desire that Mei should on all occasions share his deliberations. “There are occasions, however, when the accomplishment does not involve any strain beyond a purely negative effort. Be content, adored,” he added with a reassuring glance, “that should any particular danger arise your claim to bear a part will be neither grudged nor restricted.”

It was at about the darkest gong-stroke of the same night that Lin T’sing, being called from an uneasy sojourn in the middle air by the door of his ill-constructed cell creaking, prepared to lace on his sandals, never doubting the nature of the summons. On seeing by the wavering light of the torch which the other carried that it was Prince Ying alone who came, the gross-minded rebel noisily inhaled a sprinkling of snuff from the phial carried beneath a finger nail and sneezed offensively towards the prince’s direction.

“There is a suitable apothegm to the effect that what is imbibed with the milk will only be relinquished with the breath, and the nature of this greeting, Lin T’sing, clearly indicates your connection with the one from whom you have derived your nature,” fittingly rebuked the prince as he placed an assortment of articles upon the floor. “Had it been possible to establish a mutual amity in the past this one’s hand would not have been withheld, but what he is constrained to do now must inevitably earn even your undying detestation.”

“The excessive refinement of your elevated verbal style — setting apart the low-conditioned reference to this one’s venerated she-parent, which even the polluted imagination of a tomb-haunting leper would have shrunk from — is so melodiously involved that it is beyond the slow-witted capacity of this very illiterate person to extract the solid honey of fact from the flowery convolution of hyperbole by which it is surrounded,” replied Lin T’sing superciliously. “Compress what you must relate within its narrowest possible limits, Hysi Ying, for this one would return to the preferred society of a pest-infested pallet.”

“Had it not been for the evidence of your case, Lin T’sing, it might have been thought that a rebel could also be a person of some delicacy,” was the prince’s becoming rejoinder. “In conformity with the requirements of your stunted mental growth, however, let it be crudely said that here is a suitable disguise to take you past the guard, a sufficiency of both fruit and wine to last you on your path, and that the pass-word for the night is, ‘Unworthiness may be found wherever a painted door stands ajar, but integrity must be sought beneath a narrow opening’.”

“This is sufficiently astonishing in view of our respective claims,” confessed Lin T’sing, in some embarrassment how he should readjust himself to meet the new conditions. “The object of your coming apparently being this one’s release why should you, who are thus conferring a boon, assert that he who speaks would thereafter detest you beyond oblivion?”

“Inasmuch as your revolting ways must have made you loathsome even to yourself it inexorably proceeds that whoever should extend the period of your degraded life must be regarded as your worst enemy,” replied the prince frankly.

“The subtlety of your inductive process is a shade beyond an illiterate rebel’s intellectual range,” confessed Lin T’sing, passing his unshapely fingers through his coarsely-arranged hair despairingly. “His own spontaneous impulse is to take whatever lies within his grasp and beyond that distance to go for it with an uplifted spear. Since this person has admittedly fallen into your power, and his existence is an impediment to your peace, what have you to gain by diverting the natural course of injustice?”

“The position is a little complicated by the conflicting currents of circumstance, with the result that your disposal is not the simple affair that you would affect to regard it,” courteously explained the prince, at the same time graciously assisting Lin T’sing to assume the disguising robes, which, as it chanced, were those of a female fish vendor. “Owing to your offensive popularity with the ever-credulous and easily-swayed throng a public execution involves an element of disquiet, while to convey you secretly away might prove equally jeopardous. Yet, to put on the other glove, should it go to the length of producing you for trial, this incorruptible administrator’s deep-rooted zeal for impartiality would oblige him to condemn you to an ignominious end, that being the only recognised sentence in the case of one so tainted.”

By this time Lin T’sing had assumed the outward appearance of the one whose character he was to feign, and his uncouth nature did not entice him into any elaborate leavetaking, such as a person of more ceremonious trend might have thought becoming in the circumstances. He only tarried to make one remark of any significance, though the very thorough transformation of his mien detracted to a certain extent from the impressiveness of the warning.

“It is a common saying among those whose affairs bring them into contact with the official class that door-keepers hold out an open hand even in their sleep,” he asserted: “The idiosyncrasy under which you exist, Hysi Ying, is that you are beset by an overwhelming sense of justice and this in the end will bring about your ruin, for most of those by whom you are now opposed (including the one who is hereby predicting your overthrow) have no hesitation in using any underhand device that offers. . . . May your essential constituents preserve a harmonious blend hereafter.”

“And your principles of equipoise be no less tranquilly maintained for ever,” politely responded Ying, though scrupulousness constrained him to add:

“Henceforth, Lin T’sing, your position will be that of an escaped criminal with a price set on your head. By this means it should be possible to contrive your Passing Beyond without incurring any direct responsibility.”

If without too much fatigue to their refined imagination the honourable circle of listeners who are so graciously disguising their feelings of despair at the laborious unfolding of this badly-arranged romance will condescend to have their interest transported, as it were, from Hysi Ying’s many-towered and massively-walled capital to the wild recesses of the Khin-ling range it will be possible to follow the sacrilegious Lin T’sing’s corrupt designs — on the understanding that a sufficient period may be assumed to have elapsed since that occasion when the large-hearted prince magnanimously set him free, so as to render the situation feasible.

At that time the more inaccessible passes of the mountain slopes were the haunt and refuge of Fang Wang, a notorious and blood-thirsty robber chief whose ordinary daily life included every nameless kind of outrage. Fang Wang is described as having three rows of teeth on either side — six rows in all — and eyes so fierce that when he glowered famine-driven wolves slunk back into their bone-strewn lairs trembling. By continual exposure to the penetrating mountain storms and raging torrents the miscreant’s outer surface had acquired an unyielding quality that would turn aside the sharpest arrow. Relying on this, and to express his contempt for the prowess of those who sought to destroy his band, the intrepid chieftain frequently went into the thickness of the fray completely naked.

Fang Wang had taken to brigandage as the outcome of an act of justice on Prince Ying’s part, and although the amiable monarch had no personal feeling in the matter at all (regarding himself merely as an instrument of the Higher Purpose) Fang Wang very illogically thereafter cherished a bitter and unceasing rancour against the prince himself, and undertook, by a series of very binding oaths, to undo him. How little resentment Ying, for his part, bore is well displayed by the fact that although he was required by the Enactments to set a price on the proscribed outlaw’s head, he charitably assured him a practical immunity from pursuit by estimating the value of what was sought as the equivalent of ten small copper cash or, alternatively, as much refined salt as could be taken up by a single hand with the fingers held downwards.

When an account of this humane proclamation reached the opaque-witted bandit’s ill-conditioned ears he ground all his offensively-arranged teeth together for upwards of a gong-stroke, and passed the remainder of the day tabulating the various indignities that he would impose on the Prince Ying in turn when that one should have fallen into his power. Thereafter no one ventured to take salt before Fang’s eyes or to shake a handful of copper cash while he stood by until several moons had faded. Yet beneath his somewhat forbidding exterior Fang Wang was of a simple and ingenuous trend, and if approached in a discreet and gradual way, especially when replete, he would freely converse on a variety of themes and express tolerant and even high-minded opinions. In this respect he was at a disadvantage when trafficking with the two-headed Lin T’sing, who in addition to being coarse by nature was both insinuating and disloyal.

Lin T’sing had long regarded Fang Wang — commanding a resolute and well-armed band — as a likely tool towards his own rebellious ends although at the same time he mistrusted that one’s adherence when the existing dynasty should have been overthrown and the country in a state of confusion. Judging the brigand by his own corroded mould it was not unreasonable to assume that Fang Wang might then himself usurp the power, and it was not until this point in their intermingling lines of destiny had been reached that Lin T’sing’s wiliness foresaw a way by which he hoped to make use of the other’s help and at the same time put it beyond his capacity to become unpleasant.

Fang Wang, for his part, had for some time marked Lin T’sing’s subversive policy with interest so that when one of his outposts on a certain day (of the period now graciously assumed) reported the approach of the pretender’s banner, by this time reduced to a meagre throng of followers, he not only commanded the barriers to be raised and the paths assured, but he killed several fully-grown pigs and prepared a lavish entertainment in his visitor’s honour.

When they had all eaten to excess and their adherents withdrawn, Fang Wang and Lin T’sing both unloosened several knots of their under-robes and, stretching themselves at greater ease, prepared to discuss their projects. The jars of distilled rice spirit were again refilled and at every pause each ceremoniously pressed a superfluity upon the other. Fang was the less susceptible to the stupefying effects by reason of his hardy frame, but Lin T’sing had taken the precaution to chew the root of a certain herb and, moreover, from time to time he contrived secretly to pour the greater part of the contents of the horn beneath his neck-cloth.

“Everything points to a growing disaffection in the north and west,” declared Lin T’sing, “while the increased salt dues” — at the ill-omened word he guardedly observed the other’s face and was satisfied to note that Fang spat several times noisily— “the iniquity of this should alienate the frugal-minded. At the first marked success of those who stand for integrity and the abolition of every form of tax the entire nation will respond heartily. As the proverb opportunely says: ‘When the fruit is ripe the time has come for the tree to be shaken.’ To what extent is your hand grasping the trunk, Fang Wang, since we are now alone and both mutually trustworthy?”

“This person’s attitude is a common saying throughout the countryside and his sincerity has never yet been called in question,” replied Fang Wang a little rashly. “To oust the presumptuous upstart from the existing throne and write his offensive name in fading characters on the windswept dust the one now replenishing your cup pledges himself and his band to the outside limit.”

“Would you then,” negligently demanded Lin T’sing, affecting to forget the words and rolling uncertainly in his seat, “would you even at the cost of your head itself maintain that oath, provided that a reasonable likelihood of success upheld you?”

“Assuredly,” replied Fang Wang although he had not previously understood until the other specified an oath that his vaunt had been of an irrevocable nature. “He who speaks has never yet been wont to cover even his most vulnerable parts in the fiercest hand-to-hand encounter. How then should he forbear to risk the same sacrifice in a matter so closely affecting a cherished ambition?”

“The word has been spoken and the plight confirmed,” declared Lin T’sing, meanwhile performing the simple rite by which he accepted the other’s pledge as binding. “From their high pearly retreat the spirits of your departed ones look down approvingly on their worthy descendant’s indomitable resolve and prepare to welcome him with gratifying effusion.”

“The display, though honourably conceived no doubt, is manifestly premature in its scope, since the one chiefly concerned has no intention of proving inferior to any in the forthcoming struggle,” demurred Fang Wang, not altogether gladdened by the sympathetic forecast. “He who has never yet lost so much as a single finger in countless desperate affrays is hardly likely to yield up life itself when pitted against palace hirelings.”

“The position is not quite so simple as your words would imply, and the undertaking to sacrifice your extremely attractive head in our virtuous cause has been accepted in something more than a figurative spirit,” explained Lin T’sing. “Crudely described, this is the outline of the strategy to which you have given assent and sworn adherence.” (Though inspired by no element of rancour, a painstaking if admittedly mediocre chronicler of actual facts finds it necessary to disclose that Lin T’sing’s strategy of gaining admission by the subterfuge of an accomplice’s severed head did not take place until performed under different circumstances by two other persons several dynasties later.)

The plan by which Lin T’sing hoped to surprise the capital and possess its strategic points was both bold and ingenious in design, nor did it entail any particular hardship for those who led the van — with the exception of Fang Wang himself who, however, by that time would be enjoying an unalloyed surfeit of felicity Elsewhere.

Inside the city walls Lin T’sing had many friends and adherents, but in order to reassure their confidence in him it was necessary that he should be able to produce some evidence of success and be in a position to justify a rising. Even to lurk among the outer ways as things were then would be in itself a hazardous task, and if he should his part must be that of an indicted outcast with whom it would be dangerous for any man to exchange a greeting. But if he could boldly present himself before a fortified gate displaying the severed head of a notorious and fear-inspiring robber chief on which a price was set and demand the right to pass through to claim his due, no question of the sincerity of his motive would be raised and so far as a thoroughly loyal but simple-minded garrison was concerned he would be greeted with shouts of approval.

Following, at a respectful but convenient distance, a mere hand-count of picked stalwarts from their united camps would attend with evidences of the encounter in which the brigand leader had met his end — his sword and shield and the velvet flag, silk-embroidered with his personal motto. Spears and javelins from his store-house cave would be brought, all testifying to the thoroughness of the band’s defeat, knives and clubs of various sorts and the umbrella beneath which Fang sometimes — to express contempt — passed his time during a battle. Carrying these trophies in an unskilful way these chosen few would stray into the gate-house as though unwilling to be there — and then at a preconcerted word from T’sing, being armed at every point themselves and their antagonists unmindful of their weapons, fall on the scanty keepers of the gate with silent dexterity and despatch each one whatever his professions.

The first gate held, nothing stood in the way of an entry by the entire united force, who during the preceding interval of no-light had occupied a leafy ravine that extended to within a bow-shot of the city wall, and until the moment of being called upon to play their allotted part had lain unsuspected among its many rocks and crevices.

From this point, on an arranged and well-concerted plan, chosen companies of men would swiftly penetrate the ways, and falling suddenly on the guardians of the other gates from a side which none foresaw would make themselves masters of all the essential routes and thereby hold the city. Meanwhile those allegiant to Lin T’sing’s cause, seeing how the matter then stood, would throw off the appearance of unconcern and fully profess their adhesion.

“So that,” maintained the one who was defining the many advantages of the plan, “the city will thus be taken, the people freed, a usurping and tyrannical dynasty overthrown, and the treacherous and self-seeking Hysi Ying dragged from his last hiding place and submitted to a painful and humiliating end amid the derisive amusement of a rejoicing throng. And this,” concluded Lin T’sing, shifting his weight from one quarter to the other in order to release more freely, “at the cost of a single person’s head, and he thereby not only fulfilling the obligation of a sacred oath but accomplishing a cherished ambition.”

Had Fang Wang not to a certain extent been stupefied by the excess of rich food to which he had given way and the many cups of pungent wine accompanying it, he would doubtless have seen through the speciousness of the other person’s claim, and taken measures to counteract it. As it was, the most prominent image he retained of Lin T’sing’s admittedly diffuse and crafty speech was that the one in question had devised a notable distinction and was pressing it upon him. As provider of the entertainment courtesy required that he should disclaim and reciprocate such advancement.

“By no means,” he accordingly maintained; “the honour of going not merely hand in hand with the redoubtable Lin T’sing in this triumphant affair but even, so to speak, a full head in advance, would be more than what one accustomed to press others on, could reasonably endure.”

“Yet consider how — —” Lin T’sing would have urged, but with unquenchable politeness Fang raised his one-sided voice more powerfully.

“Stem the flood-tide of your acknowledged stream of eloquence for a few trifling beats of time,” he craved, “for an equally effective course and one more in keeping with our respective merits is not undiscoverable. Has it escaped your usually quick-witted mind, Lin T’sing, that you are similarly proscribed, while your detestation of the existing rule is no less vehement? Nothing stands in the way, therefore, of your prepossessing head playing the part that shall fructify your hopes while this retiring subordinate aptly fulfils the less illustrious rôle of merely being the one who shall display it.”

“May the seven — —” Lin T’sing would have said, but remembering that the brigand chief though not slow to draw his sword was scarcely likely to be so alert in other ways where he himself excelled he decided that it would not be difficult to entrap him.

“The fact that we are, as it were, occupying one junk had for the moment become lost among my weed-grown faculties,” he plausibly advanced. “In the circumstances, since neither is willing to admit himself the more competent to lead it had better be settled on the lines of classical precedent.”

“Say on,” replied Fang Wang, who was as egregious as he was confiding. “Whatever medium you may choose will not find this one lacking.”

Lin T’sing considered the various attainments that the leader of a robber band might reasonably be assumed to be the least proficient in. Every kind of weapon he dismissed at once, nor did the arbitrament of chance or reference by augury to the wishes of the Ruling Powers impress him as sufficiently inevitable.

“In the heroic past it was customary for one to depict a theme and the second then endeavour to surpass it. He who attains superiority in the test to have the privilege of conferring this disclaimed honour on the other.”

Then, not to allow Fang Wang the opportunity to dispute this trial, he propounded:

“The rising sun shines through a translucent mist and each drop of dew reflects a golden point of brilliance.”

By this time Fang Wang was scarcely in a condition to produce a successful antithesis on any theme, and he would no doubt have sunk into a restful sleep had not the discordant cries of a passing tribe of migratory sea-birds recalled the occasions when, as a ferocious pirate chief, he had been accustomed to lean against the mast and consider his course by the known variation of certain recognisable planets.

“The full moon illumines a broad path of light and the edge of every wave becomes a line of rippling silver,” he remarked lethargically as he looked back on the remembered scene, and without any particular reference to the matter in hand, but Lin T’sing bit his double-faced lip for he could not deny that Fang Wang had successfully maintained the analogy.

“Since it is impossible to assess the respective value of an indeterminate bag of silver and an unspecified weight of gold perhaps it would be better to depend on the intervention of the deciding fates,” he accordingly declared, reasonably assuming that the one whom he would ensnare must now be beyond the power of logical deduction. “Here are two blades of grass, differing in no way but in their varied lengths; we will equally incur the lot and he who selects the more appropriate stalk shall assume the requisite function.”

“That is but equitable,” assented Fang Wang, not grasping in his involved state that in order to provide a satisfactory basis the essentials should have been more clearly fixed. “Thus” — from Lin T’sing’s outstretched hand he plucked the further stem— “the longer one has fallen to this person’s share and so — —”

“ — it accordingly devolves on you to become, so to speak, the headpiece of the rising. Manifestly the shorter blade, which by the hazard of the lot is left for me, indicates the comparatively lowly part of attendant on and bearer of your noble and awe-inspiring head which will be at once the forefront of assault and our inspiration to victory.”

When the tidings reached Prince Ying that Lin T’sing, in a becoming alliance with that notorious robber chief Fang Wang, had again raised the standard of revolt and by a thoroughly despicable ruse had seized one of the eight city gates, he was deeply engaged in affairs of State, but at once laying aside his ink-brush and the parchment rolls he called up the various captains of the inner guard and keeping only Hao Hsin by his side he directed all the others towards strengthening the defences. Had there been sufficient time to effect these moves the lamentable outcome might have been reversed, but Lin T’sing was not one to allow the rice to sprout above his ankles, and as they led their bands the captains were met by fugitives from other points of assault who reported the loss of the remaining gates and the essential ways, and told of certain prominent time-servers who had joined the invading force, and how they had drawn with them many waverers. Upon this some of the captains laid down their weapons and sought to make terms, others fled rather than endure so base an offence, while a few would neither turn aside nor yield but honourably embraced an inevitable end, defying overwhelming numbers.

The full meaning of this disaster was not hidden from Prince Ying when a wounded but loyal bowman stumbled in and faithfully delivered his dying message. The prince was conferring with Hao Hsin then and addressing that one in ceremonious terms he instructed him to take up a stand outside and displaying a flag of amity as the rebellious horde appeared, yield up the palace keys and claim immunity for those who surrendered.

“It is for you to command, High Majesty, and all others to obey,” replied Hao Hsin; “yet out of the unquestionable devotion of something approaching two score years and ten to your illustrious House is it permitted one on the verge of joining his obscure ancestral host to release the bonds of usage?”

“Speak freely,” exhorted the prince, taking his elbow in an encouraging way. “At such a moment, between two positioned as we are, there can be no barrier.”

“In the course of many years, when sons’ sons have grown old, this will be written in a scroll. Words will by then have been forgotten and only deeds remain. Should it be said that Hysi Ying, last of his imperishable Line, played a recreant part or that in the hour of their dependence on his leadership he left his people guideless?”

“Beggars are not necessarily blind because they close their eyes,” quoted the prince; “nor can that which takes place be rightly judged apart from its surroundings. Whether would it be better, Hao Hsin, to pass down into history as one of heroic mould and yet sacrifice the people to a vain parade of indomitableness, or be deemed hereafter to have been wanting in spirit as the outcome of preserving the manhood of a nation?”

“Your propoundance of this and that is plainly outside my verbal scope,” replied Hao Hsin evasively. “This person’s place is where a strict command ordained him.”

With these words and a mutual salutation of appropriate form they turned apart, the prince seeking Mei where he thought she might be found, Hao Hsin to the steps before the chief palace gate, by which a victorious foe would enter. There, laying the great key of the outer door by his side, and with it a formal parchment claiming a general freedom to come and go, he took a suitable cord from his sleeve and with it performed self-ending. In this truly high-minded way he sought to discharge what he had been commanded to do and yet preserve his feudal oath intact: that over his dead body alone should any enter the palace in aggression.

Let it be conceded towards Lin T’sing’s final account that when, a little later, he came to the spot and saw, he commended what Hao Hsin had done and confirmed the requisition. Furthermore, he strode across the body lying there as if to uphold that oath, although he might have had it cast disrespectfully away or easily, by stepping aside, have avoided it altogether.

As the prince passed through the various apartments of the palace in order to reach the central court he spoke in a usual way to those whom he chanced to encounter there, but at the same time he advised one and all to find safety in flight, taking with them whatever of value they most coveted. Not a few protested an undying adherence to his person and Line, but after finding that he had no intention of displaying supernatural powers and had gone with the queen apart, they began to look round, so that by the time Lin T’sing arrived there were few of much consequence to be found within and little of any real value. (It is scarcely to be doubted that by cutting out a multitude of paper figures, which the queen’s magic could have endowed with life, a sufficient army might have been raised to annihilate the invading forces. To account for the omission, Lai Pui, a very reliable annalist, living only a few cycles later, advances the theory that Prince Ying was visited by an ancestral Apparition at about this time, who advised a change of dynasty in the interests of the State and people.)

Seated in her inner chamber of ivory and jade Mei was deeply considering the involvement attending the last stage of an assumed game of tchess, the remaining effigies, left by a warmly-contested strife, arranged on a geometrical slab — composed of alternate squares of turquoise and chalcedony — before her. She was then alone, having also dismissed all her personal attendants and slaves and seeing Ying enter she indicated, by a graceful yet dignified manifestation of despair, that the accomplishment lay outside her powers.

“The ingenious-minded person who has propounded this test requires that the invested king should be reduced to a condition of impotence by the exercise of three movements,” she explained. “Though admittedly beyond this one’s grasp your own superior skill perchance — —”

On this invitation Ying regarded the involvement from her side, and although he had approached it with a neglectful air he was soon constrained to admit that it defied any known solution.

“Unless the attacking foe should be endowed with more than human powers there always remains one loophole of escape by which the sorely-pressed monarch may avoid the indignity of surrender,” he finally declared.

“Therein this one deferentially concurs,” acquiesced Mei with an inspiring look, “and it would almost appear, from the varied sounds of an unbecoming tumult without, that the moment may have arrived for maintaining the contention. He who would offend us by his presence is doubtless supplicating admission at the menials’ gate, and although it would be unfitting to have our footsteps influenced to so much as the width of a silk-worm’s thread by whatever this male offspring of an aged she-dog may effect, the less contact of any sort that one should have with persons of so low a type the more desirable. Is it not said that it is impossible to finger a glutinous pigment without some of its taint adhering?”

“That time which we have always foreseen is inevitably at hand,” agreed the prince, as the clamour grew in violence. “Let us retire to the innermost sanctuary of our secret lives and take refuge where none may follow.”

Leading Mei affectionately by the hand, but without any unbecoming display of imposed haste. Ying came by those high and winding passages to the ultimate ladder. At the top of this he arranged the necessary word and unbarred the door. When both had passed within, by a powerful thrust the prince cast the ladder away so that it heeled over from its supporting base and plunged down the face of the precipitous rock to be shattered in the abyss.

The room itself was insignificant in size, its beams and walls crude and rough-hewn, and it was almost wholly deficient in furnishings. Only a low couch with a pallet of uncombed straw and two plain stools spoke of human habitation. Few of their subjects even of the outcast class would have been content to occupy so meagre a place of rest, but to the two chiefly concerned it was hallowed as the exact counterpart and abiding reminder of that austere loft where their mutual affections were first to find expression.

“Unless these very deficient ears have heard amiss it is here that this one converts the baser metals into gold to the enrichment of his personal interests,” remarked the prince, sharing with Mei a look of tolerant understanding. “It is much to be feared that the throng would regard themselves as left behind if it should have become known that the only transmutation effected here is to exchange the cares and jealousies of a throne for quietude and assured affection.”

“This one also is reputed herein to practise the forbidden arts,” contributed Mei’s small, pearl-like voice. “Yet the sole enchantment she has ever performed is that endowed on all of her sort alike by Koom Fa, the Universal Mother. None the less, it is scarcely to be denied that we alone have to a great extent presented an inexplicable appearance of arrested years while the others have passed onwards. It may perchance be, after all — —”

“It was through the opening above that he who was then a shackled serf was able to glean a sustaining ray of warmth as the great sky fire wheeled on its changing course,” mused the prince, indicating the broken roof that had been scrupulously reproduced in every detail. “Here, through it, the heavens can always be seen by day, and at night the stars in their endless procession.”

“It is here that we have never failed to find peace from gong-stroke to gong-stroke as the urgency arose,” agreed Mei. “It is fitting that from here we should Pass Upwards to a state of tranquillity that is everlasting.”

“Seeing that we are but going on a journey side by side and will presently arrive together at an abiding destination is there any reasonable pretext to delay or occasion for a ceremonious leave-taking?” asked Ying, as the sounds and outcries of a company of men who strove to lift beams and wrench impediments aside grew ever nearer.

“It is for him whose spoken word has always been to this one more compelling than a written law, to decide,” replied Mei submissively. “The moment will not find her lacking.”

“When cited before a mandarin take money in your sleeve; when called to judgment by the deities integrity in your heart,” declared the Profound Thinker who wrote his wise sayings on an enduring stele : what need therefore had these two of further preparation? Unsheathing the light blade he habitually wore Ying composed himself into a suitable position on the couch and after a reassuring glance towards the queen performed with a single stroke all that was necessary for a dignified self-ending. After a brief but sufficient interval spent in arranging his limbs and the covering above Mei took from a concealed place about her- robes a small crystal jar in which gold leaves floated among a delicately perfumed essence. When she had consumed the liquid and assured herself that nothing more remained to effect a becoming close she lay down by the prince’s side and drew the coverlet over them.


THE STORY OF YIN HO, HOA-MI, AND THE MAGICIAN

[image: img29.jpg]

THE DUSTY EARTH-ROAD had been long and wearisome, his paper umbrella a frail protection against the mounting sun, so that it was with more than an ordinary feeling of relief that Kai Lung saw before him the open space at the meeting of the ways within Wu-whei and the spreading mulberry tree beneath whose familiar branch he hoped to cast down his burden, seek a reviving shade, and after beating persuasively upon his wooden drum — together, if it seemed desirable, with the explosion of a few propitiatory fireworks — earn a sufficiency to provide his evening rice and a pallet for the night, with, perchance, even something added to his scanty store. Admittedly they of Wu-whei were a tight-sleeved community when he drew attention to the inadequate lining of his bowl, but it never lacked a sufficiency of the idle and dissolute who asked nothing better than to recline at ease while the shadows lengthened and listen approvingly to the recital of a tale of martial valour or an account of how some hero, apparently no differently constituted from themselves, rose to a position of abnormal wealth and incurred the affections of a variety of excessively beautiful and virtuous maidens.

It was at this point, when he was indeed actually selecting the particular romance most fittingly suited to the low standard of literary intelligence of those who would form his circle, that Kai Lung became aware of something gravely amiss. For more than a double hand-count of years now it had been his usual practice to turn aside whenever his wandering footsteps brought him at not too great a distance from the mud walls of Wu-whei and to pass the phase of the moon with its simple dwellers. He was the most popular relater of imagined tales who ever raised his voice there, inasmuch as he was the only one, and his right to spread the immemorial mat beneath the mulberry tree had never yet been questioned. Despite his frequent references to their cupidity, ignorance, sloth, lack of mental poise, illiberal outlook, timidity in the face of risk and truculence when nothing threatened, greed, criminal propensities and general unworthiness of conduct, no ill-will was engendered therefrom, it being well understood that these were only paper darts from the story-teller’s professional armoury, designed to arouse their interest and stimulate the imagination.

“What is directed equally against all can single out no one,” was the tolerant comment, “and how should that which neither causes a pecuniary loss nor leaves a cicatrix breed dissension?”

It was no empty boast, therefore, as he frequently remarked when exhorting them to increased benevolence, that Wu-whei was to him as a well-spread board and a luxurious couch whereof he was ever made gladly welcome, but what shall it avail the hungry if when he arrives at a feast the last seat has already been filled, or the weary who finds the expected bed in the possession of another? Not to disguise the unpleasant fact, however considerately, beneath a too excessive verbiage of warning let it be freely discovered now that what caused Kai Lung to shorten his steps and then to pause at the junction of the ways was the sight of another who occupied the exact spot he himself was wont to occupy — one who had kindled a fire and erected a sign and now made whole the imperfection of tin and iron vessels to the accompaniment of a discordant hammer.

“Were a man to possess the brazen throat of Yuen-hi who outvied seven hostile trumpets he could not prevail in such a contest,” lamented Kai Lung as he understood the extent of this infliction.

(At the celebrated battle of Winding Torrent the enemy, representing the usurpatory States of North, East, Upper, Middle, Suen-ming, the Outer Han and Tiger Forest, were assembled under seven distinguished generals, each transmitting his orders by trumpet. Seizing a favourable chance the seven rebel leaders gave a combined order to advance and the seven trumpets began the “Onslaught” message. Yuen-hi, at that time merely a “larger-sergeant” as it was called, fighting in the very forefront of the loyal troops, recognised the critical importance of the move and, conscious of his vocal powers, issued a command for those about him to form themselves into bands of four men each and thus stand firm, in a voice so resonant and well-sustained that it completely drowned the puny efforts of the trumpeters. Doubtful of what was taking place in the absence of any recognised call, the insurgents at once began to accuse each other of treachery, and although some pressed forward to attack, an equal number turned and retired, while others, not wishing to compromise themselves so far with either cause, went off in sideway directions. A signal national victory ensued, all the seven generals being made prisoners. The grateful sovereign conferred upon the rank of larger-sergeant the distinctive title “Leather-lunged,” and reserved to Yuen-hi the unique honour of carrying an umbrella with two handles.)

“How would it be possible to indicate the more delicate shades of the Lady Hia’s refined despair on learning that a mercenary father had affianced her to an elderly vampire — whereat a skilled narrator’s voice has to tremble like a withered leaf held in a cobweb — if he must perforce extend his lungs to the capacity of a tornado to be heard at all, even by the inner ring of an assembly? Truly the arts have languished since the days when the ruling deities withheld an earthquake in mid air in order to listen to the ode, ‘Ducks Feeding on Snails by Moonlight,’ which the sublime Li Pu was reciting.”

“This comes of your wandering and unsubstantial habit of life, Kai Lung,” declared a sympathetic friend who had marked that one’s approach and now understood the cause of his dejection — Sing You, the fruit-seller, who possessed a shed in which he followed his settled calling. “Had you been content to domesticate yourself respectably in Wuwhei, chant verses commendatory of the wealthier sort of those who dwell here and observe the regular gong-strokes of the day, you would now have established an unassailable lien upon the area lying within the shadow of yonder mulberry.”

“Yet in that case this person would never have seen the mists gather on the surface of the lagoons in the Valley of Blue Jade Mountains, with the melancholy cormorants in homeward flight, nor listened to the silence that greets the dawn by the sacred temple-caves of Yang-tse-shien,” replied Kai Lung. “An ox is led by the nose, O estimable Sing You, a woman by her eye, but a man by his imagination.”

“The trend of your analogy is obvious enough,” conceded Sing You, “and you are not the only one who professes to find existence in the narrow confines of a remote walled village somewhat cramping. But, as a very meritorious verse-maker of a former dynasty has observed, wooden palisades do not constitute an insuperable barrier nor metal staples form a restraining curb; the corollary being that a person of equable temperament and law-abiding habit requires no more extensive range than the boundaries of his own conceptions.”

“None the less there is an essential germ of truth in what the observant Kai Lung maintains,” supinely declared Wang Yu, the shallow-witted pipe-maker, who never missed an occasion to attach himself to a group — generally hanging upon his shutter a sign implying that he had been called hence to traffic with a person for the possession of a goat and would return within half a gong-stroke. “Even the best trained cormorants are wont to abandon their pursuit of game at the approach of night, and those which eluded him were but subservient to their natural instincts. As regards the noises that he heard proceeding from some caves at daybreak, doubtless the ox, resenting the infliction of an imposed restraint — —”

“It is well said,” interposed Sing You capably, “but the more immediate need is in the direction of procuring a respite from the existing clamour rather than assuming a cause for some illusory occasion.”

“That is as good as effected,” exclaimed the egregious Wang, who was incapable of being subdued by politeness. “Beneath this one’s bankrupt roof is an unattractive but commodious room to which all will be honourably welcome.”

“The offer is a gracious one, and but for a single circumstance it would be grasped by both hands with effusion,” replied Kai Lung. “But the beggar who wears a costly silk robe displays his sores in vain, and so engaging is the rich profusion of your splendidly-proportioned hall that this person’s never very alluring stock of second-hand tales would, if related there, seem more threadbare than usual.”

By this, Wang Yu understood that Kai Lung had foreseen some unworthiness on his part with regard to the position of the collecting bowl, but this did not dispel the former person’s urbanity, for he had, indeed, cherished a design to recompense himself to a slight degree, though by a process which he could not have explicitly stated.

As they had thus agreeably conversed together Li Ton-ti, the wood-carver, Hi Seng, the watercarrier, Ming Li, who owned a chair, and certain others who had no definitely settled purpose for the disposal of the day, had been drawn aside from their various paths so that an assembly had been formed. Kai Lung would willingly have complied with the general feeling that the occasion was one on which a related story, applicable to the exigencies of the arisement, might fittingly be told had it been feasible to do so.

“This, in a way, justifies the profound Tchuen Chang’s much discussed apothegm that his own throat is the only thing which a very credulous person cannot swallow,” he propounded. “How is it possible to relate a story illustrating the annoyance caused by an unseemly clamour which in turn renders the finer points of the recital inaudible?”

Meanwhile the inopportune restorer of unserviceable utensils who had established himself within the only shadow suitable for an assembly that the length and breadth of parched Wu-whei possessed, continued to beat upon a copper dish to repair its misplaced outline, from time to time emitting the recognised cry of his guild, so that even the most distant should not neglect the occasion.

“Seeing that we are many and this disturber of our quiet but one why should we not drive him from the place we would occupy by force?” suggested Quang, who made an uncertain livelihood by being present when bargains were struck. “If the more aggressive of our number will undertake that office this person will lurk capably in the rear and safeguard them against interruption.”

“Yet this affair may not be so simple as it might appear,” advised another, one who supplied to the more affluent keepers of domestic animals pieces of cooked meat upon a skewer. “Being on an early errand this way the one who is now explaining the fact witnessed the whole event, which was to the effect that when this outside man first set up his sign he bestowed upon an officious custodian of the way what was described between them as ‘the cost of assuaging a thirst’ to secure his protection. Should that same guarder of the roads be attracted by his cries it would go ill with such of us as were led before the mandarin.”

“None the less we shall have justice on our side, it being manifestly impossible for the law-abiding Kai Lung to pursue his inoffensive calling,” warmly advanced a third. “Furthermore, is it not aptly said, ‘He who foresees everything accomplishes nothing’? Are we who are gathered together here men of Tze that we should flee fibm an unsubstantial shadow? Plainly the minds of certain persons are more impenetrable than logwood.”

(In the feudatory State of Ancient Wei the people of two neighbouring districts, Tze and Snz, took opposite sides during the dynastic wars — which finally involved even the deities — and continually harried each other’s territory. Learning that the defenders of Snz would be absent on a raid elsewhere on one occasion those of Tze thought to effect an easy triumph and by a forced night march they, reached the enemy’s unprotected stronghold without being seen under cover of darkness. Anticipating something of the sort, however, the women of Snz had contrived a number of dummy figures which they set up around the camp, attaching them to the branches of trees so that the creatures, casting life-like shadows, responded to every movement. Had the invaders seen the crude makeshifts in actuality they would have detected the ruse at once but the moving shadows, into whose constitution they could not probe, convinced them that they were falling into a trap, and they hastily drew off and fled home in the utmost trepidation. Thus imaginary obstacles may be effective where physical opposition would be made light of.)

“It is with equal truth laid down, ‘Distrust a spider when he produces honey,’ “ replied the vendor of offal meat, beginning to remove his outer robe explicitly, “and that Fang Chu should counsel a pugnacious front shows how logically the saying may be extended. Whereunto, thou double-stomached Chu of the decayed Line of Fang, it is by no means forgotten that upon one occasion while affecting a benevolent interest in the welfare of an edible dog that had sought your door — —”

“Forbear!” appealed Kai Lung, seeing that very soon the upholders of his cause would be divided into two hostile camps between whom his immediate hope must perish. “Is it to this end that he who is now scattering handsful of camel-wisdom has sought, through the palatable medium of imagined tales, to inculcate the simpler elements of intelligence among you? Replace that aggressively-discarded robe, Lai-chi, and declare for how many seasons this incompetent relater of fabled events has been in the habit of molesting you by his distasteful visits. And straighten the menacing angularity of your capable elbows, Fang Chu, and calculate, according to your artless rule, the approximate number of recorded legends which this justly ill-rewarded minstrel must have inflicted upon your heavily-taxed indulgence.”

“The span of your ever-welcome appearances within our dilapidated walls, O integritous Kai Lung, is so insignificant in comparison with what we should desire that the period has slipped by like an unrecorded moment,” replied Lai-chi courteously, while Fang Chu, who had meanwhile been industriously computing the outcome upon his finger ends, no less politely avowed that the full count of Kai Lung’s miraculously-endowed romances could not fail to exceed the stars in number.

“Thus and thus,” agreed the one chiefly affected “although a little more or less may be prudently conceded. Yet during all these varying seasons, scrupulous Lai-chi, has he ever resorted to the display of violence to reinforce his feeble voice or, mettlesome Fang Chu, can it be said that among all the widely-differing exploits he has described, touching every phase of existence from that of emperor to beggar, and involving warriors, priests, merchants and artificers and craftsmen in all staples, hereditary witnesses in disputed lawsuits, professional stumblers into unprotected vats, bringers of good news, candidates — both successful and the inept — at the public competitions, substitutes for those condemned to death, omen-readers and soothsayers of every sort, persons to whom no particular description can be applied, actors, those of his own commonplace art, assassins — among all these and countless others can the index finger of denunciation be pointed to a single case where wrongdoing has flourished in the end or where the ultimate success and felicity of the one on whose behalf the circle’s sympathy has been enticed has not been satisfactorily adjusted?”

“It is even as you so specifically maintain,” confessed Lai-chi, while Fang Chu might be heard admitting that the regularity with which the oppressive and evilly-inclined came to a sudden and distasteful end at Kai Lung’s hands while the unassuming and praiseworthy never failed to attain their virtuous hopes indicated a story-teller of exceptional merit.

“Why then should there be contention among us, or where does the necessity for strife arise? Seeing that we who are here gathered together are all persons of unblemished life and meritorious aims, while the one whose presence we deplore is manifestly an instrument of undeserved oppression it is scarcely to be doubted that if the logical outcome of the circumstance is put before him in a reasonable way he will kowtow before the inexorable demands of metrical uprightness.”

With these encouraging words (though the opaque Wang Yu complained that he could make neither forepart nor hind-quarters of this device of standing to chant before the aggressor) Kai Lung turned aside from his band and presently they saw him engage in familiar conversation with the one who had occasioned their dilemma. Before any excessive number of words could have been spoken the stranger gathered together the accessories of his industry and after they had exchanged ceremonious courtesies with each other he departed on a westerly bend, swinging a reluctant charcoal brazier. From afar they heard the special cry by which he announced his traditional calling.

“Yet how was this accomplished without a blow being struck, nor, so far as any among us could detect, was consideration money tendered?” one asked, when they were again come together.

“It has been fitly claimed that he who strikes the first blow in a wayside brawl finally involves two well-disposed empires,” replied Kai Lung, “and as regards that other force, until your insistent benevolence rewards this un resourceful story-teller by burying his utterly inadequate bowl beneath a continuous shower of gold and silver of the most honourable denominations, his sleeve is as empty as the mind of a high official who has been reminded of an inconvenient promise. In particular, the worn piece of unnegotiable copper, bearing the attractive effigy of a venerated ruler of an alien barbarian land, with which the effete Wang Yu has sought to discharge his undoubted obligation cannot be regarded as a basis. When the avaricious and clay-souled pipe-maker has contributed in an acceptable medium and taken his place among the outer fringe of this expectant throng there will be related the Story of Yin Ho, or Inoffensive Merit Rewarded, wherein the more enlightened of those standing around may discover a thread of analogous balance.”

“There is an apt saying: ‘Men think that they test money; money in reality tests men,’ and by this sordid exactitude the covetous Kai Lung has disclosed his fictitious nature,” retorted Wang Yu, but seeing no thriftier way he contributed a piece of full weight and authentic stamp to the bowl though for some time, by a pretence of catching passing flies and other offensive gestures, he affected an air of no-concern towards the entertainment.

THE STORY OF YIN HO, HOA-MI, AND THE MAGICIAN

During the reign of the liberal-minded though ill-fated Emperor N’gou-shin, a virtuous but not otherwise conspicuous young man, Yin Ho by name, lived in the Street of the Well-meaning Camel close to the watergate of the strong city of Chi-yi, endeavouring, at the moment when this badly-constructed story opens its mediocre page, to pass the literary examination of the first degree so that he might qualify for a small official post with, haply, its monthly sufficiency of taels.

Lest the allegiant and confiding should be led to expect from this early introduction of the gifted Ruler’s name that the events to be recorded are concerned with the affairs of distinguished nobles who will ultimately recognise in Yin Ho a long misplaced off-spring of their high-born Line, let it be freely admitted now that nothing satisfactory may be expected in that direction. Literary etiquette and a correct Balance of the Essentials naturally demand that the august occupant of the Dragon Throne should be mentioned before any ordinary person, and nothing more clearly shows the degraded standard of ceremonial politeness existing among certain outlying tribes on the confines of tangible space than their custom of chanting a tutelary ode to the paramount chief when every other detail of the occasion that drew them together has been fitly honoured!

In the case of the enterprising N’gou-shin, however, it is not to be gainsaid that a somewhat ambiguous state of things prevails to-day whereby it is questionable whether he is to be execrated as a disturber of the Immortal Equipoise or venerated as a more than usually celestial Being. Always deeply immersed in sifting the obscure this painstaking Sovereign allowed himself to be drawn into a misguided project by an ingratiating stranger who had lately arrived in the Capital from a distant Out Land.

The conversation on one occasion having been skilfully directed by this untrustworthy incomer towards the nature of that particular class of demons whose passage is indicated by unnaturally high winds he proceeded to entice the imagination of the Supreme One by the following very doubtful project.

“Since the accompanying winds must irrefutably be kept in some remote and hitherto inaccessible spot where the spirits themselves reside it is inexorable that if a means can be discovered of attaching oneself to a passing wind not only would that secret and highly-favoured confine be reached but it would then be possible to enter into unrestrained conversation with the Beings in person on a variety of congenial topics.”

“The subject relating to the exact point of our illimitable Empire where the various spirit-winds are, so to speak, kept in bondage — and to which they must sooner or later return or what indeed becomes of them afterwards? — is one that has often engaged our speculative leisure,” admitted the Sublime encouragingly. “The detail of conversing satisfactorily with Beings, however, is one of some delicacy.”

“Yet inasmuch as the Wearer of the Imperial Yellow is on terms of admitted equality with several grades of deities themselves — —”

“Hypothetically such a condition undeniably prevails and this orthodox Holder of the Five-clawed Emblem is wholly unassailed by philosophical doubts so long as he can feel the unyielding earth firmly established beneath the Dynastic Sandals,” agreed the one who thus referred to his high office, becoming somewhat more familiar than strict etiquette prescribed as he inhaled the subject. “But in the unstable medium of the Upper Air or even if exploring the pathless wastes of Middle Distance certain qualmous thoughts might obtrude as to the exact scope of one’s omnipotence. However, the occasion is scarcely likely to arise, for the technical difficulty of securely attaching a weighty and substantial body to so nebulous and elusive an object as a passing wind must be regarded as insuperable.”

“In the past that may well have been the case,” replied the stranger darkly. “But owing to the stupendous onrush of modern sorcery it is open for your Celestial Majesty to be the first ruler to visit the upper layers of his dominion.”

“Disclose your obscure mind more fully,” commanded the All-knowing, at the same time drawing a richly-mounted chrysolite from his thumb and dropping it into the visitant’s conveniently-arranged sleeve according to the lavish process which obtained in that golden age when anyone narrating the occurrence would be suitably rewarded. “These ears are both in your direction.”

“If,” confided the unscrupulous adviser, so far forgetting his own low-class condition as to tap the Brother of the Sun and Moon significantly on the elbow, “if a sufficiently-proportioned hollow cone, of an adequately-reliable substance, should be placed at a favourably-judged angle on a suitably-chosen day what ensues? It is inexorable that one or more of the wind-creatures unsuspectingly passing in at the wider end would be compelled to find emergence at the narrow one.”

“So much may be fittingly conceded,” granted the Highest. “But wherein does that advance your cause seeing that the Force — —”

“Restrain your gratifying curiosity for a few more beats of time,” — for so incredibly profane had become the one with whose malign influence we are now concerned that he did not scruple to interrupt the sublime Monarch’s inspired utterance, “for therein resides the artifice. Enveloping the mouth of the narrow end there will have been placed a specially constructed bag or receptacle of the finest woven silk, shaped not unlike a partially distended cucumber and protected along every seam by powerful occult symbols. What ensues, Omnipotence? The moment the creature is seen to be imprisoned within the sack a trusty hand draws tight the cord closing the narrow opening. Thus cornered, as it may be loosely put, there is no alternative to this: that in making its frantic efforts to rejoin the band the enveloping case is also borne aloft to be carried to their lair, and, Munificence, whatever is attached to it!”

It is unnecessary to describe in detail the distressing course of events that followed. Indeed, high officials, jealous of the Imperial repute, have caused the name of N’gou-shin to be secretly expunged from every public record, in a laudable but vain endeavour to prove that the one in question never had an ordinary existence but must be regarded as allegorical: futile because the ballad-writers of the age and in particular those picture-makers who devise gravity-removing borders for printed leaves of the cruder sort did not refrain from making what must now be admitted to be an unseemly use of the arisement.

Up to a certain point the mendacious wanderer from afar had no cause to eat his words for scarcely had the two who were chiefly involved taken their station in the attachment of plaited reeds that was to bear them painlessly aloft (for with incredible condescension the humane Emperor had insisted upon the vainly-protesting necromancer sharing the unique experience) than it was recognised that an unusually powerful Force had fallen into the snare and was using every subterfuge to rejoin its already distant fellows.

What occurred thereafter has never been quite satisfactorily explained, but it is plausibly claimed that amid the complexity of advice and encouragement freely tendered by the assembled throng, some among those who controlled the various cords must have lost the orderly sequence of their task and exerted an inopportune stress in a misapplied direction. The deplorable outcome was that while the dependent crate was torn from its supporting bonds and remained supinely below, the broad-minded Sovereign became entangled in a misshapen loop of trailing rope and despite his well-voiced protests he was snatched up into the Middle Air with an ever-increasing celerity. To the last he was heard assuring the Being that, whatever its rank might be, he as a direct descendant of the legendary Yaou, should be treated as an equal, even if his exact status in the circumstances might be described as “equal but lower.”

On account of this equivocal ending to an otherwise normal career the actual position of N’gou-shin in the Upper Air has never been decisively settled. Some historians assert that his sudden and unlooked-for appearance in their midst was regarded by the Superior Deities as a calculated act of defiance and ere the extenuating circumstances could be put before them in a proper light N’gou-shin had been reduced to a fine white powder. Other commentators no less strenuously maintain that the shades of the Former Ones were favourably impressed by the dignified bearing of the one who thus arrived under such very up-hill conditions and acclaimed him of their Order. What definitely persists — and this is held equally by the contending sects to establish their different views — is that no trace or indication of the ambiguously-regarded Monarch was ever afterwards forthcoming.

By an appropriate act of celestial justice the presumptuous miscreant from the Outer Land also vanished at about the same gong-stroke, and it is reasonably assumed that he carried out some particularly disagreeable and annihilatory form of self-ending in remorse for his share in the happening. No importance need be attached to the report that one bearing all his outward signs had been seen unostentatiously leaving the city accompanied by a string of heavily-burdened camels, for, as the better-informed did not neglect to point out, when he arrived scarcely more than a moon before, all the repulsive intruder’s possessions were contained in a folded neck-cloth.

§

In the meantime the studious youth Yin Ho, from whose commonplace destinies the attention of an eventually lavish and ever-indulgent circle of listeners has for the moment been necessarily deflected, had again failed to gladden the faces of those who judged the Competition papers.

“As regards the candidate Yin Ho,” was the substance of their voice, “were it not that he may be described as ‘docile but ill-equipped’ it would be necessary to refer in sterner terms to what might otherwise point to a contorted strain of gravity-dispersal. At a certain angle it is doubtless logically exact when required to ‘state as concisely as possible what you know of the Chan-tung theory of the relation of one class of immaterial conceptions to another’ to fill the generous space provided for an encyclopædic dissertation on this important theorem with the undisputably laconic statement ‘Nothing,’ but it is not thus that responsible officials begin their career, and the last feather of self-esteem must be plucked from the wing of Yin Ho’s literary pretensions. It would be well if Yin Ho were to remember that those whose eyes are closed are not necessarily sightless.”

On reading this severe decree, which, with the congratulatory remarks applied to more successful ones, was displayed at prominent angles throughout the Ways for all to see, Yin Ho yielded himself to an access of despair and turned his face towards the unfrequented paths lying outside the city. Despite his numerous failures in the past he had gone into the latest contest buoyed by a reasonable hope, for on this occasion he had, with commendable foresight, carried secretly about himself a complete set of answers to the themes which he had ascertained (by means of a suitably-bestowed bar of silver) would inevitably be set: a summary covering the essentials of many weighty books and yet so delicately contrived as to be easily concealed under the nail of a single finger. It now emerged that those responsible for the test had so far debased their responsible office as to substitute another series of questions at the eleventh gong-stroke. It was this element of duplicity, more than his own absence of success, that tended to unsettle Yin Ho’s digestive function. If integrity was not to be found in so fundamental an institution as the Competitions whereunto were things tending? There was, moreover, a scarcely-veiled barb in the last phrase of the notice on the gate; could it be that while affecting to be wrapped in a contemplative reverie the one who sat on a raised dais had been unscrupulously watching him closely?

A prey to these funereal thoughts and doubts Yin Ho paid no attention either to the measured direction of his steps nor to the encroachment of the passing gong-strokes. His one ambition was to avoid those well-wishers who would have read with pleasurable elation of his discomfiture and who would not fail to greet him with pliant tongues and speak sympathetically of the incredible obtuseness of the examiners on this occasion. In particular, Yin Ho was desirous of avoiding Hoa-mi, the only daughter of a poor but reputable, dog-stealer, on whose account he had so determinedly persisted in the Competitions. Hoa-mi’s eyes are said by poets of that age to have been formed of the velvet petals of dark flowers, her eyebrows composed of small feathers in place of down, while her hair outshone the wings of seven Manchurian ravens alighting at once in its billowy spread and sombre lustre, and although some of the description may have been more or less figuratively intended at the time it sufficiently indicates the extent of Hoa-mi’s perfection.

Although he was in the habit of affecting her society at a prudent distance whenever the chance occurred, it had never presented itself to Yin Ho’s simple-hearted mind that so unapproachable a being as Hoa-mi could regard him — if, indeed, she actually saw one of his inferior composition at all — with any other emotion than a well-sustained sense of loathing, a feeling to which the edict on the wall must have added a contemptuous apex. In this Yin Ho overlooked the pure and magnanimous extent of Hoa-mi’s well-proportioned nature for she had long been aware of his complicated sensations whenever she appeared and had already decided that he was worthy of her disinterested affection.

After reading the offensively-worded pronouncement so untastefully displayed upon a pole Hoa-mi delicately recognised what must be the exact mood of Yin Ho’s feelings with regard to ordinary persons in general and especially towards herself. She accordingly lurked behind a crevice of her shutter until she had watched him pass, then emerging unseen she followed at a sufficient interval, with the set purpose by keeping him in sight of thus averting the risk of a chance meeting. In this amiable stratagem she would undoubtedly have gained her end had not Yin Ho at one point stepped upon an over-ripe loquat and turned in the path to save himself from falling, while at the same moment Hoa-mi chanced to catch sight of a bent twig which might not unreasonably have resolved itself into a venomous snake and in her gracefully-displayed alarm given way to a thoroughly refined cry of terror. Thus taken, as it were, by surprise it did not seem plausible to Hoa-mi, amid Yin Ho’s impassioned reassurance, to deny the depth and breadth of her affection. By these scrupulous means (towards which the ever-regarding spirits of two sets of ancestors undoubtedly played a part) what would otherwise have taken an interminability of moons to bring laboriously about was humanely accomplished in a single beat of time without in any way inconveniencing outsiders.

As they sat together on an outgrowing banyan root, thus disclosing the increasing ardour of a mutual attraction, Yin Ho for the first time withdrew his eyes from Hoa-mi’s enchanting face and discovered that the red grandfather who rules the sky had miraculously gone down in the brief instant they had sat and his place been taken by a gathering assembly of dark clouds that threatened very soon to release their forces.

“Alas, O wonder of mankind,” he lamented, “that this one’s unworthy neglect should have involved you in so embarrassing a dilemma! The time of no-light is already close at hand and many laborious li stretch between us and the city. Furthermore, the outer gates will by then be securely barred, the guard either asleep or otherwise incapable of movement, while any whom we should chance to meet within will be precisely those whom you would be most desirous of avoiding.”

Yin Ho would have continued indefinitely in this respectful strain had he not become aware that instead of falling into a rigid state at the benumbing prospect Hoa-mi had no appearance of being in any way disconcerted.

“Since the position is thus and thus,” she replied with graceful ease, “would it not be well for us to seek a refuge from the impending storm before it actually involves us? Across the arena of this conveniently-arranged glade stands what has the semblance of being a small but opportune dwelling. There we shall doubtless encounter a compassionate face, for, as it has been suitably expressed, ‘A malicious word may carry across the land but a charitable deed penetrates to the Upper Region’.”

Were it not that the sequence of events had for the time blunted Yin Ho’s faculty of passionless discrimination he might have implied a doubt as to the outcome of this proposal. Accustomed to frequent those paths as he committed long passages of the Odes or the Analects to his head he knew the spot as well as the pattern of his own much-worn robe, and he was fully aware that no habitation had ever stood where this one was; indeed in coming there Hoa-mi and he must have walked through its existing structure. Nevertheless, so subservient to the harmony of her spoken words had he become that without questioning the wisdom of what might result he threw open the outer gate and leading Hoa-mi submissively by the sleeve struck several times upon the door post.

The door was opened by a venerable person wearing a long flowing robe embroidered with occult signs who had all the appearance of being a benevolent sage, or, possibly, a minor wizard.

“You are honourably welcome to this wholly inadequate abode,” remarked the patriarch as he shook hands with himself courteously. “Indeed, for upwards of a gong-stroke now I have been awaiting your approaching feet and could only assume that you were more agreeably engaged elsewhere.”

“As to that, we were detained by the ill-regulated condition of our path,” replied Hoa-mi, thinking it more polite to conform to the ancient’s evident expectation. “Thus positioned, and these overhanging clouds beginning to gather — —”

“They, obviously, are part of the arrangement to guide you to this hovel,” explained the seer. “As this effect has now been successfully achieved there is no necessity to continue the inane display,” and he waved his hand with a gyratory movement whereupon the threatening manifestation at once withdrew, leaving the upper air bare to the silvery splendour of the great sky lantern. “Is it convenient to your mutual wish that the Rite should now proceed?”

“There is an atmosphere of ambiguity about our respective angles that does not altogether tend to explicit intercourse,” confessed Yin Ho. “To what specific Rite is your accommodating offer related?”

“Is it possible that you are unacquainted with the purpose for which you have been enticed towards this spot?” exclaimed the other. “This comes of the lack of co-ordination in the various Departmental Boards of the Beyond. The one before you has never ceased to lift a protesting voice against the unnecessary green cord by which the simplest acts of enchantment are complicated. He himself was merely instructed to project physically hither from his cave in the distant province of Kan-su, materialise a few simple effects, and be ready to perform the nuptial Rites upon two who would present themselves thus and thus at such a gong-stroke. You, on the other hand, would appear to have been led to present yourselves thus and thus without being informed of the significance of your ever-welcome visit. In the circumstances, of course — —”

“Since you have obligingly come so far on your charitable errand it would be scarcely humane not to fall in with an obviously predestined fate,” capably inserted Hoa-mi before a divergent word could be spoken. “This one, for her part, will cheerfully submit to whatever ensues if it is ordained by the Powers,” and with an encouraging glance towards Yin Ho she concealed her high-minded reluctance behind the expressive fan she carried.

“It cannot be denied that there is something out of what might be regarded as the normal course of events in much of this,” was Yin Ho’s more guarded response. “Yet it is none the less true, as the prescient Chen Hing remarked, that under any circumstances taking a wife is like buying nuts, inasmuch as one has to go largely by the outside,” and he also signified a readiness to embark on the venture.

“That is very satisfactory all round, especially after the want of consideration exhibited by the controlling Beings,” declared the venerable recluse, moving the outline of his face to express approval. “Even in quite ordinary cases a certain amount of, as it were, recoil is often apparent on the part of one, or sometimes even both, participants at the fifty-ninth beat of time of the eleventh gong-stroke. Now if you will obligingly precede my concave footsteps into this thoroughly ill-contrived shed I will do an incapable best to accomplish my flattering mission.”

Within, everything had the appearance of having been arranged with a simple but adequate provision for the Rites of the ceremony. Upon a table of curiously-inlaid wood stood a variety of symbolistic wares; there were inscribed tablets about the walls and hanging curtains of richly-embellished silk indicated the existence of suitably-retired inner chambers; a charcoal fire on the hearth contributed an agreeable atmosphere of domestic repose and several ewers of perfumed water, each standing in a silver bowl, invited the weary to refresh their footsore members. From an unseen source the melody of stringed woods suggested emotions appropriate to the occasion, while the perfumed smoke of aromatic pastilles produced an agreeably lethargic sensation. Both to Hoa-mi and no less to Yin Ho nothing suitable seemed to have been forgotten.

“It is remarkable,” was Hoa-mi’s unspoken thought, “that a reclusive philosopher inhabiting a noisome cave in the remote fastnesses of barbarous Kan-su should have so competent a grasp upon the requirements of the situation.”

By this time the one to whom she so appreciatively referred had moved a space apart and in what appeared to be an outside tongue (though Hoa-mi afterwards maintained that it was in reality their own flowery speech delivered with unintelligible purity) pronounced a set invocation. He then took from a ceremonial jar a little rice which he threw into the air so that some fell among their hair and garments (thereby indicating the earth’s universal purpose of fruition); attached a worn-out sandal by a cord to the robe of each (thus symbolising that along the path of life thriftiness should go step by step with progress) and tracing certain lines on an embossed page gave it into Hoa-mi’s hands as a conclusive testimony of her reputable position.

“You are now satisfactorily married by virtue of a specific edict,” declared the accommodating soothsayer, “and may therefore safely proceed to any further detail. In the meanwhile, however, though it is not strictly required, if you can endurably contemplate another gong-stroke of my lamentable society beneath this squalid roof it is usual to partake of certain viands which are immemorial to the occasion.”

“If it is not inconveniencing your phenomenal powers too excessively—” sympathetically protested Hoa-mi, while Yin Ho no less politely declared that he was equal to any requirement.

On this avowal the many-sided anchorite — who now disclosed his agreeable-sounding name to be Jin — called into existence a well-spread feast, which he did by pointing to any part of the table where there chanced to be room for the inclusion. By this convenient process there appeared vessels of wine, both sweet and bitter, corn-pastes baked to a brittle texture, pieces of the most esteemed varieties of meat ingeniously concealed between slices of less attractive fare and spiced with a saffron compound, a sort of coloured foam that melted refreshingly among the internal organs, conserves and sweet-meats on a liberal scale and syrups and nectars of unsurpassed flavours, fruit and sheath-encased berries.

Last of all, pointing to a reserved space of some extent in the centre of the board the adroit-fingered solitary caused the appearance (after one or two ineffectual moves since the requirement seemed to have been exacting) of a many-tiered pagoda in a very rich edible composition, the outside deeply encrusted with a solid rind of peculiar sweetness. This he instructed Hoa-mi to cut (typifying by the act a complete severance from her former life and domestic altars) and this, after he had caused a heavily-weighted and keen-edged hatchet to materialise within her hand, she succeeded in doing.

As they ate together, from time to time assuring one another of a mutual regard, accompanied by the ceremonial replenishing of their cups, Yin Ho sought to penetrate into the cause of the arisement. The later appearance among the fruit of a number of fireworks, which exploded with a loud report when pulled apart and disclosed an appropriate apothegm in verse together with an incongruous covering for the head or face tended still further to relax austerity.

“Yet how comes it,” had been the import of Yin Ho’s not unnatural quest, “that we two should be made the objects of this exceptional display, seeing that on neither side are our Lines of any particular account and this one has persistently failed at the Competitions?”

“That is merely your restricted view of things as they exist to-day,” was the tolerant reply. “In such matters the outlook of the Arranging Ones is infinitely more wide-angled. It may be, for instance, that a remote descendant of yours shall have been already marked out to commit a particularly heinous crime, to found a dynasty or uphold a righteous cause or to write an ode of imperishable lustre. Yet how deplorable a state of things would come about if when the time arrived it proved that through the want of a little foresight now the one in question should not be forthcoming!”

“Yours must assuredly be both a strenuous and an entertaining life, interspersed as it no doubt is with frequent excursions through space — and so forth,” pleasantly remarked Hoa-mi, to whom the instance of a direct offspring, however remote, seemed unnecessarily specific. “Indeed,” she added, with the well-intentioned purpose of varying the theme, “there is little to distinguish one in such a position from an inferior Being. Does it involve any particular attainment at the Competitions to become a seer?”

“It is related of a certain music-loving official who was accustomed to play on a vibratory shell fitted with hollow tubes that when a friend demanded of him why he did not marry one whose voice was notorious for its melody, he replied, ‘Because although Mu’s notes are admittedly superior to those of a perforated shell she cannot be put away in a box when the song is finished’.”

With this curious instance of what occurred among the musically-inclined — in which, however, Hoa-mi failed to disclose any clue to her enquiry — the many-sided philosopher turned round several times and lay down on the floor. This, he explained was in accordance with his frugal habit when occupying a leaf-strewn cave in the depths of the Kan-su mountains.

As a direct outcome, he considerately added, he was a profound sleeper at all times and no particular notice need be taken of his presence.

§

When Yin Ho and Hoa-mi awoke the next day the song of woodland birds was the first sound to assail their ears and the continuous quivering of a myriad leaves would doubtless have lulled them to sleep again had not Hoa-mi leapt to her feet with a definite assurance that something out of the usual course had unsettled her normal routine. Yin Ho also was aware of a confused happening as of an occurrence taking place, and together they reassembled their obscure impressions.

They were reclining on a grassy bank which lent itself to tranquil repose, nor could there be any doubt that this was where the small but seemly house had stood the previous night although every trace of its existence had now vanished. Not even a grain of rice or a discarded paper covering for the head remained to attest its reality, but at a spot a little apart a shaped depression of the turf clearly indicated that this was where the austere anchorite had formed his meagre pallet.

“Yet here is that which definitely establishes our claim,” reassuringly maintained Hoa-mi, and from an inner fold of her robe she disclosed the inscribed paper. That alone, owing to the complexity of its hiding place, had escaped notice. It was of unusually fine texture and of a sort that Yin Ho, who claimed to have had a wide experience of the nature of papers, declared to be hitherto unknown, but in spite of these rare qualities when it came to be more closely seen it emerged that the writing itself had wholly disappeared. Only in the most favourable circumstances, and by those whom Hoa-mi really esteemed, some faint indication of what had undoubtedly been a character here and there might be recognised.

Notwithstanding this, as it might be expressed, trifling informality surrounding their actual Rites, Hoa-mi never entertained the most shadowy doubts as to the efficacy of the ceremony performed by the devout anchorite in the wood, and she continued to cherish the parchment which so conclusively demonstrated the four walls of her claim until in course of time the faded characters became appreciably more distinguishable — to her own eyes if not markedly so to those who stood around — and she was able to show line by line how the context was assembled. To the revered sister of her venerated mother who in a somewhat narrow-minded spirit took the occasion to remark: “Thus and thus, but as it is well expressed, ‘That which one sees can be believed’,” Hoa-mi no less capably replied: “It is even better said, ‘That which one believes can be seen’,” and it was felt by those who were not prejudiced that Hoa-mi was more than maintaining her vertical poise adequately.

Yin Ho, for his part, was equally convinced, and as, in the process of time, there came seven stalwart he-children, all prepared to worship his memory to the accompaniment of appropriate gifts, and seven graceful-handed ones of the other sort who contributed to his material comfort while here in an ordinary state, he was able to point to these as a clear indication of celestial approval. The she-children, moreover, all reflected Hoa-mi’s unapproachable charm while the others possessed in a marked degree Yin Ho’s literary tastes and intellectual outline.

The only one, indeed, of their immediate Tablets to maintain an aggressive front was the opaque-witted dog-stealer beneath whose unscrupulously-supported roof they continued to reside, he plainly being too mentally short-sighted to appreciate the distinction conferred upon his low-conditioñed hearth by Yin Ho’s incessant presence. As fresh evidences of the unvarying affections of the two chiefly concerned clustered about his board, while Yin Ho continued to fail in the Competitions with well-maintained regularity, the attitude of this despicable person became more and more unrefined until he acquired the tactless habit of stamping heavily upon the floor whenever the student passed, on the pretence of crushing an unwelcome insect.

It was in connection with this annoying custom that Yin Ho at length cleared his throat before Hoa-mi nor did he find her unresponsive.

“Yet it is to be remembered, adored,” she confessed, “that the one in question, if hopelessly Yangwangian in his ways, and of painfully obsolete outlook from our more enlightened angle, must be regarded as the sole existing mainstay of an open-mouthed and prolific Line until the time when your exceptional merits shall compel the attention of even a corrupt Board of Examiners.”

(This obscure allusion undoubtedly has reference to a preceding Ruler of that name during whose long and pacific reign the nation fell into a stagnant and mentally-lethargic state that passed into the nature of a saying with the more rapidly-moving age that followed.)

“Things being as they admittedly are,” she continued, after pausing to impart a caress to the base of Yin Ho’s pig-tail, “would it not perhaps be prudent if for a brief span of time you relaxed your tenacious efforts to assimilate the Classics and, instead, fostered the esteem of the one upon whose industry we must meanwhile continue to lean by accompanying him, even if in a relatively passive capacity, on some of his less hazardous expeditions?”

“The suggestion is appreciably lacking in commendable taste,” replied Yin Ho, who had more than once divined a similar trend in Hoa-mi’s delicately-outlined implications. “To one who has failed to pass the first degree on no less than eleven occasions the prospect of becoming a hired accomplice to an intellectually-concave dog-snatcher — —”

“The term applied is unnecessarily harsh, beloved,” interposed Hoa-mi definitely. “Although the envenomed tongue of calumny has long been accustomed to assail this person’s respected sire, be assured, star of my firmament, that however severely compressed financially he might be, the one in question would never step down to anything actually ignoble.”

“Yet as regards the half-score animals of divergent breeds at this moment assembled in a beneath chamber —— ?”

“That in itself is a tribute to his sympathetic qualities,” replied Hoa-mi, “and it is from this circumstance that much unpleasant conversation has arisen. . . . These creatures, it would seem, follow his steps and attach themselves persistently to his hand out of a natural and innate regard for something about his person. If, at a subsequent period, he succeeds, with much inconvenience and loss of time involved, in restoring many to distracted seekers is it to be accounted a reproach to any concerned if a grateful owner should press a few negligible taels of silver into his reluctant sleeve as some slight return for this labour? Remember, esteemed, there is a congruous saying, ‘Because two men lower their voices in the Ways they are not necessarily planning a murder’.”

Out of an inexhaustible store of the Classics engraved on the tablets of his mind Yin Ho had a conclusive reply to practically every apothegm that could be fashioned, but he did not always deem it expedient — especially in conversing with Hoa-mi — to disclose this knowledge.

“There is always a golden hem to the fabric of your most prosaic remarks and the dazzling quality of your matchless voice effectually obscures any inadequacy on the score of either veracity or logic,” he accordingly declared freely. “There exists, however, one insuperable barrier in the path of this persons’s successful career as a hound-decoyer.”

“My revered is all-knowing,” dutifully avowed Hoa-mi, “and at a fitting moment he will doubtless reveal this hidden obstacle which threatens our common well-being.”

“The answer is concise,” replied Yin Ho, “and may be fittingly enclosed in the shallower end of a neglected thimble; for while all classes of dogs are led by affection to seek your engaging progenitor’s hand, in this person’s case, inspired apparently by another fervour, they persistently attach themselves to his unworthy ankles.”

“That is easily remedied,” exclaimed Hoa-mi with an assuring glance, “and nothing now remains but for my dragon-hearted one to prove that he spoke from a really single-minded stomach. . . . Upon an upper shelf, to which this one has access, there is a small jar of some potent drug possessing talismanic virtues. The effect of the bare scent of this serviceable compound is to secure the friendship of even the most obstinately-suspicious dog — from the merely purposeless inconstant puppy to the resolutely-aggressive watch-hound. All that devolves, therefore, is to smear an immaterial trace upon one’s sandals and a contemplative stroll through the more secluded ways. . . .”

Had it not been that the time of the Competitions was again drawing near it is questionable if Yin Ho, thus continually assailed in his most vulnerable parts, might not have stumbled from his high purpose. Once indeed he had gone so far as to anoint his sandals, unknown to Hoa-mi, with the contents of a small jar that he found on an upper shelf, but it is to be assumed that his hand had strayed, for when he subsequently approached a formidably-proportioned animal with an ingratiating word it suddenly released the cords of all restraint and consumed an integral portion of the more necessary of Yin Ho’s garments.

That night he Was made the recipient of a vision for while floating in the Middle Space he became aware of the presence on one side of what he took to be the outraged spirit of a remote ancestor who continually shook his head, and on the other side of a subordinate demon who smiled and nodded approval.

“This will be in the nature of an admonition,” resolved Yin Ho when he returned to the lower level. “To incur the rancour of a distant ancestor may be a slight matter but to be patronised by the good opinion of a third-rate demon oversteps the boundary,” and he applied himself even more relentlessly than before to digesting the obscurer Classics.

It was well for Yin Ho that he did so, and nothing more clearly indicates the inspired wisdom of his favourite Verse than his own example — this to the effect that if a person tenaciously maintains an undeviating course through life he will, sooner or later, arrive at the end of his journey, whereas the one who capriciously diverges from the way may find himself back at the point from which he started.

Not to make any literary pretence about an event which was both lyrically just and historically exact, the moment had now arrived when the broadminded but aeronautically-premature Emperor N’gou-shin embarked on his profane adventure. To those of an ever-attentive circle of listeners who have already forgotten what ensued the most humane advice would be to recommend a course of memory-reinforcing but the really intellectual — and invariably more open-sleeved — will recall with scarcely an effort that as a direct consequence the badge and emblem of the too-enterprising Ruler was, by a confidential edict of the unanimous Board of Censors, unostentatiously removed from every chronicle. Not shrinking from the logical development of this patriotic act the devoted body concerned further ordained the complete reversal of all that had taken place during N’gou-shin’s misguided reign, and as an incentive to exactitude among the obtuse, insubordinate, or, possibly, merely slow-moving, it was added, with the graceful terminology then in official use, that any authority who faltered, whether provincial administrator or custodian of a village street, “would be Invited Home to add to the interesting series of his picturesque Ancestral Tablets.”

The effect of this enactment was diversified but profound, and it is from the circumstance that there has arisen the saying: “Three beneficial decrees are worse than a Tartar invasion.” Here and there dissatisfied areas unfurled the banners of rebellion and took up arms, a certain number of indolent officials resorted to self-ending as the simplest way of avoiding trouble and one or two rivers overflowed their banks or rearranged their courses. In the province of Kiang-si a six-winged phoenix appeared, on the analogy, it was thought, that as nothing of the sort had occurred during N’gou-shin’s abrogated reign the ingenuous creature deemed that its presence then became necessary.

§

Fortunately for the strong city of Chi-yi it was, at that critical period of its variegated history, ruled by the Mandarin Tsing Won, a functionary of whom it was well said that he was not the sort of official to remain seated during the occurrence of any absurdity. With commendable promptitude this self-reliant wearer of the coral button had every wall and high tower manned, the city gates closed and wedged, all business or claims for repayment suspended by debar and the Uprising Decree read, with an appropriate accompaniment of trumpets, drums, and muffled flutes, at the yamen gate. He then proclaimed a Condition of Dynastic Emergency to exist and under the wide powers thereby conferred issued so many edicts on his own account that all within his rule were kept fully occupied in endeavouring to grasp their requirements. Having thus reduced every section of unrest to a state of exhausted stupor and gained a useful respite, Tsing Won summoned his inscriber of the spoken word before him.

“What, O invariably well-informed Wen-fi,” he asked, “are the latest events of general interest?”

“The result of the biennial Competitions has recently been announced, High Excellence,” replied Wen-fi, “and while the popular favourite, Wing Lee, emerges first, the last name on the list, accompanied by comment in the usual appropriate vein, is again that of the effete Yin Ho, both placings conforming to what those who forecast outcomes by means of interpretable signs rightly predicted.”

“Let Yin Ho, suitably guarded, duly appear,” was the resolute command, and the Scatterer of Justice rubbed his hands pleasurably together as one who after steering a hazardous course sees a favourable harbour.

“Furthermore, High Excellence, three couples of the Chi-yi and area dragon-hounds have disappeared during the moon-end,” continued the inscriber morosely. “This elusive despoiler of our local pack is either a revengeful Being whose haunt they have disturbed or else a notable dog-enticer of the Seven Gongs quarter, one Shi Koo, better known as the father of Feathery Eyebrows, winner of last year’s Chi-yi Harmoniously-Arranged Faces Contest and urger-on at the combined Provincial Gathering.”

“Inscribe the name of Shi Koo on a detachable sheet of your ever-ready tablets, Wen-fi; consideration of the Being’s guilt can be passed on to the temple authorities.”

“The low-born criminal whom we were bidden to seize, Great Magnificence!” announced two custodians of the door, and Yin Ho, heavily manacled and in expectation of an immediate end, was thrust into the presence.

“In view of the excessive promptitude with which our orders are carried out it is possible to overlook any slight intellectual paralysis in matter of detail,” pronounced the Inspired Lawgiver, readily assuming his most impressive Court of Audience manner. “The body-guard specified in the present case was palpably an escort of distinction not of ignominy. Let the pris — honoured guest be extricated.”

“Pre-eminence,” besought Yin Ho, freed of his shackles, “if any wrong should have been — —”

“To the ordinary passer-by the position might seem to be one of some embarrassment and delicacy,” continued the broad-visioned legislator, arranging together the well-proportioned tips of his symmetrical fingers with leisurely precision and allowing his discriminating gaze to concentrate upon a point of the richly-ornamented ceiling where a spot of damp was beginning to appear, “but not to the judicial mind trained in the best traditions of the Heavy Boot and the Torture Chamber. The occupant of the Red-upholstered Chair — no matter how gifted he may be — is in that responsible position to administer the Immortal Code, not to question its, possibly, grotesque terms, and so long as this scrupulous official continues to receive his monthly adequacy of taels so long will he unswervingly observe that condition. It having been enacted that the reversal of what took place during the reign of his late unmentionable majesty shall now proceed — without, however, precisely indicating on what lines the inversion should be — the one who is now expounding his own obsolete interpretation of what is meant will safeguard his position against any possible charge of contumacy by relentlessly reversing whatever has an alternative facet. To you, Hin Yo, is given — —”

“Yin Ho, Much Exaltedness,” ventured that one, “and anything that may unintentionally — —”

“ — the unique distinction of being the first illustration. Having been adjudicated last in the Competitions during the closing days of the not-to-be-referred-to sovereign it logically emerges that you automatically become first, and thereby entitled to the full perquisites, as they may be termed, of that position.”

“Exaltitude of Justice!” exclaimed Yin Ho, scarcely able to believe his irrational ears, “can it be — —”

“But in addition to this,” continued the Sledgehammer of Impartiality, indicating by an almost imperceptible movement of the magisterial brow that while he thoroughly appreciated the emotion of gratitude involved the occasion was not opportune for its suitable expression, “it would appear that you have been last at the eleven previous tests and it therefore inexorably obtrudes that, to all intents and purposes, you have the unprecedented record of heading the list on twelve successive occasions. As no existing distinction is adequate to meet this unique feat a new office must be created and you are therefore tentatively appointed Chief Detector of Hitherto Undetected Crimes with an adequate technical and executive staff and a monthly insufficiency of taels which you will, of course, supplement, at the expense of those whom you accuse of crimes, in the usual official manner.”

“Supreme Munificence!” was wrested from Yin Ho’s grateful throat despite the injunction laid upon him; “may you live a thousand years and beget ten thousand strong he-children!”

“In order to prove your fitness for the high office,” resumed the Incorruptible Administrator after slightly acknowledging this spontaneous tribute, “it is necessary that you should detect someone in crime, and for this purpose we have chosen Shi Koo, a hitherto persistent evader of the cangue, whose unvarying success in this direction must be brought to an abrupt close in order to comply with the new regulation. A certain number of domestic animals of the more athletic build have recently gone, as it were, south, and the analogy of their disappearance is not exacting. Implicate Ki Shoo in this obscene offence by means of any of the numerous devices that will no doubt occur to a naturally problem-solving mind and your advancement is assured. The provisional authority will be ratified on a permanent base and be not only hereditary but retrospective in function so that a formidable band of gratified ancestors will be untiring in your interests. . . . May you also live a reasonable number of years and provide a suitable posterity.”

With this gracious leave-taking the Mandarin Tsing Won closed his expressive eyes to indicate that it was now that period of the day when he was wont, for a meditative gong-stroke, to dismiss the merely temporal affairs of state in order to contemplate inwardly. Wen-fi, also, added a complimentary proverb, while the two door-keepers arranged their footsteps on either side of Yin Ho and professed themselves resolute to go anywhere and do anything in his service. Before he left the palace a badge of authority was added to his robe and he was given a wand of office; as he crossed the outer court several unusually expensive fireworks were exploded in his honour. It was very clear to Yin Ho that at last his period of unworthy trial was now at a definite end but, withal, he could not entirely free his mind of an element of suspense at the thought of what Hoa-mi’s exact attitude might be when she learned of what would by then have happened to her venerated father.


THE STORY OF TON HI, PRECIOUS GEM AND THE INCONSPICUOUS ELEPHANT
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IT WAS THE custom of Ton Hi every morning when he took down the shutter of his small but manysided shop, the Inconspicuous Elephant, in the least frequented byway of Shenking, to stand at the open door and shake the appliance by means of which he computed what was due on a transaction, towards each of the four directions. This device was an ingenious arrangement of small carved ivory spheres threaded on strands of wire and when vibrated by an expert hand, such as long practice had enabled Ton Hi to acquire, a slight and not altogether unpleasant sound was produced which could be maintained indefinitely.

(The abacus, later explained Kai Lung, may be said to have owed its origin to the lucky accident of an elderly camphor merchant of Kwang Yuen being too obtuse to grasp Yung Chang’s new system of mathematics. In consequence he made very regrettable errors continually in his sums, and had it not been for the wise precaution (in common with the other merchants of Kwang Yuen) of charging ten times the value of his wares he might have gleaned only a slender profit. One memorable day, after filling an order for twenty liang of the drug he operated, it began to weigh on this trader’s mind that in charging as for twice times one liang he had fallen into a numerical snare although it was difficult to see where it could be, since the difference between 2 and 20 was logically nothing. As the depressing conviction became more profound the unhappy merchant staggered to his door, partly to benefit by the reviving effects of external air, partly to consider dispassionately the least painful way to accomplish self-ending. Standing there he idly watched a group of small people who performed an engaging street ritual with insignificant square bones upon his step, when in an inspired flash it occurred to him that if a certain number of such units were assembled thus and thus upon a frame and after every so many another of a different colour was placed. . . . The name of this public benefactor has unfortunately been lost in the passage of centuries, but to this day the merchants and traders of Kwang Yuen (in common with those of other places) begin by asking ten times the value of whatever they have for sale as a simple tribute to his imperishable memory.)

To any who without actually entering the shop stopped to enquire of Ton Hi why he thus occupied his time he would courteously explain the motives. The rhythmic beat, which by continuous habit he could unfailingly produce, was for some reason distasteful to certain classes of malignant Forces that were in the habit of frequenting such shops as his, and by this convenient and inexpensive process he effectually purified his premises of their obnoxious presence. It is not to be denied (as Ton Hi’s sincere nature compelled him to admit at once to those who sifted the contingencies further) that other and more objectionable Beings were unaffected by the rite, and to dislodge these it would have been necessary to explode several heavily-charged fireworks, a perpetual outlay that was quite beyond Ton Hi’s slender means. None the less his orderly mind led him to do what he could for, as he was accustomed to say when this inconsistency was pointed out, “Half a bird’s nest is preferable to an entire absence of soup, and even when escaping from a ravenous tiger it is none the less irritating to have to take refuge in a bed of nettles.”

In addition to this practical service the formality had other uses, for the well-sustained note informed the neighbours and any who might chance to be in the Way Leading Nowhere that Ton Hi had taken down his shutter and was prepared to supply their needs. It also conveyed to Ton Hi himself a reassuring indication that the business of the day was, as it were, in actual movement, even if, as did indeed generally arise, this constituted the whole extent of its progress.

It can no longer be concealed from the least intelligent of those who are so wasteful of their priceless time as to read these printed leaves that the commerce of Ton Hi was entirely destitute of the opulent sound that indicates a swelling prosperity. Moon by moon his store of merchandise grew slenderer and had to be more widely placed; day by day the meagre equipment of his shelves looked dingier and less likely to attract, and had it not been that he rose with the early light, retired at the dusk, slept in a box beneath his bench and subsisted on such wares as had definitely become unsaleable, he would have found it necessary to close his shutter and to throw open his door to all who maintained a claim on indebtedness long before this laborious chronicle unfolds its immature pages.

Yet to those who are unacquainted with the frequently obscure methods of the controlling Powers it might appear that Ton Hi was a person who could reasonably have expected a more satisfactory destiny. He sacrificed generously to the spirits of even quite remote ancestors, nor for this humane service did he — except under unusual circumstances — select offerings from his traffic which had been handled beyond sale. No hungry ghost, wandering by night, need pass his closed door unfed for a conveniently-arranged hole gave ready access and, within, a never-failing bowl of rice invited the empty-stomached. To the most exacting customers he was obsequious and profuse, and readily agreed with all that they contended, while those who merely struck his gong to ask where the better-class shops were to be seen or to complain about the inadequate paving of the Way found him outspoken in gratitude that they could have thought him worthy of consulting. Should any succeed in deluding him with a false coin he did not pursue them with threats of legal redress but waited for a convenient opportunity when he might charitably bestow it on one of the many deserving blind beggars.

It was very different with the case of Mok Cho whose kindred establishment, less than a bowshot away in point of space, flourished beneath the sign of the Resounding Lyre. Mok Cho was not a person of really refined taste at all, and if he did not commend his own wares in actual words he had an unbecoming habit of spreading out his hands and stepping back as he displayed them to the simple-hearted which did not tend towards an unbiased decision. Whereas Ton Hi hastened to point out whatever imperfections his closest search could detect, Mok Cho had been seen to keep his thumb over a small hole in a robe of embroidered silk, and although the tolerant-minded pointed out that in exhibiting a piece of cloth even a magician’s thumbs must be somewhere the incident left a displeasing shadow on recollections not warped by impartiality. Then again Mok Cho did not sacrifice what dependent spirits in the Upper Air would be likely to require most, but whatever he himself found to be in the least demand among the people of Shenking, nor did it escape the eyes of the observant that the tablets recording the price (which he invariably left on) had been dexterously transformed to suggest a greatly enhanced value. On the matter of delusive currency it is unnecessary to speak at all since Mok Cho had never been known to stumble, but it was a subject of comment among those who freely discussed the affairs of others that the more far-seeing blind beggars invariably closed their eyes towards the profit of visiting the Resounding Lyre.

Yet when all has been spoken and achieved the deplorable antithesis remains that while Ton Hi, leading a blameless and unobtrusive life, seldom profited by so much as a single hand-count of cash for the day’s industry and oft-times crept into the scanty box foregoing his evening rice (rather than that homeless Shades, whose need might be even more acute, should go empty) the insufferable Mok Cho counted his gain with each finger on a silver tael and after every well-spread meal grew more obese and full-coloured. To those who complimented him on the extent of his affairs the gross-hearted person would reply, “The same sky is above all, but it is the politest pig that loses his place at the trough,” and the direction of his glance plainly indicated the trend of this distinction. Truly, but not idly is it written, “When the High Destinies have faltered in their office the last word remains with him who relates the occurrence,” and it will speak ill for this justice-loving if uninventive storyteller’s literary handicraft if before the end is reached both Ton Hi and Mok Cho shall not have been restored to their proper places.

It was the eleventh of the Moon of Opening Lotus Buds when that which is about to be narrated took place and at a later period Ton Hi recorded the day by means of notches on a bamboo stick which he kept among his possessions. The time of middle light was then at hand and Ton Hi, who meanwhile had been endeavouring to stimulate a drooping gourd into fruitfulness by probing about its roots, was preparing to close his shutter when the note of his summoning gong, struck with a vague but very melodious touch, claimed his attention. Within, he found one of the other sort who appeared to have been examining the contents of his dwindling shelf with auspicious interest. Yet her first spoken words did not reassure Ton Hi in a business sense though her voice had the enchanting quality of stringed music. In the deepening obscurity of his unlit shop nothing precise emerged with relation to the symmetry of her veiled outline.

“Is it permissible, keeper of the shop, that one who has no definite need of any of your attractive store should approach you with a question?” was the substance of her enquiry, and as the words reached Ton Hi’s ears he underwent a sensation — so far unknown to his experience — as if several of his internal organs had coalesced into a void and a diversity of highly coloured lights taken the place of normal vision. So overwhelming and involved was the nature of his mood, although he was wholly unable to account for the happening, that several beats of time went by before he was able to express himself rationally.

“The request is by no means an unusual one, inasmuch as more cross my crumbling door-step to increase their own knowledge than to diminish my worthless stock,” he diffidently admitted. “Therefore whether you seek direction to a seemlier shop where your high-born wants can be more suitably fulfilled, or would merely enquire to what remoteness this pathless waste may lead, do not hesitate to express it.”

“Neither of these things engaged my trivial mind, nor would it have appeared becoming to call you from your exacting task on such an errand,” replied the attractive stranger. “For these extraneous matters the voice of one would serve equally well with that of any other, but this is a nicety of which you alone would be competent to speak, and here briefly is the issue: how is it possible for a creature of the admitted dimensions of an elephant to become inconspicuous, and why should it discard the natural advantages of bulk and importance?”

“In symbolic allusion of this kind it is necessary to allow for a certain amount of, as it were, colloquial margin,” conceded Ton Hi after he had adjusted his mind to the emergency, for hitherto the requirement was one that had never arisen. “Setting aside the contingency of a purely incorporeal elephant it may be taken into account that there might exist an animal so endowed with what may be termed defensive simulation as to merge, so to speak, into the native growth by which it is surrounded. Or, just as there are dwarfed and pigmy beings among men so might there be the diminutive and elusive offspring of a race of beasts which are normally a byword for volume. Again, with creatures of the forest, the more skilled in avoiding — —”

“Haply; as among the race of men,” capably interposed the one who may now be disclosed as Precious Gem, the negligible daughter of an official of some standing. “But this matter rests on a more solid basis than a hypothesis chasing fictitious monsters through an illusory forest. Above your select though rather untidy place of business there stands the representation of a monster conforming in all respects to a well-grown and virile member of the species. Originally there would appear to have been a word proclaiming high distinction among its kind, but a later hand has added a negatory sign thereby despoiling it of this pre-eminence.”

“There is an apt saying that little is hid from the eye and nothing from the mind of a really well brought-up woman,” acknowledged Ton Hi, “and by discovering what had hitherto passed unseen you have given a doubly pointed edge to the proverb. . . . It is not to be denied that when the sign adorned the commercial house of a highly successful dog-butcher of the Upper Way it bore a written symbol pronouncing the device to represent the Noticeable Elephant.”

“Why then should you seek to efface so reassuring a claim to eminence?”

“What was appropriate in the case of a prosperous dog-butcher of the Upper Way would be unbecoming if applied to the standing of a third-rate general shop in the insignificant Path Leading Nowhere, for, as the observant Li-chang declared, a vainglorious snail which endeavoured to adopt the discarded shell of a dead tortoise not only broke its own back but drew down ridicule upon the whole line of its family tablets. When, therefore, requiring an emblem beneath which to erect a stall this person acquired for an obsolete ballad, as the synonym has it, the dog-butcher’s cast-off sign, by a stroke of the brush he transformed what was crudely assertive of a unique repute into something which, despite its natural size, is temperate and unassuming.”

“Your reference to an invertebrate and mentally-stagnant insect is no doubt classically exact, but among the more advanced thinkers adopting the vernacular school of approach to-day it is even more precisely stated, ‘The merchant who fails to strike the passer-by in the eye forthwith will never succeed in touching the contents of his wallet’,” maintained Precious Gem resolutely. “Surrounded as you are by a pretentious band of Resounding Lyres, Inspired Hopes, Colossal Benefits, Attractive Jades, Miraculous Philtres, Celestial Scales, All-protecting Umbrellas, Righteous Principles and other assertive testimonies of worth — how among these can an Inconspicuous Elephant entice the reluctant purchaser to turn within at your secluded door, or itself survive the stress of bulk opposition?”

“It is very plain that although for some reason or other you have the effect of causing all my less controllable emotions to undergo a severe convulsion by merely being here and have, moreover, brought into this usually obscure shed what appears to be a personal rainbow of exceptional power, in other ways there is nothing remarkable about your nature. Possibly at some early period a fox came into your distinguished Line and from this circumstance you inherit certain unusual qualities?”

“There does not appear to be any actual record of such an event, but our deficient tablets are far from being complete. Paou Yuh the one wasting your valuable time has always been called; her universally-respected father’s House is that of Cheung and the Further Expanse the situation of their inadequate dwelling. Yet in what particular way has she who is now speaking failed in your eyes to win approval?”

“As to that,” replied Ton Hi, “it would be profane for one of my scanty means to question the outlook of so lavishly-endowed a vision. Apart from this the matter may be stated thus: that whereas to press forward and wrest affluence from circumstance would appear to be your precept, to remain unostentatiously in the discreet background and gain the esteem of the more reputable deities has always been this one’s ambition.”

“It is a high-minded resolve and places you more or less on a level with the philosophers of old,” dutifully admitted Precious Gem. “Still,” she added, imparting an even more entrancing quality to her jade-like voice, so that Ton Hi’s traitorous joints relapsed incapably, “might not a series of eventualities arise whereby, in order to procure something on which your heart was set, a really substantial balance should become necessary?”

“In such a case this person has up to now always found it practicable to obtain the extent of his needs by limiting the measure of his desires,” maintained Ton Hi. “But since the subject has to a certain extent been inoffensively approached is there any particular amount that your no doubt reasonably-inclined father would have in mind in the event of a meritorious but not otherwise financially robust suitor appearing?”

“It is scarcely imaginable that so intimate a detail would have brushed, however imperceptibly, across this one’s remotest thoughts,” modestly avowed Precious Gem. “Yet it is not to be denied,” she added, recognising that it might be desirable to stimulate Ton Hi’s resolution with a concrete fact, “that upon one occasion while passing a not absolutely closed door and being momentarily detained there by an ill-laced sandal, a reference to five hundred silver taels by the voice of this slow-fingered one’s venerated father in reply to an enquiry on the lips of her highly-esteemed mother did not seem incompatible with some detail of her own future disposal.”

“‘Even a beggar may approach a queen — in his dreams,’ is an undeniable maxim,” was the extent of Ton Hi’s remark, and he turned aside to prepare a small pot of jasmine tea, partly to show that he was not really cast down by the mention of so unattainable a sum and partly to conceal an emotion of despair, but also, if possible, to detain Precious Gem a little longer.

In this agreeable device he was not misled, and although he had not hoped that one so expensively connected would do more than accept and leave the cup unsipped (or at the most, considerately pour away the contents when his face was turned) Precious Gem not only “revealed the gold leaf,” as the paraphrase has it, but with many expressions appreciative of the flavour of the herb indicated that she was not altogether unequal to another. By these tactful means she delicately sought to convey to Ton Hi’s knowledge that despite the alien circumstances of their respective paths if it could be feasibly arranged she was not likely to be inflexibly proceeding in an opposite direction.

As they sat together amiably conversing in this high-minded strain the unrecorded strokes of time sped by, for although Ton Hi more than once expressed his self-reproach that by reason of his necessity he could only provide the feeble glimmer of a single paper lantern Precious Gem magnanimously replied that to the imaginatively-inclined the period of early no-light was more pleasurable than any other.

When the actual moment of her leave-taking arrived they stood for an appreciable pause regarding the massive outline of the auspicious quadruped that had so opportunely, as it were, enticed them together. Both to Precious Gem, and equally to Ton Hi when it was pointed out, it was noticeable by the beams of the rising sky-light that the usually somewhat vacant expression on the face of the intelligent monster had now given place to a look of benevolent concern which they could not doubt was directed towards their interests.

On the following day at about the same period of light chance had again led Precious Gem’s inadvertent feet along the Path Leading Nowhere and she was on a homeward course when happening to look up and recognise the descriptive sign she was reminded — as she specifically assured Ton Hi when he hastened to her summons — of a need which on the previous call she had thoughtlessly forgotten. Otherwise, it seemed, moons would doubtless elapse before she passed that way again — if, indeed, she did ever.

“Should you possess among your inviting accumulation of goods a contrivance suited to the mental grasp of a child of perchance three it would be a charitable action if this one should be permitted to obtain it,” was the core of her requirement.

“From every nook and cranny the obsolete profusion of my bankrupt stock is poured in a gratuitous stream at your incomparable feet,” declared Ton Hi. “Yet, in order to lessen your graceful fatigue, is the offspring to whom precise allusion has been made of your own ornamental sort or one of my more uncouth description?”

“At the rudimentary stage there is very little to discriminate between the tastes of either kind,” replied Precious Gem. “Except that the ones whom you so flatteringly regard are, if anything, the more rapacious and domineering.”

On this assurance Ton Hi searched among his store and presently he laid out such devices as he considered suitable for the occasion. These were:

The figure of a rebel warrior chief, which on being compressed towards the middle parts emitted a forbidding sound and extended his tongue and eyes in menace. But owing to some hidden defect none of these things could be assured.

A gravity-removing figure described as Tcheng the Toad in whose person were contained most of the least attractive features both of ordinary beings and of his own repulsive species.

A life-like representation of a scorpion of the most venomous order. Properly adjusted it would cross the floor or drop from a height and attach itself to the lower members of people of either sort who were deemed to be suitable for hilarity-raising. Having fallen into decay and its sense of direction becoming impaired no reliance could, however, be placed upon it besetting the intended person.

An assemblage of austerity-melting snares consisting of things which were not as they appeared to be. These included such agreeable guiles as pieces of red-hot charcoal which might be carelessly dropped upon a priceless rug; life-like features, extremities, and even limbs, which could apparently be broken off and left disconcertingly in the hands of those touching them; fictitious bandages indicating sanguinary wounds; labelled jars of wine which when poured from emitted flames instead, and a variety of pleasurable artifices whereby pain, dread or humiliation could be inflicted upon the unsuspecting. But none of them actually deceptive owing to the natural processes of deterioration.

As Ton Hi displayed these wares it is not to be supposed that his scrupulous face betrayed any acute gratification, and although Precious Gem was not really concerned to secure an adequate return for her outlay she also failed to maintain an appearance of spontaneous gladness.

“None are worthy of your most distant glance, all being in some way faulty, time-worn, or superseded, and in most cases all three,” declared Ton Hi. “Your most satisfactory course, therefore, would be to seek the mart of Mok Cho who will assuredly produce a much more attractive selection.”

“Yet this impersonation of the universally acclaimed Tcheng the Toad, whose name was yesterday on every lip: though revolting in the extreme it has all the fascination of the widely-known, and would doubtless be greeted by the immature of either sort with shouts of rapture.”

“Yesterday,” assented Ton Hi; “but to-day Tcheng has given place to Wang the Wonk, and no self-respecting infant whatever its Line would now be seen in the Way grasping a representation of the former creature.”

“Is it not possible, without giving an actually misrepresenting lustre to goods, to endow them in the eyes of those who enter your stall with some vestige of attraction?” enquired Precious Gem, on whose restraint Ton Hi’s insatiable probity was beginning to exercise a corrosive influence. “There must surely exist a discoverable way of not unprofitably combining an excessive personal integrity with reasonable commercial astuteness.”

“It is impossible to doubt whatever is spoken in a voice that resembles a five-stringed lute touched by a seraph’s hand in an enchanted garden at evening,” deferentially admitted Ton Hi. “Nevertheless there occurs the profound Chang-li’s caution: ‘It is better to be held dumb than to incur even the chance of being thought boastful’.”

“The ripe pearls of proverbial wisdom fall from your lips in so continuous a stream that it is difficult for an ordinary person to disentangle their exact significance,” declared Precious Gem, who was more high-spirited than philosophical. “Yet this much does obtrude: that your determination to acquire not less than five hundred taels of silver by, so to speak, chop-stick or barge-pole, may be regarded through the wrong end of a spyglass.”

“Touching that,” unassumingly replied Ton Hi, “it is shallow to ignore the recondite Hang-chi’s sage admonition: ‘He who sets out to catch sturgeon with a shrimp-net will go — —’ “ But at this point a cry of despair in Precious Gem’s most melodious tones warned Ton Hi that she had now reached the attenuated length of her endurance.

“Here then at least are five-score cash towards the attainment which you so tastefully refer to under the analogy of an unsightly and gelatinous fish,” she exclaimed, and casting a string of money at Ton Hi’s feet she would have caught up the discredited figure of Tcheng the Toad and fled had not the other person courteously detained her.

“The label indicating the price of five-score cash has long since run its course, and as the creature to which it refers is no longer held in esteem eighty pieces of inferior copper currency would be the utmost that could be righteously exacted. Furthermore, owing to the delusive obscurity of this ill-equipped stall it has doubtless escaped your too lenient eyes that one of the being’s toes has gone hence for which at least a further half-score cash must be conceded, while with regard to this faded space marring its upper garment — —”

“That which was already enough has now become too much — it is very plain that your mind is inexorably set against acquiring five hundred taels by any process,” declared Precious Gem explicitly. “This one, however, is no mendicant by the wayside or chafferer at a stall to calculate to the minute fraction of a string of cash,” and leaving the matter thus and thus she impulsively flung the object of her purchase far out into the Path Leading Nowhere and set off without a backward glance towards the Further Expanse.

“The luminous Ching-yi had evidently someone very like Precious Gem in mind when he advanced the saying, ‘An attractive woman is more unsettling than an earthquake’,” considered Ton Hi as he put back the rejected devices. “In the circumstances it is just as well that she should have taken an active dislike to this one’s face, for all the fabled wealth of Shun is not more unattainable than the five hundred pieces of silver. Nevertheless, had the controlling deities been inclined it would have been pleasurable to have Precious Gem continually outraging this one’s most cherished emotions.” (This legendary treasure, of incalculable worth, was stored in a remote cave, deep in the almost inaccessible craggy wilds of the spectre-haunted Ki-ling mountains. To enter the cave the venturesome had successively to pass seven massive doors, each one sealed with a test and made formidable by an incurred imprecation. The first door, of iron, and guarded by a cockatrice, yielded only to the person who had never done an evil deed; the second, brass, and watched by a basilisk, to one who had never spoken an unjust word; the third, silver, in the charge of a phoenix, to him who had never cherished an unworthy thought. The fourth door was of gold, and standing before it was a tortoise; this could only be passed by one so mindful of the immortal principle of life that he had never trodden on a beneficial, or even an inoffensive, insect. The fifth, malachite, its custodian a unicorn, was a bar to all who had not so high a reverence for knowledge as never to have destroyed a printed or written page or put one to questionable uses; while the sixth, of jade, and sentinelled by a winged dragon, withstood those who could not match a propounded antithesis.)

In the meanwhile the one whom he so constantly had in mind was proceeding on her way and very soon she would have passed Mok Cho’s pretentious stall had she not stopped to regard it. This was made possible by its owner’s ineradicable bad taste, for in place of the seemly obscurity by which Ton Hi’s establishment was contained Mpk Cho nightly hung a succession of powerful paper lanterns in such a way that while hidden themselves their light flooded the external details of his egregious mart with an almost incredible radiance.

“This is surely the place which the mentally slow-witted but by no means unprepossessing Ton Hi advised me to affect,” considered Precious Gem, who had by this time recovered the natural poise of her essential temper. “Perhaps it would be as well to obey his word therein since it must inevitably come to that in the end, and this being so it might be wise to observe how the enterprise may be successfully conducted against such time as when this one will herself have to take up a stand behind the serving bench of the Inconspicuous Elephant.”

There was no need to strike the gong inside for Mok Cho himself was resting on his thumbs and his attitude was that of one prepared to go to the ends of the earth to serve her purpose. When he learned the nature of her quest it could no longer be disguised not only that the Resounding Lyre was the one place in all Shenking esteemed for such commodities, but that they had that day received an attractive consignment of the most approved contrivances from the leading device makers of the Capital. Nevertheless, when Precious Gem, later in her inner chamber, unfolded what she had bought it presently transpired that one of the parcels was void of its content, Mok Cho having adroitly dropped the article behind his serving bench as he affected to bind the package securely, while of the other purchases one was deficient of an important link and another did not look the same when regarded closely.

“It is very evident that although Mok Cho’s immediate profit may be large, when the extensive vista is considered Ton Hi’s conduct of the enterprise should really prove the more enduring,” she considered astutely.

But while allowing herself to be induced by Mok Cho’s delusive methods into acquiring his threadbare goods Precious Gem was narrowly observing all that went on around, and by a series of apparently aimless remarks she enticed the obese-headed merchant into boasting impressively of his most confidential arrangements. In this commendable way Precious Gem undoubtedly learned much that was not without an influence on the unfolding of events, but she also unwittingly contrived a snare for her own feet, thereby showing (as at a later day Ton Hi took occasion to point out) that the prescient Ying-ni had struck the spigot on the thicker end when he declared that there was equally an in and an out to every opening.

This concerns the involvement that in making herself agreeable to Mok Cho Precious Gem had, if anything, exceeded the necessary bounds of formal persuasion. So harmonious had been the subtler inflections of her matchless voice, conjoined, as it were, with the lighter manipulation of her not unexpressive eyes, that the preposterous huckster beneath the Resounding Lyre presently formed the ill-digested conviction that she was allegiant to his cause, while by some process which he could not accurately resolve he discovered that the possession of Precious Gem had become essential to his existence. It is not to be denied that so far as Precious Gem was concerned a similar result had frequently occurred before, quite irrespective of any set intention on her part, for, as it has been pithily expressed, if women and bullocks but knew their power all men would henceforth be rocking cradles or drawing wagons. In these, so to speak, indiscriminate cases, she with whom we are engaged had been able to evade any definite outcome by undertaking thenceforward to regard the one of the other sort concerned as bound to her by ties of kinship, but Mok Cho was both too old and too obtuse to be lightly eluded. Bearing substantial tokens of his wealth and probitous intention in outstretched arms he sought the house of Cheung upon the Further Expanse and the day was not far distant when Precious Gem, stopping to recover a jewelled star that had chanced to escape from her lavishly-arranged hair while passing her idolised father’s imperfectly latched door, could not close her ears in time to avoid grasping that the assurance of a thousand taels of silver and the formal exchange of mutual cups of wine had a direct bearing on her own ambitions.

“This comes of taking too literally the recommendation of one who in spite of an agreeable personality would be more suitably placed balancing apothegms on the edge of a contingent eventuality than conducting a decrepit commercial enterprise in the face of relentless present-day conditions,” was the outcome of her deliberation.

Thus positioned, with the reverence due to an all-but-worshipped father on the right hand and on the left the ingrained diffidence of a carefully nurtured maiden towards one of the other sort who not only failed to possess the necessary means by which to establish their hopes but who maintained an inflexible reluctance towards procuring them, it might have occasioned no reproach if Precious Gem had meekly kowtowed to a destiny that appeared inevitable. Nor, still further to explore the ground, could it be any assuagement of her distress that this dilemma was to a certain extent of her own fashioning.

“Had this one’s capricious footsteps not been drawn towards the tainted Mok Cho’s pretentious door,” flowed the trend of her logically-directed line of thought, when she was again safely withdrawn to a distance, “that outrageous person would not at this moment be negotiating with an ever-to-be-honoured but admittedly more often than not mentally bed-ridden parent on so very delicate a subject. Yet there must surely exist some means whereby to frustrate this obscene conspiracy, or are the Immortal Principles of Essential Right and Wrong suspended?”

As she formulated this profound misgiving Precious Gem raised her eyes to the Tablet before which she happened to be standing — that of a several times distant cognate of her Line, who in a somewhat similar case had been disposed of to an exceptionally unpleasant high military official — and she never afterwards expressed any doubt whatever that the course of action then suggested to her mind was by the direct guidance of this protecting ancestral spirit.

“If,” ran the analogy that took spontaneous form apart from conscious effort, “if this person was led to turn into Mok Cho’s mart merely at the instigation of one individual, of whose business discrimination (as apart from his personal charm) she has only a negative regard, what must be the effect on the minds of the generality of lesser ones — admittedly of a lower standard of mentality than she who is now formulating the scheme — if they should be urged to bend their footsteps in the direction of the Inconspicuous Elephant by a hundred insistent persuasions of whose source or origin they know absolutely nothing?” Therein lay the nucleus of Precious Gem’s revelation.

At this, our own advanced stage of commercial enterprise, when it is not unusual — much as those who expire reluctantly may deplore the change — for even integritous traders to admit if closely taxed that what they vend is not inferior to the wares of rival neighbours, it may involve some stress of mind to realise the courteous days when no really polite stall-keeper would cease to protest in suitable terms that not only were his commodities inferior to those of everyone else but that a close comparison of the cost would establish how they were appreciably dearer. No other course seemed endurable in that halcyon age to those who in addition to selling merchandise were also beings of a kindred social structure; for what man standing beneath the lintel of his door even to-day would raise an assertive voice and proclaim to the passing throng that he was better, his house larger, his methods purer, his income and outgo vaster, and that he was in every way superior, more worthy of esteem and immeasurably quicker-moving than all those who dwelt around him? Certainly it was not so in the expansive days of the Three Kingdoms when a scrupulous fruit-seller of Ai-kiang on being asked whether his lichi were sound throughout made this notable reply:

“To affirm that my lichi are sound at heart might, to the perfunctory ears of some chance passer-by, be construed into indicating that those at the stall of Sing-ho across the way are rotten to the core. Integrity will shine through an external rind, but it is better to eat underdone fish in a friend’s house than to raise the spirit of discord.”

Let it be freely confessed — as the meticulous may contend — that in every age there have existed those of degraded propensities who while not going to the length of actually extolling what they purvey have not scrupled by various insidious wiles to create an atmosphere favourable to their own selfish interests. Not to indicate a spot a thousand li distant from Shenking there was the unendurable Mok Cho (for whom, as the more intellectual of those who have so far persevered with this badly-narrated episode will by now have begun to suspect, a suitable end is in preparation) but they were always regarded as being persons who effected what was not perpetrated.

How then, it may be asked, was Precious Gem going to achieve her end seeing that it involved the very antithesis of established custom? To this it may be aptly replied that in defying the usages, as in leaping a swollen stream, to exceed the normal limit may well succeed whereas to go only half way will inevitably result in disaster. Furthermore, it may be added that as Ton Hi, with whose ascendancy Precious Gem may be said to have allied her cause, was virtuous and worthy of esteem, while Mok Cho was plainly depraved and probably in league with demons, it would be profane to doubt which would ultimately triumph.

Thereafter ensued a period when Precious Gem’s movements were so diverse and rapidly outlined that it was impossible to follow their involvement. Those to whom her footsteps were best known would speak of encountering her in remote and unlikely quarters of the city, but, it was added, her usually carefully gummed hair was devoid of shapely style, her attire serviceable rather than that of one who reclined at languid ease, no jewels or ornaments set off her lotus grace — even her priceless jade armlets having apparently gone hence — nor, to crown so distressing an edifice with a final cope, did she respond gladly to the well-meant suggestion of a leisurely three or four days at the select Theatre of Ten Thousand Attractions.

During this term either regard or the necessity of her search took her more than once on a path that led past Ton Hi’s unpretentious home, but with matters positioned thus and thus she did not consider it becoming to look in that direction. Nevertheless she could not fail to become aware of various indications about and with an emotion that held a pang she realised that the approving expression on the Inconspicuous Elephant’s face had now given place to an anxious look of suspense, as of one who doubtfully watches the unfolding of an existing scene in which he is deeply concerned but can offer no practical assistance. Of Ton Hi himself there was no definite indication, for having by this time formed the not unreasonable belief that no one would ever enter his shop again the one concerned now passed all his time either endeavouring to incite the meagre vegetation of his scanty plot of earth into productiveness, as all other means of sustenance had failed, or in composing aphorisms suitable for the occasion.

It was at this point that Precious Gem opened what for want of a saying to describe something hitherto unseen became referred to thereafter as a “make-known attack” — the first in the history of commercial persuasion. Between that time and the popular revulsion during the next dynasty-but-one, when Li Ching, who controlled eleven thousand “rope-marts,” was compelled to walk through the crowded Ways clad in a shred of cloth and carrying a bowl of rice, with the inscription, “The discriminating person needs nothing more: why then support my eleven thousand superfluous and parasitical rope-marts?” hung round about his neck, Precious Gem lived to witness such extraneities of her inspired scheme as public competitions in the art of casement bedecking, academies whereat successful disposal-ship was taught and the most enticing ways of allurement-writing; also systems by which ordinary persons were encouraged not only to purchase but to carry away whatever they desired without any obligation to pay for it. Not all of these were to receive her unstinted approval.

No absolute record has been kept of the exact date or the precise order in which Precious Gem launched her “make-known attack” but it is reasonably inferred that it began when the city of Shenking was thrown into a ferment by the appearance overnight of a placard, affixed to every convenient spot, bearing the words:

CLOSELY REGARD THIS SPACE FOR THAT WHICH WILL APPEAR HEREAFTER

and so deep was the concern aroused that many devout persons are credibly affirmed to have maintained a night-long vigil at these points expecting something of a supernatural order to manifest. Doubtless it was from this cause that nothing more appeared until they had withdrawn, but a period later it was found that by some unseen agency each one of these announcements had been superseded by another whereon might be read:

WHAT IS THAT WHICH IS AT THE SAME TIME AMPLITUDINOUS AND YET IMPERCEPTIBLE?

To an involvement-loving people this could but be in the nature of an implied challenge and many and diverse were the proclaimed solutions which were traced in various degrees of brushmanship upon every displayed placard. In the lower quarter of the city an occasional lapse from strict seemliness was a regrettable — if frequently gravity-moving — characteristic of the suggestions, while a tendency to penetrate into the subtleties of classical analogy marked the tone of the purely literary districts. Between these extremities a spirit of tolerant reciprocity prevailed and at any angle of the Ways there might be seen persons as varied as chair-carriers and wearers of superior buttons, periodical removers of superfluous dust and the wives of high officials, all courteously pressing each other to take precedence of themselves and many remaining to commend — while within hearing — one another’s efforts. No event of such general interest had taken place at Shenking within the memory of the most venerable resident. Several lottery offices conducted ventures turning on the result.

When this development might be assumed to have established a sufficient hold and every corner of the city was agog with rumour — and not only Shenking itself but among the villages and spaces around for many score li distant — the expected announcement appeared:

AN INCONSPICUOUS ELEPHANT is both Colossal and Unobtrusive

It is to be found in the Path Leading Nowhere (save thereunto) and offers a variety of astonishing reductions in every section of acquirement. At the Inconspicuous Elephant your dreams come true and whatever a person may have imagined it will be found that the accommodating Ton Hi will be able to produce something quite considerably beyond it. Furthermore, in the case of the Inconspicuous Elephant one tael achieves more than two taels elsewhere.

Bend therefore your hastening footsteps in the direction of the Inconspicuous Elephant and if you would avoid the stress bend them promptly.

With a docile and proclamation-observing race the effect of this notice — which, being the first of its kind ever to appear, many assumed to be an official decree — was immediate and profound. The Path Leading Nowhere would soon have become impassable by reason of contending chairs and hurrying throngs had not a resourceful keeper of the Ways put out a sign notifying that it was to be regarded as an in-but-not-out thoroughfare and thereafter amity prevailed though it is not to be denied that there were exceptions. Before the Inconspicuous Elephant special custodians of the public rule marshalled what would otherwise have been an unruly mob into an ordered line, for whose entertainment as the day progressed, street jugglers and contortionists performed their feats, minstrels sang well-known ballads, beggars exposed their claims to charity and vendors of sweetmeats, fruit, cordials and essences assembled. So successful was this novel expedient for avoiding the usual fatal consequences of a stress (to whose constitution the term “pig-tail” was at once applied in allusion to the line’s sinuous attenuation) that thereafter it became universal. But that day so incredible was the rumour of an orderly crowd which moved in unison that many coming with no other intention beyond satisfying their eyes became involved in its extended ambient and so were led through the open door to become customers.

Meanwhile Ton Hi had been drawn into the scheme despite his fundamental apathy towards every form of self advancement. Left to himself it is obvious that the scanty contents of his denuded shelf would soon have melted away like a field of rice before a swarm of locusts, but so essential a detail was not likely to have escaped Precious Gem’s capable strategy. Before the day began a considerable line of stalwart porters halted at Ton Hi’s door and despite his repeated protests they proceeded to unload their burdens there and to display what was contained within his stall until every available span of capacity was taxed and even the outer walls festooned and garlanded with goods of the less covetable order. This, the leader of the band explained, they did at the behest of one who would be nameless, nor, he added, were they likely to be dissuaded from their course since Ton Hi’s polite dissent was as gently falling snow compared with the succession of thunderbolts to be expected from that other one should they impair her purpose. Subsequently Ton Hi had little time to do anything beyond passing on such wares as were required and receiving the price in exchange. He was not even given the opportunity to point out any imperfections that might exist, both by reason of the stress and also because he had not had the leisure himself to become acquainted with their failings. Towards evening he underwent an emotion to go forth and destroy all the notifications bearing his name but he realised that he had neither the time nor the vigour to achieve his purpose. That night he slept on the unyielding floor of his stall, the box under the serving bench being now occupied by countless strings of cash among which pieces of silver were by no means infrequent.

What took place thereafter might be measured by what had gone before, for Ton Hi had passed into a supine state in which he mutely acquiesced to all that was happening round him. Again before daybreak a company of load-bearers appeared and replenished his stock and a little later craftsmen carrying tools attacked one of his walls and cut a door where there had been none before so that the stream of those who came to buy should suffer no delay but pass in and out by separate channels.

That day kites of an unprecedented size were flown above all quarters of Shenking each bearing as its tail an inscribed scroll extolling Ton Hi’s wares and also his domestic virtues; while at night a lavish display of coloured lights wrote the same message against the darkened heavens by a hitherto unthought of process of sky-inscribing and though a few of the more orthodox maintained that to make use of the floor whereon the deities actually stood for announcing bargain lines in articles of personal wear fell athwart the Celestial Code all agreed that it would certainly be as well to pay the Inconspicuous Elephant an early visit. To reach the more austere and lofty-headed, Precious Gem hired for a period a reserved space in the Shenking Gong-Strokes and therein day after day she wrote in a most high-minded strain of Human Endeavour, the Profundities at Large, of the After-allness of Attainable Effort, and similar very honourable emotions. These inspired essays might be credited with the thumbprint of an enlightened philosopher of a bygone age but, it was claimed, those who were responsible for the conduct of the Inconspicuous Elephant (which almost escaped mention) acted likewise.

Meanwhile several deft-fingered adherents had been pressed in to share Ton Hi’s toil, every night a weighty bag of silver was buried in a safe place, and the one himself, no longer able to find sufficient room even on the floor of his mart, was driven to sleep outside beneath a sheltered angle.

It is not to be thought that the clay-souled Mok Cho would tamely kowtow before this growing edifice of a despised rival’s advancement. Had he been a person of less repulsive parts it would have been possible to accord him a certain amount of sympathy in this, for, not content with exalting Ton Hi, Precious Gem soon combined with that a determination to prostrate the Resounding Lyre. Side by side with the notices commending the one there might be read those impugning the other and look which way he would Mok Cho could not avoid seeing banners inscribed with a warning to shun his mart, coupled with the advice to those who might be so unfortunate as to be enticed in to weigh whatever was due to them with their own scales, to hold all fabrics up against the light, not for a moment to leave their belongings unguarded on his serving bench and so forth. Still later she ‘employed an elusive band who chalked arrows indicating the position of Mok Cho’s stall and with them such directions as: “To the Robber’s Cave,” “This Leads to the Pirate’s Lair,” “Continue along the Indicated Line if You would be Plundered.”

Throughout this period Mok Cho did little beyond grinding his unsightly teeth and invoking ceremonial curses as he viewed his diminished gains but on the day when he found a notice pegged to his outer gate in which he was described as, “the famous contriver of illusions and counter-delusions including the celebrated and continually-repeated disppearing-purchase act,” he took counsel with another.

“It is futile to think of carrying your grievance to the mandarin’s court,” advised the friend, “seeing that all which has been said, if discourteously expressed, can be more than substantiated. Had it been she of whom you complain alone something might have been done by a criminal charge with hired witnesses, but by this time Ton Hi will have grown so rich that he could easily hire twice your number.”

“May bats procreate among both their ancestral tombs and apes resort to their ruined temples for unspeakable purposes,” mechanically repeated Mok Cho, whose mind was now turned towards a deeper project. “In this matter can you be relied upon to support my, shoulder?”

“If my indebtedness to the extent of five taels seventy-five cash can thereby be wiped out I am with you to any extremity,” replied the friend. “There is also Pan Wo owing you a somewhat similar amount whom it might be as well to take, for, as the adage says, what two make sure three make certain.”

It is sufficient indication of the decayed state of Mok Cho’s mind that he agreed to this compact without demur — he who but a short moon before would have fought relentlessly, cash by cash, for some part of the debt’s retention. On this understanding they parted.

The sordid scheme by which Mok Cho planned to dispose of Ton Hi once and for all had much to recommend it. Carrying a weighty club concealed beneath his robe and with a friend on either side he would knock upon his rival’s door some gong-strokes after dark and when the ways and the spaces around were all deserted. When Ton Hi appeared the other would strike him as often as might be necessary with the iron staff, the two accomplices meanwhile each holding him by the right hand and the left to bear down any resistance. They would then scatter and despoil the contents of the place by which it would appear that thieves had done this, attracted by a report of the wealth which Ton Hi was known to have gathered. There being three of them each man would have two witnesses to testify to the contrary, no matter what might be brought against him.

In ordinary circumstances there can be no reason to doubt that this would have proceeded as arranged or although Ton Hi was not where they had thought he would inevitably have obligingly appeared in answer to the summons. But as Mok Cho beat upon the fastened door there was a threatening sound above and before it could be sufficiently realised what was taking place the massive volume of the Inconspicuous Elephant had overborne its poise and was precipitating itself upon them. Pan Wo and that other one, both standing more remote, received the extremities of its head and tail and escaped with broken limbs but the effete Mok Cho lurking directly beneath, gathered the middle part and from that there was no hope of presentable extrication. Recognising his end he explained to Ton Hi and those who had been attracted by the noise how it had come about and after admitting that on the whole it was a suitable and not undeserved close to a thoroughly ill-spent life he composed himself as well as, in the very difficult circumstances, he reasonably could and unobtrusively Passed Upwards.

Those who must needs measure all happenings by a scored rule or by an earthen measure pointed out that some of the fastenings had corroded away and sought to demonstrate that even so slight a jar as Mok Cho’s aggressive blows was sufficient to disturb a precise balance; but Precious Gem, visiting the spot a little later, observed the expression of complacent satisfaction (despite the fact that it lay under side upwards) which the devoted mammal’s features had now assumed and recognised that this had been loyally achieved with a deliberate purpose.

It is well said, “When you have washed a pig he will dry himself against a dunghill,” and the conduct of Pan Wo and his base accomplice in wrong-doing, after they had sufficiently recovered of their hurt, amply confirms the statement. Maintaining that what had befallen arose out of the nature of their hired task and holding the fault to be Ton Hi’s in that he did not efficiently restrain a creature which, whether alive or dead, was manifestly capable of inflicting a material scar, they took their case to the Court of Those Who Have Nothing to Lose and sought to have the one who had meanwhile been not unsympathetic towards their plight made answerable for the future. As Ton Hi repeatedly maintained, it was not the amount of silver involved but a fundamental principle of justice that was at stake; indeed the unstinted nature of the offerings that he privately bestowed not only on the chief magistrate concerned but on all the court officials sufficiently proved that he was taking on his new-found prosperity in no rind-scraping spirit. In the end a not ignoble decision was reached for while the ruling held that the elephant was legally to blame it was equally agreed that had Ton Hi exerted all his restraining influence he would have been powerless to arrest it. What the elephant had already done there could be no pledge that it would not do again and since it was contrary to the Enactment of Yaou wittingly to maintain a creature of uncertain mood the judgment was that Ton Hi should forthwith destroy it. The loss weighed on Precious Gem the more heavily of the two but in the end she was consoled by having the substance recast in the form of a neat but serviceable bronze chain whereby (with small recumbent elephants on every upright post) the shop was then encircled; so that, although in another form, it could still safeguard their welfare.

With the out-passing of Mok Cho it may be said that the period of Ton Hi’s unworthy trial was definitely closed. To mark the occasion of their union — though it would not have occurred to Ton Hi — all those who purchased above a certain amount that day were freely given a small portion of the wedding feast in a richly-mounted box and it was understood that certain lucky attributes would be theirs if they performed a simple observance. Under Precious Gem’s fostering care the Inconspicuous Elephant — which, with the passing of the sign, she renamed the Stupendous Mammoth — took on a hitherto-unattempted lustre so that ordinary persons passing that way after a lapse were accustomed to say that they would have failed to recognise the building; nor in this were they merely conversing as they walked for in the period between the third year of the Emperor Che Huang-te and the completion of The Wall Precious Gem pulled down the existing structure eleven times and on each occasion rebuilt it on a different and more lavish basis. When not engaged in pulling down she completely hollowed out the lower parts (using for this task a newly-invented inflammable grit which had the property of disrupting large masses) and established it as what was called an “attraction area” to which people were conveyed by means of revolving ladders. In these caves it was usual to receive for ten-and-three-quarters cash what at a higher level would require eleven and although those who profited thereby were unable to discover where the involvement lay Precious Gem did not seem unduly concerned however much they thus gained from her.

In all this Ton Hi would have faithfully borne a part although many of the details were alien to his nature but after he had pointed out what he considered to be the shortcomings of an attractive display of head-coverings for the ones of the inner chambers to those who would otherwise have bought, Precious Gem conceived the expedient of entrusting to his charge the care of a stall for the sale of fruit and produce of the earth which was grown in his own extensive gardens. Thereby she attained her end for Ton Hi’s conscientious nature would not allow him to admit that anything could excel, either in flavour or size, the perfection of these achievements.

The seventh and last barrier was a block of crystal, purposely transparent so that the treasure spread beyond could be seen by one approaching. The keeper here was the demon of the cave, and the test enjoined that the seeker should never have given the most shadowy thought to what he would do with any part of the fabulous wealth within when once he had obtained it.

Few indeed could open a single door, and the path was indicated by the bones of those who, through countless aeons, had made the attempt and perished. Once only had the sanctuary been seriously menaced, this being when an exceptionally holy anchorite — one who had worn the same garment and remained on the same spot for three and thirty years — passed door after door in an introspective reverie. Even the sixth obstruction could not withstand, since the devout hermit’s contemplative silence presented the most perfectly matched antithetical balance to the wordily spoken challenge. In an extremity of panic for the integrity of their hoard the demon of the cave sought counsel of his fellows.

“I beg of you — —” he began, when the tortoise, the sagest among created things, interrupted.

“Not of us — of the saintly recluse himself,” was his crafty advice, and noting his half closed eye the demon found enlightenment. He at once transformed himself into a beggar of the most untouchable caste, afflicted with every known disease and a mass of cancerous sores. In this distressing guise he intercepted the pious solitary between the sixth and seventh thresholds and displaying himself at full claimed that one’s charity.

“What I have not I cannot bestow,” was the compassionate reply, “but so dire is your need that if I possessed the treasury of Shun I would freely share it with you.”

No sooner had the word been spoken than an unprecedented crash of thunder shook the earth, but even above it could be heard the offensive laughter of the seven guardians of the cave, now delivered from their benumbing apprehension. When the sympathetic zealot recovered consciousness he was lying, naked and bruised, on the mountain side, his life having been spared as an exceptional tribute to his saintly qualities.


THE STORY OF SAM-TSO, THE FAMILY CALLED WONG AND THE WILLING BUFFALO
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ALTHOUGH THE COMPANY that gathered around and formed themselves into a circle at the sound of Kai Lung’s distinctive call or the melodious beating of his hollow duck were for the most part docile in bearing and alliant to his cause there were from time to time those who stood forth and raised an aggressive voice. This they might do either with the hope of gaining a fictitious lustre in their fellows’ eyes or as an ignoble subterfuge whereby, being dissentient, they should not be expected to contribute to the bowl. Failing these reasons it may be safely assumed that any such persons were not of a desirable kind.

“It has been claimed, story-teller,” insidiously suggested one who was guilty of this offence, “that there is no emergency in life for which the retentive tablets of your mind cannot furnish an apt and profitable illustration?”

“That contention may have been advanced in the presumptuous flush of this person’s youth, when he was, perchance, more prone to respond to a vainglorious challenge than to assume a seemly diffidence,” fitly replied Kai Lung. “Nowadays, no such arrogant boast can be traced to his utterance.”

“Then the inadequacy is confessed and the vaunt of the claim withdrawn?” craftily pressed the other, looking round for the expected approval of his mercenary wile, and he pushed the collecting bowl still further from his reach as if to indicate that from one so exposed nothing could be expected that would prove worth rewarding.

“By no means: it is merely that there exists no need to claim what is universally admitted,” benignly replied Kai Lung. “Except,” he added negligently, “at the distorting lips of malice, the illiterate, or incapable and discredited rivals.”

When the murmur of approval that greeted this dignified retort had died away (for following Kai Lung’s glance many now recognised in the one who would have caused dissension Li Fung, who earned a sordid inadequacy of broken cash by chanting equivocal ballads with his foot thrust in at the door of dubious tea-houses) another stood forth and in a very different guise suitably expressed what must have been in the minds of many of the assembly:

“Yet how can it be, accomplished Kai Lung, that amid the ever-changing facets of our strenuous age a classical example should be forthcoming for every happening now, seeing that many of the arts and devices upon which the theme must hinge were yet unknown in the epic days of mighty doings and legendary heroes?”

“Ngou-you, the message-carrier, has indeed struck the spigot on the thicker end,” Confided half the gathering, one to another; “it is not in vain that he has trained the faculties. That is precisely what hung upon this person’s lips at the moment.”

“The question is a natural one,” replied Kai Lung, “and the inoffensive way in which it has been put demands a fitting answer. . . . It is beyond denial that amid the interminable process of countless aeons the very foundations of the substantial earth have moved so that even the immemorial barriers of the Whang Ho itself have seven times altered. Yet notwithstanding this, three things upon which all outcomes depend have remained the same since time began: the unstable heart of man, the abiding courses of the guiding stars, and the inscrutable purpose of the supreme deities.”

“That is outside reasonable dispute,” declared a needy wood-cutter, standing among the fringe, to those who chanced to be nearest; “for when the one who is disclosing the fact staked the entire proceeds of a laborious day upon the prowess of a certain quail, seen in a lucky dream, the malign influence of an overlooked planet — —” but at this point his neighbours, finding that something was being said which they were missing, blew threateningly from between their teeth in his direction.

“This being so,” the story-teller had continued, “it unfolds that while the pattern of the frame, as it were, in which the delineation may be displayed is amenable to endless change, the essentials of the depicted scene, having their roots in human nature, the disturbing influence of fate and the high purpose of the all-seeing gods, speak in terms that are eternal.”

“There is a certain amount of plausibleness in what is claimed,” contended the woodland-man to those about him, “though the incapable performance of a hitherto victorious fighting bird requires more explanation than — —” but he was again signified that his voice was deemed superfluous.

“It may be that a virtuous son, desirous of performing a filial act to-day would continually deny himself the insidious delights of rapidly-outlined figures seen upon an illuminated screen, in order to procure for a venerated sire an ingenious device whereby his leisure would be solaced with the harmonious clash of inexistent bands proceeding from a closed box destitute of hidden wires. Yet wherein does the essence of this devotion differ from the classic instance of Tsang-ho of the ancient State of Yen, an official of high rank and proverbially austere, who at the ripe age of three-score years and ten did not hesitate to climb a tall tree and hang by his feet suspended from its branches at the same time repeatedly scratching his sides, in order, by this gravity-dispelling impersonation, to scatter the gathering clouds of a dark depression by which his patriarchal father’s mental stability was threatened?”

“That bears on the subject of which this person just now spoke,” thrust in the inert-witted peasant, endeavouring to claim the attention of those nearest to his elbow. “It being well known that the matter of nocturnal visions rule in opposites, to see a high official upside down must indicate — —” but those whom he would engage in speech, without making any pretence of polite regrets, moved to more distant positions.

“This naturally calls for the story of the merchant Sam-tso, the lowly house of Wong and the compliant buffalo,” proceeded Kai Lung, “since a general interest has obviously been shown towards a portrayal of the qualities involved and the situations thereby developed; for it has never been the custom of this admittedly ill-qualified narrator of recorded facts to shirk the prescribed test, however severe, set by an expectant and invariably large-hearted and open-handed throng of listeners.”

Having by this inoffensive move led the awaiting circle to assume that the story (which it had indeed been his original intention to relate) was one especially brought forward at their behest, and thereby established an implied pledge on their munificence, Kai Lung abstractedly drew attention to the ornamental design embellishing the outer surface of his collecting bowl, struck three premonitory notes upon the wooden duck and taking up a suitable position upon his much-worn mat began the indicated narrative.

During the reign of the amiable but short-sighted Emperor Quang-te (called by posterity “the Unassuming” from his neglect of outward display) an inconspicuous earth-tiller of the Province of Kiang Si, Wong Hi his name, sought by the exercise of unceasing toil and an ever-watchful thrift to attain a life-long ambition. This was that one of his House should rise to a position of official rank and after gaining distinction at the Competitions eventually become the wearer of a superior button. Yet in this Wong Hi pursued no selfish end (apart from a fleeting vision of some slight deference paid to his spirit in the Upper Air by less officially-connected spirits) well knowing that the spectacle of young birds carrying choice worms to the old is of remote occurrence.

In this desire that one of themselves should bring lasting repute to the Ancestral Tablets of their Line Wong Hi was no less loyally supported by Han, his wife, and when the season of their fruitfulness was past they considered those who sat at their board so that the one best qualified for the task might be chosen and all their endeavour concentrated on his advancement.

Valiant Arm, their first-born, was at once dismissed, it having been plain for some time that whatever qualities he possessed lay in another direction. He was a strenuous worker in the field, adept at snaring birds and luring fish but prone to fall into a stupor if asked to compose the simplest apothegm and by no means particular in his choice of classical expressions. Clearly his part in the scheme was to remain at home and labour with his strength, thereby contributing to the support of his chosen brother.

Bright Hope came next and in his case it was by no means easy to reach a fixed decision. There were times when it seemed as if he might have been destined to rise to any height but the next moment by a perverse mood he would shatter the germinating promise. When not employed in active toil he would often recline extended at ease, generally with closed eyes, but those who thought him asleep were liable to a sharp rebuff for there was no sudden question to which he could not produce an immediate and apt reply, involving though it might a close antithesis or a remote parallel allusion. Working among the rice he could even outdo Valiant Arm for a time, but presently his inclination waned and going apart he might spend the passing gong-strokes unprofitably casting small missiles at a mark or even observing the behaviour of insects. On such occasions if companionably approached with a congenial word he was liable to consign the well-meaning intruder to the Beneath Regions or to recommend him to the society of demons; yet in general Bright Hope was restrained in speech and so compliant in grain that, unless morose, he would readily give away whatever he possessed or cheerfully undertake the allotted task of another.

“He is not of a nature that conforms to the official mould,” Wong Hi would regretfully declare; “otherwise he could have plucked melons from the tops of lofty bamboos. But to concentrate all our hopes on him would be to embark in a gracefully proportioned junk of which the planks were glued together.”

When Bright Hope heard this pronouncement he laughed, but without rancour.

“When the time comes, revered,” was his spirited reply, “the one whom you decry will harness six influential mandarins to the whippletree of his plough and with them harry an entire Province.”

Although not given to speech Valiant Arm had many opportunities of observing his brother in his various moods and when he spoke he was explicit.

“He is not one of ourselves,” Valiant Arm was wont to maintain apart. “He is an outside man beneath, or even something more remote than that, and one favourable moon he will ignore the Tablets on the wall and forget the path leading to our door and go hence from among us. Regard this person’s utterance.”

Han also, though far too deferential to raise a dissentient voice, would gladly have seen Bright Hope’s cause upheld but she likewise had uneasy visions. She recalled how rebelliously in waves his hair had long refused to submit to a seemly line and that at first his eyes had been of an unnatural paleness. Could it be that by some indiscreet thought or unconsidered act she had made it possible for any mischievous Being to convey into the formless growth an element of his own alien nature?

On the qualities of Fragrance and Delight there is no need to dwell. They were two-togethers, and being of the lesser sort their only possible use in the scheme would be to attend to the wants of others.

Sturdy Vine gave promise of being the chosen hope but a few more seasons yet would have to pass before he could be definitely assured in this position. Meanwhile he was both apt and sincere and being instructed to press relentlessly towards a literary attainment he was the only one on whom no settled domestic task was laid. Even little Wei and still smaller Chu had tools suited to their puny hands and were required to contribute a proportionate share towards the common ambition. Meanwhile it was not hidden that should either of them overshadow Sturdy Vine as their years increased the latter would be resolutely dispossessed of his privilege and return to a life of manual toil while the supplanter automatically stepped into his position. One unremunerative member was the utmost that the frugal Wong household could afford to carry.

When the light of day was definitely withdrawn so that it was no longer possible to labour in the field or even to continue with the simplest tasks about the homestead Wong Hi was accustomed to call the family to his side and surrounded by his five sons (with Han and the other two taking their places at a respectful distance behind) to speak with them on such subjects as were best suited for discussion. In this way he hoped to test the range and the capacity of each so that he might justly estimate their varied claims to be the chosen one when the moment came for an irrevocable decision. Towards the successful issue of their mutual hopes he freely admitted that there existed contingencies beyond their power to rule and to illustrate this he repeated the six-fold obligations laid down by the Inspired Teacher. He also enjoined on Sturdy Vine that at a convenient time he should inscribe these principles in his worthiest style and hang the scroll in a prominent place so that none could plead an ignorance of the hazards their quest involved:

It is to be accounted to the mother’s blame if a child does not escape the perils of fire and water.

It is to be reckoned in the father’s account if having escaped these risks a son is not given (at the braiding of his hair) the advantages of a teacher.

It is then his own fault if having gone to a school the pupil does not make good progress.

It is by his friends’ shortcomings if having satisfactorily progressed he attains no reputation.

It is the Board of Authority’s neglect if having achieved a reputation he is not recommended for office.

It is by the ruling Sovereign’s default if when he has been recommended for office he is not confirmed in an appointment.

In the days of their virility it had been the custom of Wong Hi and Han to draw the plough themselves, sustained at the turn of every furrow by reminding one another how much a suitable animal would have cost and the constant toll of its provision. Later, when Han was found to be unequal to the task, Wong Hi maintained that a hard-striving and not too voracious beast would really constitute a gain and in this humane way he sought to reconcile Han to her weakness.

The purchase of a vigorous but exceptionally gentle-hearted buffalo undoubtedly proved a severe tax on their hidden store but this was soon forgotten in the well-expressed delight all took in their new possession. The buffalo for its part left no stone unturned to prove the fitness of their choice; there was no task too arduous for its willing limbs, no gong-strokes too long for its unforced endurance, and in a hundred tactful ways it strove to reciprocate the care and affection lavished on it. Heretofore it had merely been known as Moo, with no particular qualities involved, but it was now to be called Thoughtful Sage from the placid and introspectful nature of its expression. When not actively engaged in needful toil Fragrance and Delight would search for bright flowers along the remoter ways and these they strung into garlands to hang round its responsive neck, meanwhile telling it of such simple doings in their daily life as might be deemed most fitting. The polished smoothness of its graceful horns was the gratified Wei’s proud and especial care and nothing formed a more effective check on Chu’s behaviour than the threat that he would no longer be allowed to clean and blacken its hoofs each day unless he proved himself worthy. On Wong Hi himself and also on Valiant Arm devolved the more practical details of Thoughtful Sage’s usefulness. Bright Hope stood somewhat apart as one who came between two decades but when called upon he bore his share with meticulous care and on more than one occasion, during a period of failing crops, he was known to divide his scanty fare with their willing helper. Even Sturdy Vine, who never crossed the threshold without an open scroll, asked that a settled task, however trivial, might be placed upon him, but this was deemed inexpedient.

Thus and thus the position stood as the seasons passed and Wong Hi was again beginning to account the slowly replenished hoard as adequate for the accomplishment of its destined use when a dire and wholly unlooked-for calamity befell the frugal and industrious household. Thoughtful Sage, which had gone to its accustomed toil in its usual willing mood, returned with lethargic step and vacuous eye and despite the repeated entreaties of the entire family would neither eat nor drink — not even when Wei and Chu brought their own little bowls of evening rice, though at this mark of solicitude it made a touching effort. The following day it lay inert and despite the exorcism of a very esteemed spell-caster whom they procured with no heed of the cost, that night the truly courteous spirit of Thoughtful Sage uncomplainingly Passed Upwards. Anxious to make a tangible return to justify his heavy dues the conscientious soothsayer disclosed by the aid of subtle tests that in some way or other the inoffensive creature must have incurred the enmity of a revengeful Being, or perchance, he added, disturbed the repose of a nesting cockatrice. Bright Hope was understood to maintain aside that the likelihood pointed towards consuming a noxious herb but this was charitably ascribed to a passing mood of choler.

The story of the inconspicuous Wong family and a rich but perhaps earthly-minded merchant called Sam-tso is chiefly commendable on account of the example it affords of how the intricately related lines of destiny may be controlled to play their appointed parts in leading diverse persons into situations necessary in order to accord with the requirements of the outcomes which the arranging deities have all along had in view. To those who in a narrow-minded vein complain that a similar result could be obtained in a simpler way by leaving things to themselves it is only necessary to point to the starry Above and ask where the two who are now conversing philosophically together would be if the Bodies were allowed to gyrate on aimless paths and clash irresponsibly together. “Any man’s hand may draw the bow,” says the wise counsellor, “but the will of an Unseen Ruler directs the arrow.”

Had the one who is so crudely relating the matter here exercised a more balanced grasp over the facts to be portrayed, the importance of Sam-tso in the events that are to follow might have been, if only casually, as it were pressed in at a point more in keeping with his undoubted position.

At that time the one described if not actually the most substantial merchant in the neighbouring strong town of Kien-fi was certainly the heaviest, and if there were not wanting those who made an allusive gesture at the mention of his name this was doubtless traceable to interested motives. Regarding the exact nature of Sam-tso’s commerce it is a little difficult to explain its scope but broadly speaking it would seem to consist of a variety of enterprises under different signs but all so commendable in each other’s eyes that when a suppliant applied to one he invariably found it incumbent on him before the transaction was closed to pass through the hands of all the others. In this process it was feasible for Sam-tso to be helpful to those who required something which at the moment they did not possess, in a diversity of ways without forcing himself unduly on their notice. So well received were these advances (it being no uncommon thing for an obliged person to recompense him tenfold from beginning to end in quite ordinary transactions) that he was said to be able to eat meat four times every day and even then there were occasions when he was powerless to dispose of quite all that was set before him.

But of late Sam-tso had come to have an uneasy internal sensation that everything was not entirely right somewhere in his affairs and he was unable to shake off an overhanging weight of oppression. This feeling was liable to come upon him at times when logically he might expect to be the most free from care, as for example soon after partaking of a more than usually elaborate meal or when he floated in the middle air so devoid of ceremony as not even to have removed his sandals or outer garments. On such occasions the infliction generally took the form of either dull or sharp pains administered by unseen Forces at various points of his body. Search his mind however he would, Sam-tso was unable to recall any recent occasion when by commission or neglect he was likely to have attracted the unfavourable notice of a Spirit so potent and malicious as the persecution clearly indicated.

The apex, as it were, of this series of attacks was reached one night after Sam-tso had been celebrating a more than usually complex arrangement by which he had been able to oblige a person of exalted rank who in a purely temporary sense urgently required a certain number of taels with which to free himself from the embarrassment of a previous transaction. To this feast Sam-tso had bidden not only the one who was to be thus paid off but also several others who would become benevolently disposed as the involvement progressed and while they partook of a variety of well-spiced foods and unsealed successive jars of fragrant wine they harmoniously arranged into whose share the estates and various possessions of the one whom they were benefitting should ultimately be allotted.

At a later stage Sam-tso was lifted into his silk-hung couch by a body of stalwart attendants and it was as he half floated in the middle air and half realised where he was that a Being of another part passed into the reclining chamber and indicated its presence. At the first glance Sam-tso assumed this to be one of the ordinary or couch-side demons, such as frequent antique inner chambers but with the spoken words he recognised the shadow as the venerated mother of his revered first wife, she who had some few moons before involved him in a suitable outlay of uncontrollable regret by obstinately Passing Upwards.

“Sam-tso,” announced the vision, “little as you deserve any consideration on this apparition’s part she has descended at some considerable inconvenience to herself and purely for your own good to convey an urgent warning.”

“Say on,” replied Sam-tso, morosely resigning himself to a recital of wherein he fell short of everything that was desirable in a human being. “Already your unsubstantial shadow would appear to be carrying on the meritorious work congenial to your hands when in the state of an ordinary existence.”

“It might be better if you were to cast your eyes forwards towards what is shortly to befall, rather than backwards at what has now passed out of your keeping,” reproved the phantom. “But that was ever wont to be your failing. Remember: ‘It is more profitable to consider a single step ahead than to examine a whole li that has been traversed’.”

“It is likewise said: ‘Springs will dry up with the drought, and even rivers be stilled by the forces of winter, but nothing can ever stop the tongue of an interfering woman’,” was Sam-tso’s unwise rejoinder. “Compress what must be said, however, within the compass of a single breath for already this person’s head is beginning to suffer.”

“The demand has been made and the challenge will be accepted,” said the shade. “Learn, O Sam-tso, that your Book of Deeds has been unclasped and the record is deemed insufficient.”

“This is very surprising,” said Sam-tso, who up to that time had never doubted that he stood on favourable terms with the awarding Deities, “for it is not easy to see where an ordinary person could have done better. Only recently the one who is relating the fact made an arrangement whereby he would be repaid a hundredfold in a transaction embodying no possible risk and the entire possessions of an improvident over-lord will ultimately pass into his keeping.”

“That is not enough — —”

“It is difficult to imagine how even a vampire could have exacted more,” protested Sam-tso, assailed in the most vulnerable part of his self-approbation.

“That is not the angle at which your achievements are regarded in the Above,” explained the spirit, “and in this sense it is described as excessive. Taking you all round, Sam-tso, it is held that you have failed to justify existence in a human form and it has been decided that you will at once return to earth with a less reputable shape. In your next incarnation, therefore, which will be for the period of ten thousand years, you will work out your expiation in the semblance of an unusually large dung-collecting beetle.”

“Forbear!” exclaimed Sam-tso who, apart from food and money affairs, was a person of some refinement. “Yet what is there to be feared from empty words that carry their own refutation? It is plain that if anything so distressing were, so to speak, in the air, the adored mother of this one’s engaging inferior half would be the last person to convey a timely warning.”

“It would be well for both of us if that were indeed the case,” lamented the spectre, shaking a nebulous head acrimoniously, “but in what now portends we are equally implicated. Owing to the grotesque state of things which prevails in our favoured and logically-ordered Empire all the members of a House are held accountable for whatever its head achieves — be the record worthy or degraded. It follows therefore that while you are condemned through interminable cycles to roll an unsavoury sphere (emblematic of your former acquisitive mode of life) which you laboriously collect and mould from unmentionable sources, all those connected with your Line to the third degree will be members of your band — though in their less reprehensible case only as ordinary-sized black-beetles.”

“This is even worse than the distortion of a dragon-dream!” bewailed Sam-tso; only too conscious, however, that he was now in the alert state of a sentient condition. “To draw out a solitary existence in the form and manner described would be bad enough but to be assailed through countless aeons by the unmerited reproaches of three generations of female relatives, all endowed with peculiarly repulsive attributes, transcends the normal limits. Is there no discoverable loophole through which some mutually satisfactory deal might be made with a subordinate but possibly influential Being?”

The wraith performed an indication of despair, which Sam-tso attributed to a passing breath of wind as he saw nothing unusual in the suggestion.

“Even to whisper so incredible a profanity would extend the period of your atonement by a few more thousand ages. Be guarded in your speech for henceforth not only your deeds but even your words will be set down and advanced as a testimony against you. One thing alone will modify the sentence when judgment is finally spoken, and having regard to your usual way of life the chance is remote in the extreme that you can avert the issue.”

“Nevertheless, in the circumstances it would be well to disclose this possible subterfuge,” urged Sam-tso, uneasily noticing that the phantom’s outline was beginning to fade and the well-remembered voice grow slightly less oppressive. “Recall how it involves not only this justly reprobated one’s fate but your own graceful and well-proportioned appearance also.”

“This one has never considered herself — or her position in the Upper Air would to-day have been very different,” declared the object scrupulously. “For your own sake, however, renounce your former paths and in the short span of time remaining to you here distribute as much of your sordidly-acquired wealth among the necessitous and reasonably deserving as seems desirable in the circumstances. Cultivate the society of a community of devout path-seekers who are pledged together each to perform a meritorious action between dawn and the closing of the city gates and contrive if possible to be admitted to their Order. In such a way, if you are sincere and resolute, it is just possible to mitigate — —” but at this point a distant gong sounded the arrival of day and with a wail that affected Sam-tso very unpleasantly the apparition vanished.

Those who have intelligently followed the badly-arranged sequence of this commonplace tale so far will need no hint as to the identity of the one who on the following day laboriously toiled along a dusty earth-road at a distance from the city, anxiously scrutinising the vista on either side from time to time in the hope of unmasking something in the need of succour on which he might bestow compassion. In addition to carrying a staff he wore a badge and the austere abbreviation of his sombre garb marked him out from among the commonalty of town dwellers. As he trod it might be observed that he was at some pains not to step upon any chance insect.

At an angle of his path the wayfarer paused for he was by no means accustomed to progress other than in a well-padded chair and the road was both steep and stony. Thus positioned there came to his ears sounds that unmistakably betokened grief, and at this Sam-tso (for it would be inept any longer to obscure the fact) grasped his staff and resolutely thrust on since here at last he would seem to be on the point of tracking down one who stood in the need of service.

The sounds of distress led him along an obscure path and thereby to a meagre building. Unacquainted with the prevailing forms of etiquette to be observed in these remote parts Sam-tso stood hesitant for a few beats of time, then assuming a sympathetic air he unlatched the nearest door and entered.

In the obscurity of a lowly shed it was difficult at first to realise what variety of benevolence might be employed and Sam-tso had indeed trodden upon a supine form, and expressed profound regret in chosen terms, before he discovered that the only other occupant of the hovel was the body of a domestic buffalo which had so definitely Passed Beyond as to be outside the rangé of earthly benefit. In this contingency the charitably-disposed merchant sought another door upon which he struck, being by this time increasingly doubtful of the usage. This door was presently opened by an ordinary person of the toiling class who seeing before him, as he thought, a wandering visionary of some religious caste, courteously invited him to enter and refresh his feet and at the same time partake of such trifling fare as might be put before him.

“Though,” added the hospitable person heavily, “the room itself is poor in the extreme, the food beneath contempt, and as a family we are labouring under the stress of an unsupportable affliction.”

“It is on that account that the one before you has sought your door,” explained Sam-tso, rejoiced that at last he had come face to face with adversity. “If it is not too trying an effort in your present dejected mood would you indulge one who has had some considerable experience of dealing with losses, by recounting the trend of your misfortune?”

“That is no great matter to achieve,” averred Wong Hi (as he may now be fitly revealed) “for the calamity is too close at hand to admit of any effacement.” Then with the smaller ones clustering about the stranger’s knee, Wong Hi related the story of their untoward loss and how in addition to the bereavement of a trusty friend Going Hence their ambitions had suffered a formidable material blow from which it is doubtful if the family would ever again recover. As he told of Thoughtful Sage’s intrepid end scarcely any could restrain evidences of their grief; from Fragrance and Delight and from Wei and Chu the sobs that had first attracted Sam-tso broke out anew; those of a more impassive mould stood moodily apart, while Han remained with averted face, a cloth concealing any evidence of emotion.

“This is certainly very regrettable at the first glance,” condoled Sam-tso, “yet it is somewhere written, ‘What looks black by night is seen to be only grey at daybreak’, and it behoves us to consider what may be, so to speak, recovered from the wreckage. This person has already made acquaintance with the remains, which seem to be exceptionally well-conditioned. Would it not be wise to set about laying down some of the choicer portions in salt so as to provide a substantial reserve of food against — —” but at this point the agonised cries of dismay from four strenuous throats as they grasped the tenor of the advice warned Sam-tso that he was not gaining approbation.

“Not perhaps for direct consumption in the case of one who was so highly esteemed,” he accordingly hastened to amend, “but the quadruped itself, being devoted to your well-being, would probably be the first to suggest that there could be no suspicion of harm in disposing of it in suitable joints to your no doubt willing neighbours.”

“It is very evident that you are not a way-side man or you would not speak in that harsh strain,” was Wong Hi’s mild rebuke, while those who had formerly pressed about Sam-tso now shrank away from him as though he had been afflicted with some dread contagion. “We whose feet tread the exacting earth maintain that after an arduous and meritorious life these faithful sharers of our daily toil are worthy of honourable burial and not condemned to appear in the next world in piecemeal fashion. He who would consume a valued friend rather than live on mast might fitly herd with jackals.”

“An appropriate spot has already been marked where he was accustomed to roll in the moist earth and Fragrance and Delight will scatter flowers such as decked his smooth neck in the days of his strength and glory.” Thus Wei confronted Sam-tso and spoke a defiant challenge. “This one himself will place by his side the scraping tool and cloth and jar of oil with which his noble horns were daily glossed and Chu will lay between his trusty feet an ample pot of darkening stain so that when he reaches the Upper Air Thoughtful Sage may still receive his accustomed attention.”

“These hands and those of Valiant Arm will shape the grave and Sturdy Vine has composed and inscribed a suitable elegy which being burned at the same time will favourably introduce the ascending spirit to the other spirits already inhabiting the Higher Region,” explained Wong Hi. “Bright Hope and this person’s lesser one will also take part in the ceremonies.”

“It almost appears as though nothing remains for an ardent well-wisher to do in that direction,” lamented Sam-tso. “But,” he added hopefully, “after so formidable a pecuniary blow is it not possible that you may require some trifling advance — merely as a temporary convenience and on really exceptional terms — until you have, as it were, rounded the angle of your misfortune?”

“Yet how would that avail?” enquired Wong Hi, “since the weight of his indebtedness must thereafter hang about this person’s neck and consume the bare excess that otherwise would have provisioned our ambition?”

In the course of his normal occupation Sam-tso was frequently met by a similar demur from one whom he would benefit so that in the process of time he had come to acquire a form of speech by which he could conclusively demonstrate that anyone becoming indebted to him was actually taking advantage of a lack of commercial acumen on his part and really held him at a disadvantage. Carried away by the familiar circumstances of this trend and his own inalienable promptings Sam-tso had arranged his hands in a persuasive display and was on the point of admitting his business incapacity when a slight, yet in the conjunction suggestive, happening recalled him to a sense of his dangerous position.

Through a crevice in the mud-built wall a wandering beetle had strayed into the room and now, unmarked in the general stress, it was affecting to be busily engaged in collecting chance particles of garbage about the floor. To an ordinary person there was nothing therein to excite remark but Sam-tso had reason to be alert; he continued to watch guardedly with lowered lids and presently he realised that under the cloak of an all-absorbing zeal the beetle was listening intently. But for this lucky chance Sam-tso would inevitably have been committed to an indiscretion.

“There are, however,” he resourcefully pressed on, “a variety of wise apothegms and inspired remarks directly analogous to our case — as, to exemplify, ‘In for a brass cash in for a silver tael’; ‘It is obtuse to endanger the raft for the sake of another nail’; ‘He who is to be decapitated for a treasonable word may as well throw in an offensive gesture’ — and it would be shallow to ignore their teaching. This person, therefore, so far from requiring a thumb-signed bond will freely provide another buffalo, the counterpart and equal of the one but lately Passed Above, wherewith to assure your prosperity.”

It was several beats of time before any of those assembled there could clarify their minds to meet this incredible offer. Questionable glances passed from eye to eye and Han cast off the obscuring cloth but before Wong Hi (as their head and authority) could make a suitable reply the inconspicuous Chu (who, as the latest-born, was seldom strictly checked, since, he claimed, being too small to be seen it was necessary to make himself heard) thrust his way forward to confront Sam-tso and cast back the terms of his promise.

“There is no other buffalo the equal of Thoughtful Sage,” he fervently declared, “nor could his counterpart be discovered. How then should we be served by an inferior substitute — we who have known that one? Indeed, it is preferable to tear the earth apart with our bare hands rather than follow the plough drawn by any other.”

“So sleek were his well-kept sides that when he wallowed on his back it was as though lilies grew on him rather than in the stream for the reflection outdid the growing flowers.” Thus Wei took up his praise in turn with Fragrance and Delight impatiently plucking at his sleeve. “The shining points of his two horns were like the morning and the evening stars. It is impossible to think of tending a successor.”

“When in the Season of White Cold Chu lay between his extended paws for warmth he never stirred throughout the night but stretched his head so that he might breathe on Chu from time to time and Chu was soothed and comforted by the warm breath and slept soundly,” exclaimed Fragrance and Delight together. “Would any other buffalo throughout the land have been so tolerant and discerning?”

“The ode wherein his virtues are sufficiently described will probably never be written.” admitted Sturdy Vine. “There are several attributes very difficult to bring in with classical precision. Even this person’s dirge strains allowable antithesis almost to distortion.”

“His nose had never to endure the guiding cord which is the common lot of ordinary buffaloes — Fragrance and Delight controlled him by a word in every movement.” Bright Hope reflected for a pause after bestowing this tribute. “This no doubt contains an essential germ of state policy — though its application is another matter.”

“He was a docile bearer of the yoke,” briefly maintained Valiant Arm; “and of him it might be truly said that on no single day of his life was he ever either indisposed or apologetic. His place is empty.”

“You have heard what their united voice maintains,” indicated Wong Hi, turning to Sam-tso regretfully. “How then is it possible for this one, who must lean on their willing arms increasingly as the years advance, to ignore a common verdict?”

“Your prepossessing family’s high-minded display of ceremonial grief is honourable in the extreme but it comes at an inconvenient moment,” deplored Sam-tso, who was more accustomed to see hands stretched out to grasp a single cash than feet averted from an offer involving many pieces of silver. “For,” he freely disclosed, “as the time of sunset draws near and this person has not yet performed his meritorious act the position becomes increasingly jeopardous. Is there no means within your power whereby their excessively loyal sympathies may be enticed, as it might be expressed, towards a less impractical standpoint?”

“It is just possible that they might be driven from an inconsistent position by the force of a sound logical conclusion and, as it chances, a suitable line of argument presents itself to my usually bankrupt mind,” confessed Wong Hi. “Who has come down to us,” he questioned, turning to his sons who had now drawn somewhat apart together, “as the classical exponent of a disinterested benefactor? You, Sturdy Vine, on whom the scanty proceeds of our labour have been lavished, will be expected to inform us.”

“The most benevolent figure of all times, in an epic sense, may be held to have been Cheung Tsz-chun whose charitable deeds, as recorded on fourteen alabaster slabs in the Temple of All Virtues, include the bestowal of three successive fortunes on poor but deserving scholars, who would otherwise have had to depend on fortuitous toil for a living, while he himself ofttimes went barefoot and hungry.”

“Yet is it anywhere recorded of the munificent Cheung Tsz-chun that one day chancing upon a needy though praiseworthy family in distress through the loss of a greatly esteemed buffalo whose strength was their only substance, he freely and spontaneously endowed them with another, specifically disclaiming any consideration?”

“Such an incident does not seem to have been preserved in the exact form but it is related that on a certain occasion, meeting a destitute water-carrier whose ass had been seized to discharge an unjust debt, the charitable — —”

“The question of asses is not involved in the comparison, Sturdy Vine, and your lack of precision in wandering from the point suggests an untidy mind,” interposed Wong Hi severely. “It would almost seem as if your educational advantages were being wasted.”

“Your well-merited rebuke will be a continual lamp to keep this one’s feet from stumbling,” admitted Sturdy Vine submissively.

“Strictly confining ourselves to the subject of buffaloes — the sole excuse for this discussion — it is now clear that we have in our midst a benefactor who by his unprecedented largeness of heart not only equals but excels the one who for untold dynasties has stood as the embodiment of discriminative giving. Can it therefore any longer be logically withheld that since our opportune visitant overshadows the vaunted liberality of the legendary Tsz-chun so there may even be other buffaloes not inferior in quality to the excellence of Thoughtful Sage?”

“The inference of the analogy would seem to be unflinching,” was the general admission; “yet what reasonably follows?”

“Since the crux and structure of our disinclination to supplant the image of Thoughtful Sage was based on a misconceived and untenable premise it becomes necessary for us as rational beings to reverse a mistaken conclusion. There would therefore seem to be no discoverable ground for failing to avail ourselves of the noble prodigality of our open-handed guest, who is no doubt a prince of the Ruling House, seeking, in this romantic disguise, to redress hardship throughout the land, if, indeed, he is not actually a superior Being.”

“Your decision is a welcome and enlightened one,” declared Sam-tso with profuse relief, “though in some respects you are less scrupulous than flattering. The one before you — despite what may outwardly appear — is of very little superior nature to yourselves. If there should be anything of an immaterial composition present” — here Sam-tso looked round but the beetle had by this time disappeared— “no doubt it has accomplished its mission.”

Little more remained to be said; Sam-tso had already brushed aside the offer of such simple food as the shelf contained nor had he availed himself of the suggestion that he should remove his sandals and recline at ease on the floor. Wong Hi, however, was loath that he should depart with their gratitude so inadequately expressed and after a whispered colloquy aside he again advanced an offer.

“Both Fragrance and Delight have attained a certain untaught proficiency with tubes of hollow wood from which they extract a simple melody. Sturdy Vine, also, can recite, with scarcely a pause for breath, several entire chapters of the dynastic Books, a large part of the historical Rites and as many of the Odes as may be conveniently included. All of these — —” but at this point Sam-tso raised his hand and made a movement indicating the approach of leave-taking.

“Having safely accomplished one meritorious act within the prescribed time there would seem to be no definite need to prolong our agreeable intercourse,” was his gratifying assurance. “Present this thumb-signed script at any gong-stroke between the tenth and the fourth at the Sign of the Guileless Fleece, in the thoroughfare called the Crooked Way of Kien-fi, and the value of the most desirable buffalo that you can meanwhile obtain will be weighed out for your acceptance in fine silver.”

“This is worthy of being set down in a book of the finest vellum, the characters inscribed by a master-hand with a brush dipped in liquid gold,” was Wong Hi’s pronouncement.

Being by this time at the open door Sam-tso did not deem it necessary to assure Wong Hi that this was what he confidently expected. Instead, he waved his staff in a parting salute and called back a felicitous expression. Nor, on their side, were nine capable throats less eager to respond and heartfelt cries of “Slowly, walk slowly!” “May your circumference increase!” and “A hundred sons and ten thousand years!” accompanied him along the wayside path until he had passed out of hearing.

When Kai Lung had reached this point in the story of Sam-tso, the family of Wong and the meritorious buffalo it was his custom to rise and begin to roll up his weather-beaten mat but should there ensue any noticeable protest that the record was incomplete inasmuch as the minds of his hearers were still concerned with the various fortunes of those who had been involved he would, willingly prolong the occasion.

“It may be claimed,” he then proceeded to expound, “that the gratifying interest of even the least intellectual circle of listeners is more to be esteemed than bars of pure gold forced upon an unworthy and vainly-protesting reciter of second-rate tales if the bestowing hands have up till then been spread out before the open mouths of an assembly devoid of true refinement and literary discrimination. On that account nothing would rejoice this mentally-corroded purveyor of obsolete romances so much as to spend the time freely recounting his entire store while the great bringer of warmth sinks behind the western ridge and the lesser sky lantern appears to illuminate more appropriately his feeble efforts.”

“The trend of your argument is pretty plain, O verbose Kai Lung,” one would haply then exclaim, “but we who remain are here to learn what happened to Sam-tso and those of the House of Wong and not to listen to your full-throated persuasion. The more justice-loving among us have already generously contributed to your insatiable bowl and the less scrupulous are not likely to be enticed into doing so at this stage of the entertainment. However, here is an onion towards your evening rice and possibly others may be no less indulgent.” Whereupon a second one would perchance add a dried fig or two, a third some outside salt and another a small fish from the stagnant pools, while paste and oil, inferior trimmings off their stalls, a sprinkling of tea, snuff and spice, even a specific charm against the flying paper man or a proved cure for enlarged joints — from each according to the nature of his trade — might be produced and thrown in for his acceptance. Whereupon Kai Lung would protest that this wholly unexpected profusion of choice gifts was almost more than he could reasonably permit— “that even one of five-score who go should linger to ask, ‘Yet what befell thereafter?’ is enough reward of itself” — and restore his dilapidated mat to its ceremonial position.

On the day following that when Sam-tso had made his appearance at the wayside farm Wong Hi caused it to be announced that it was his intention to acquire the most desirable buffalo that lavishness could procure and upon this becoming widely known it at once emerged that there were several exactly answering to this description but all in the hands of very sincere men who were loath to part from them but might be prevailed upon to do so. The matter being at length amicably settled and the chosen one led home with appropriate rites Wong Hi duly called upon Sam-tso to discharge his agreed bond and found that his spoken word was all that he had undertaken.

Thereafter the affairs of Wong Hi for a considerable time progressed so that he could look forward to the cold of winter and the heat of summer without misgivings. On Sam-tso also the happening exercised a benevolent trend. He continued day by day to range the countryside in pursuit of objects worthy of compassion and although it is not to be denied that his impressive outline eroded somewhat in the process in other ways he gained, for it gradually appeared that his continual change of scene was baffling to the malign Influence that had so long assailed his rest and it gradually relaxed its persecution. On the other side it could not be indefinitely ignored that the merchant’s way of life was agreeable to the Ruling Powers for the years continued to go by yet he was not called upon to Pass Upwards. And although once or twice at a later stage Sam-tso, after emerging from an unusually deep oblivion in the middle air, conjectured from something dimly recalled that the idolised mother of his cherished wife had been endeavouring to assert her voice he was never again gladdened by a manifestation of her presence.

Regarding the meeting with Wong Hi as the origin and mainspring of this propitious change Sam-tso continued to take a benevolent interest in that one’s welfare. Generous gifts of a befitting kind from time to time reached Wong Hi’s door and in return he begged Sam-tso’s acceptance of such homely products of the land as were both seasonable and becoming. Fragrance and Delight were generally the bearers of these and as they no longer had an object of affection to bedeck (for the new buffalo, though all that had been claimed, did not readily conform to their imagination) it became a custom for them to gather flowers and add these on their own account, discovering in Sam-tso a certain massive resemblance to Thoughtful Sage (though this was not disclosed when they festooned his neck) that made the offering doubly appropriate.

It is truly said, “He who casts a stone into a deep well may bring down a soaring pheasant,” and when it is recalled that Ying Pui who upheld the Righteous Cause was the seventeenth in unbroken descent from the fruit-seller Lam Shang, the remote consequence of Thoughtful Sage incurring a Being’s virulence becomes obvious. In journeying from the outer paths to reach Sam-tso’s door it was the custom of Fragrance and Delight to pass Lam Shang’s stall and from noticing the unstudied grace with which the former of the two had arranged the garlands that she brought he came to take a deeper interest in her existence. After their marriage Fragrance did not scruple to express despair at the absence of allurement shown in the displayal of his wares, and upon his replying that if she was a magician to increase the size of a pomegranate by a movement of the hand she had better take charge of the stall, Fragrance presently discovered a method of arranging fruit by which, without actually resorting to forbidden arts, those who halted before their store were led to imagine that what they purchased and saw placed in a bag was other than what it ultimately appeared. By this profitable expedient she, laid the foundation of their considerable possessions.

Thus bereft of one with whom she had always taken part Delight found it necessary to fall back on other interests. In this emergency she applied herself with unquenchable tenacity to the art of extracting still louder sounds from hollow wooden tubes, and very soon she had attracted to her side a band of her own sort, all sustained by a like ambition. Before very long, under the style and description of the Kien-fi Throng of She-child Hollow Wooden Tube Melodious Noise Producers, their services were widely sought, until so great had become the repute that no popular assembly, from a gathering of the most refined and expensively attired who drank tea on the estate of a high official to a public execution in the chief Open Space, was considered really successful without their presence. Delight herself grew to deprecate excessive popularity as a passing phase which was not in the best interest of their art’s development: “Noise for the sake of noise” was the attainment of her all-absorbed vision.

It would have been pleasurable to chronicle that a like reward attended the efforts of the five Wongs of the more important sort but from some obscure cause a spirit of frustration marked their passage.

Valiant Arm, it is true, succeeded to the farm in due course but too often he had reason to explain that the weather had been contrary to what was then required, the markets become refractory for his commodity, or that a passing swarm of winged insects — inspired by a malicious Force hostile towards his hopes — had settled and consumed the bulk of that year’s substance. Certainly it could never be assumed (despite a prevailing air of sufficiency) that Valiant Arm was-prospering.

Bright Hope had gone to adventure elsewhere afar, as his brother had foretold and for a time they had an infrequent word of his heroic doings. Joining the banners of the State of Lu he rose to the position of Leader of the Tiger Guard and in that responsible post he controlled the activities of five thousand intrepid warriors. On the eve before the decisive Battle of the Spears an emissary from the opposing camp of Shen came secretly to his tent and in the course of a philosophical discussion on the duties of conscientious statesmen he was able to convince Bright Hope that Shen had the more sterling claim and that it was therefore in the interest of all true lovers of justice to support it. That night the Leader of the Tiger Guard unobtrusively transferred his force to the investing ranks, assured that this move would decide the fortunes of the day and bring about the triumph of virtue and so establish his own integrity. This would undoubtedly have come to pass had not the Captain of the Shen Leopard Troop — a mercenary individual of the most degraded type — treacherously accepted a sordid bribe from a double-faced agent of the warlord of Lu, and perfidiously led his host of ten thousand iron-clad braves into the enemy line a few gong-strokes before the battle. The result was disastrous for the cause of uprightness and merit and Bright Hope was not seen again though Valiant Arm, from something that reached his ear, was understood to wonder whether he might not be living as an eminent devotional recluse in a distant alien territory.

Sturdy Vine never succeeded in actually obtaining a degree at the Competitions although he willingly persevered so long as those of his own House would support him in the exertion. After the Up Passing of Wong Hi and Han this was no longer deemed necessary and Sturdy Vine thereupon withdrew from the public tests and hung out a sign on which he declared himself prepared to instruct others. To those who in a somewhat contentious spirit enquired how he, who had himself failed more times than a monkey could count, should claim to be able to ensure success for others, Sturdy Vine would diffidently reply that he did not undertake to teach them the things necessary to obtain success but that he could claim to be able to instruct them in what it was essential to avoid if they would escape failure; and although some felt that the paralogism involved a snare the reply was generally deemed adequate.

The outcome in the case of Wei was even more regrettable than with any of these and he was rightly described as the discoloured goat of the household. In some unexplained way he found that continuous labour was injurious to his essential equipoise but at the same time he discovered a baffling quickness in the movement of his hands that might be regarded as an ordained compensation. Had there been a suitable demand for one possessing this acquirement it cannot be doubted that Wei would have risen to a position of respected ease but after several undeserved rebuffs he was compelled to support life by a practice of stumbling against prosperous-looking strangers in the crowded public ways and steadying himself by holding their garments. This was afterwards resented by some of the more ill-disposed and in consequence of what was said Wei was condemned to wear a wooden collar on which were inscribed some details of his life and character.

Very little was known of Chu after he had once gone hence. He attached himself to a passing company of impersonators, being carried away by the glamour of the numerous paper lanterns with which their platform was lit up. One who had crossed his path in a distant place spoke not unhopefully of Chu’s simulation of farmyard sounds but it was by his lifelike portrayal of the more backward part of a buffalo that he was considered to have come into his rightful calling.


THE STORY OF SHO CHI, THE NO-LONGER MERCHANT NG HON. AND THE DOCILE LINNETS

[image: img29.jpg]

THE STORY OF Sho Chi concerns one who by the exercise of virtue and a steady adherence to the Immortal Principles at all convenient times rose from a condition of indigence to that of assured respect. It is thus suitable for recital on any occasion when a circle of ordinary persons has been enticed round by a persuasively-raised voice or the melodious note obtained by beating a hollow wooden duck but if there should happen to be present an element of those who ask for nothing more than that a tale should be garnished with aggressive feats of arms and founded on a record of violence, or, what is even more to be deplored, if it should include one whose contentious voice is raised against the assumption that in so happily endowered an Empire as our Flowery Land integrity must always be successful in the end and the cause of those who observe the Rites ultimately flourish, it is better to bow obsequiously, tender the acquiescent smile as of one who privately agrees, and substitute for it a narrative more suited to the degraded type of intelligence that is too concave to find any satisfaction in the temperate portrayal of deserving though unpretentious merit.

During the long and troubled reign of the Emperor Ti-sung (whose memory has been preserved in the historical scroll as that of one who was well-meaning but inert) an industrious though in no way affluent wood-cutter, Sho Ching by name, performed his inoffensive task outside the walled city of Wu-tang in the remote province of Chuen.

In seasons of good harvest and propitious rains Sho Ching found that by the exercise of unremitting toil it was possible to preserve all his family intact, perform the Rites, and offer up a reasonable sufficiency of transmitted supplies before the Ancestral Tablets. Should a time of unusual abundance favour the land it might even be practicable to add something to his buried hoard perchance, but if the Ruling Forces were for any reason disposed to vent their spite, so that storms assailed those parts, watercourses overflowed their banks, and the natural productiveness of the earth withheld, Sho Ching’s scanty reserve melted away like the means of a needy suppliant who attempts to make his way past the throng of scrupulous officials guarding the integrity of a Hall of Justice. More than once in times of unusual stress he had been compelled to barter away a cherished offspring to provide a bare subsistence for the others and though this attrition, so to speak, of his numerous brood materially diminished the number of those who might be relied upon to consign the necessities of life to him when in turn he had reached the Upper Air the self-denying sacrifice served to preserve the lives of all — in one way or another. Of late the glutinous-thumbed cupidity of those who maintained the law had added to the burden imposed by nature, for an influential mandarin, on the pretext that Sho Ching’s hereditary privilege of cutting wood in the open spaces around was based on an obsolete clause, ordered that henceforth the one involved should only lay his hands on dead or discarded growth so as to preserve a suitable parallelism. It thus devolved on Sho Ching to arrange for an absence of vitality in such trees as he required for his axe and in this unreasonable way the injunction undoubtedly added to his labour.

It was during one of these periods of exceptional hardship that Chi must be brought into the foreground of this confessedly unpromising narrative although at that stage nothing could so far be said of him to justify even the charitable attention of a tolerant and generous-hearted circle of well-wishers. The eldest of Sho Ching’s wide-spreading band he was also the least resourceful, so that while the others who thronged round the board were devising ways by which they might contribute, no matter how slightly, to the general store, Chi, though invariably of a gentle and complaisant trend, seemed incapable of arranging his feet in any profitable direction. Shang, the next in line, bargained his services to a more prosperous neighbour for an insignificant equivalent of what his toil produced and was thus able to bring back a frequent measure of rice, fruit or oil — even now and then a small piece of pork that had ceased to be attractive; but when Chi, to whom this had been pointed out, readily undertook to become no less industrious he lent his support to the assistance of a needy widow who was not only too poor to bestow anything in return but even by frequent allusions to the hardship of an empty bowl and the humiliation of an inadequate robe influenced Chi to divide with her his scanty portion of rice and divest himself of his meagre outer garment. Thereafter he was enjoined not to traffic his labour in their general cause but it was not thought that any loss could be incurred through encouraging him to profit by the example of Shin and Nung who, though too puny to engage in any undertaking that implied sinew, were able by the exercise of unwearying tact to bring home an occasional spiny fish from the stagnant pools that nourished the reedy marsh or a few small birds or burrowing creatures of the earth — quarries not sufficiently alert as to avoid even their crudely-fashioned springes. Nothing could exceed Chi’s willingness to comply but so diffuse were the promptings of his affectionate nature that whatever living thing came within his hand at once engaged his sympathies, to the end that he not only stubbornly resisted any tendency to convert it into food but thereafter protected its life and being from all hazards and no matter how insufficient his own apportionment might be, a generous sprinkling never failed to reach the awaiting throats of an ever-growing band of dependants. In this way Chi gradually came to be known and trusted by every kind of habitant of the woods and spaces around so that birds alighted fearlessly on his outstretched hand, small furred things took refuge within his protective sleeve, reptiles forbore to look askance as he approached while fish frequently leapt upwards from their natural element to take suitable particles of food from Chi’s unsuspected fingers.

“It is better,” runs the assurance of the verse, “to be born under an auspicious star than to be distantly related to a high official,” and the case of Sho Chi fittingly justifies the saying. Up to this point he had been regarded by his family as one having a moderate claim on their esteem but intellectually not entirely in the place which he seemed to be occupying, while neighbours, when referring to his habitual state, were prone to convey the more delicate shades of their implication by means of guarded signs and abrupt changes of expression. This inevitably leads to Chi’s meeting with Ng Hon and what ensued thereafter.

Ng Hon was a well-to-do retired vendor of gelatinised sea-slugs who now having no direct business cares to engage a naturally fertile mind profitably occupied his leisure by — as he himself indulgently expressed it— “inserting a prehensile thumb in any promising commercial hazard that offered.” At about that time he had thought it well to seek the advice of a very noted remover of pain and averter of consequences on account of an unsettled inward qualm which he experienced at stated periods though for no specific reason. The gifted diagnoser of impending ills, after inspecting Ng Hon’s excrement for intrinsic portents, recommended him to harmonise his constituents by taking five thousand paces in an outward direction each day before the middle rice, in order to avert a clearly-marked infliction which the experienced prognosticator saw tentatively looming. He also counselled the avoidance of certain classes of food, both solid and that contained in a jar, as provocative of the hostility of mischievous Beings, recommended the cultivation of an unruffled poise of mind whatever transpired, together with the acquisition of praiseworthiness as the result of charitable actions, and after predicting that Ng Hon by a strict adherence to these simple rules might reasonably hope to live a thousand years and beget a hundred lusty he-children — if not actually in this life certainly in some of the many that would succeed it — he affably withdrew, leaving Ng Hon already greatly reassured by the cheerful confidence and buoyant couchside bearing of so far-seeing an augur.

It was while engaged on one of his daily progressions among the outer paths that Ng Hon encountered Chi for the first time, and had some dealing with him. The latter person, according to his wont, was accompanied by a drift of small singing birds perched on convenient portions of his form, but the greater part of these, seeing so gross-looking a stranger approach, flew away — though not without a leave-taking note of affection — while Ng Hon was still at a distance. Being unwilling to lose the companionship of all his friends Chi playfully closed his hands gently on such of the flock as had been seated on them and they, feeling secure in his integrity and strength, nestled contentedly there though they continued to look out on what was taking place from between the imprisonment of his restraining fingers.

Up to that point Ng Hon had been proceeding in a mechanical way for the task of achieving neither one more nor one less of the five thousand steps (which to his somewhat credulous mind constituted the nucleus of the exorcism) imposed a perpetual tax on his attention. Seeing Chi holding the birds, however, he stopped — though he continued at intervals to repeat the number he had reached — for it was unusual to encounter another on those remote tracks and the occurrence had recalled to him a further detail of the prescient counsellor’s injunction.

“Among the several ways of acquiring merit practised by the devout, that of purchasing the ownership of captive slaves and thereupon setting them free, has always been regarded with exceptional favour,” he observed, encouraged by Chi’s respectful poise and also by the consideration that one so meanly garbed was scarcely likely to be inordinate in his expectations. “Positioned as he before you is, such a course would be shallow in the extreme for not only would the cost of a succession of liberated captives be beyond the reasonable outlay of one who formerly achieved a bare livelihood by marketing seasonable delicacies of the reliable “Ng Hon” Brand but the condition of the released serfs, bereft of the rough protection of their former lords and exposed to the vicissitudes of an exacting clime, would be impaired rather than lightened, while, to insert a final cog, owing to the benevolent administration of our uniquely favoured land, there are no slaves or bonded captives on whom to exercise compassion.”

Seeing that the wayfarer who had thus accosted him paused at this stage — partly because the effort of continuous speech was repugnant to one of his ample girth while engaged in unaccustomed exercise, and also to afford the other an opportunity of maintaining his own views in what was being said — Chi’s innate amenity would have impelled him to agree had it not been that Ng Hon’s remarks had left no impression whatever on his senses. This was partly the result of a naturally slow but essentially thorough mental process, though it should not be overlooked that the one who spoke had thoughtlessly retained beneath his tongue the smooth pebble which he had been advised to gnaw as a specific against the pangs of thirst and also that from time to time he repeated the words “two score hundred and seven hand-counts less three,” irrespective of the context involved lest he should lose the tale of his progression. From these various causes Chi was not in a position to contribute any definite argument to what had been advanced and though he opened his mouth when Ng Hon began to speak this was more in accordance with a set habit that he had formed than with any intention of using it as a means of communication. It therefore devolved upon Ng Hon to fill in, as it were, some further detail of the proposal by which he hoped to establish his case to have been of a charitable disposition in life, nor did the appearance of Chi’s still open mouth convey, on that one’s part, an irreconcilable barrier.

“Laying aside therefore the claims — two score hundred and seven hand-counts less three — of fettered slaves or prisoners taken in war as suitable mediums whereby an ordinary person of stunted means may conveniently amass virtue, there must be a variety — two score hundred — of less expensive methods for displaying compassion which it is only reasonable to assume will be taken into proper account when on reaching The Above the necessary balance — seven hand-counts less three — is computed. If helots from alien states, those who have forfeited their liberty in pursuit of aggressive arms and the dusky inhabitants of distant Out Lands — all admittedly of more or less human mould though inevitably on a lower range of mentality than our own — if these, let us say, count to the good, why not the — two score — patient toilers in fields and — hundred — ways, condemned to a — seven hand-counts — life of drudgery, and thus successively on a descending scale — less three — to innocuous denizens of th? wild, snared for their fur or food, and feathered creatures of the air whose existence is a general source of pleasure?”

Had Chi by this time pierced the essential trend of Ng Hon’s cautiously framed advance — which was largely designed to imply that no great amount was to be expected — he would no doubt have freely acquiesced to what the other proposed since it would not have occurred to his simple-hearted mind that anyone might be willing to open his sleeve in return for something that would have cost the one who was acquiescing nothing. But to Ng Hon’s logical and commercially-trained outlook Chi’s continued silence could only imply that in spite of an artless guise he had seen through the obvious device and was prepared to hold out for a substantial consideration.

“No doubt to one of your grasping and parsimonious kind the open market of an important centre like Wu-tang would provide a more profitable outlet for the birds you have to vend than the offer of a chance wayfarer,” he accordingly contended. “Do not lose sight of the contingency, however, that by accepting the seventy-five authentic brass cash which constitute the limit of this one’s charitable impulse to-day you avoid a long and toilsome journey hence, the transaction is on a strictly forthcoming money base, while it is only reasonable to assume that a certain proportion of worthiness will adhere to you as one taking part in a benevolent action.”

Whatever ambiguity had up to this point involved Chi it was wholly dispelled when the profuse-stomached benefactor who had so unexpectedly crossed his path produced a string of money from his well-filled sleeve and measured off the amount indicated. In return for this Chi readily undertook to set free all the captive birds, which he immediately proceeded to do and though he had a momentary difficulty in persuading them to escape to the wild they ultimately consented to fly into an adjacent tree where they remained with the evident intention of learning about what should follow.

Their affairs having reached this climax Ng Hon and Chi, exchanging an appropriate text, resumed their several ways. For an indefinite space of time the latter person, who was gifted with an exceptionally acute sense of hearing, could distinguish the voice of the retired sea-snail merchant telling off the ever increased steps of his progression. . . .

Unbounded was the astonishment that spread through the wood-cutter’s impoverished hut when Chi, negligently observing that each one should exert his pressure in those times of abnormal stress, cast down before them a handful of negotiable cash and immediately enhanced it with another. Even Shang for his most industrious effort had never yet acquired a reckoning in actual coin, but to their united voice regarding his method of procuring gain Chi’s only reply was to the effect that on a distant path he had encountered a mentally-deficient but benevolent stranger, one of protuberant build and undoubted wealth, who had been so favourably disposed by what he who was explaining the circumstance had had to say that it required nothing more than that he should extend his open hands for the other spontaneously to fill them with money.

Upon Sho Ching claiming that to him this “made neither beams, stakes, nor honest brushwood” Chi replied that existence was frequently positioned thus, adding, to set the matter definitely at rest: “Whereunto, is it not luminously affirmed, ‘Any astronomer can accurately foretell the return of an errant comet several cycles ahead, but not even a College of Sages can predict the ultimate outcome of a beggar stepping upon a ripe banana’?”

At about the same gong-stroke on the following day Chi chanced to be again at the crossing of the ways where he had encountered Ng Hon and presently the sustained breathing of one who resolutely progressed, interspersed with an occasional count of the distance achieved, betrayed that the one who had formerly trafficked in salt-water mollusks was approaching. At this Chi blew guardedly between his teeth in a particular way and a cluster of small singing birds, leaving the trees around, settled upon his outstretched hands and permitted themselves to be imprisoned.

Ng Hon expressed some surprise when he recognised who was loitering there but on Chi propounding it as a philosophical theme he was compelled to agree to the syllogism that given an assumed time and a postulated spot there was nothing more remarkable in the one being there when the other approached than in the other approaching while the one was thus positioned. After this, without either actually introducing the matter, the birds that Chi displayed were referred to as deprived of their natural freedom and Ng Hon undertook to purchase liberty for them and by so doing improve his standing with those in the Upper Air, though on this occasion he was unwilling to exceed three-score and five unbroken cash as the limit of his compassion.

When this transaction had been honourably performed and the captive birds released Chi ventured to profess a general interest in Ng Hon’s well-being. In reply to this the one concerned did not deny that he had found his constituents to become increasingly harmonised as he performed his treatment; indeed, on the preceding night he had floated in the middle space more quiescently than had been his wont for a lengthy span and he freely admitted that this might be ascribed to a tranquillity of his fundamental balance as the result of his previous day’s benefaction.

Eventually, under the flattering solicitude that Chi maintained in the other’s continuous progress, added to a not unnatural desire on Ng Hon’s own part for this to be accomplished, it was agreed that on each day throughout the existing moon they should meet there at about the same point of time, the one bringing with him a specified number of captive birds in order to afford the other a suitable occasion for exercising benevolence. In his conscientious zeal that nothing should jeopardise the return to a normal equilibrium of one whom he had now come to regard as worthy of esteem Chi would have set no limits to the duration of this plan but Ng Hon contended that the period he had fixed allowed the Deciding Beings a liberal scope of leisure in which to make up their minds what effect such compassion should have on the course of his disorder. One scruple alone assailed Chi’s punctilious breast, this arising from a chance remark on the other’s part concerning the number of innocent lives that would “in the aggregate” be preserved as the result of his generous action. Without being entirely assured what the alien word Ng Hon had used might imply Chi could not disguise from himself the remote improbability of more than the original band being involved since they had now entered wholeheartedly into the spirit of the novel game and would undoubtedly present themselves time after time for the entertainment of taking part in so gravity-removing a performance, but as Ng Hon had somewhat misguidedly stipulated for a reduction to fifty-five legal cash each transaction on the ground that this was, he declared, a stable requirement, Chi did not find it incumbent on himself to disclose the fallacy.

It has been aptly said that although Destiny is blind it can see through a marble wall, immovable it will outstrip the swiftest horse, and however often a man may turn to avoid pursuit he will in the end walk unheedingly into what has been arranged for his reception. Speaking in a general sense nothing would have seemed more improbable than that two so dissimilar in every way as Ng Hon and Sho Chi should have entered into what has come — from the ambiguity of its exact terms and the difficulty of binding either party to it — to be described as a “high-minded person’s compact” from which has sprung a thriving industry whereby a variety of nature-loving toilers, who might otherwise be forced to lead an idle, profligate, or even criminal life are able to earn a modest sufficiency of taels to this day, while at the same time charitably-disposed but frugal-minded persons are afforded a cheap and convenient means of performing a virtuous act and thereby acquiring merit in every walled city and many stockaded towns and villages of our decorative yet rationally-conducted Empire.

Thereafter, at about the same gong-stroke of measured time, Chi daily bent his footsteps in the direction of the intersecting ways where he was to find Ng Hon and so reliable were the activities of the latter that if he was not already there Chi had no difficulty in tracing his approach by the sonorous note of stress that accompanied his effort. On arriving at the spot it was the erewhile marine gasteropod vendor’s habit to cast himself bodily down upon a suitable expanse of inviting sward and discovering a paper fan from the depth of his voluminous sleeve proceed to assuage his discomfort.

On these occasions Chi would stand respectfully at a short distance away and endeavour to divert Ng Hon’s mind from his immediate case by conversation of a varied and improving nature. It may now be fittingly explained that Chi’s lethargic air and usually preoccupied mien were occasioned more by the absence of those in their restricted community with whom he could suitably converse than by any inadequacy of his own intellectual process. At first these desultory exchanges between the two moved on a remote and philosophical plane, as concerned with the nature of the undefinable, the ultimate limit of immeasurable space, the stability of fundamental equilibrium and the like but gradually as each explored the other’s mind a more concrete and practical aim emerged upon the surface.

The actual occasion when Sho Chi and Ng Hon arrived at a definite if unspecified accord did not take place until a few days before the close of the indicated moon, the latter person having by that time so improved in the state of his normal balance that those who had sympathised with him but a short span of time before now stopped to greet him with expressions of felicitation. Nor did Ng Hon for his part, in the case of those who neglected this courteous form, omit to recount in detail the numerous indications of the malignancy that had until then possessed him nor to point to his recovered powers. In all this Chi freely concurred but when the other spoke of the approaching divergence of their paths — seeing that henceforth there would be no especial need of obtaining any particular excess of celestial credit — he could not forbear diffidently pointing out that there might be another facet of the happening.

“As by the exercise of wise restraint, a settled rule of healthy activity and — above all — resort to a particular line of virtue, you have driven the ill-disposed Forces away, no doubt it will be your benevolent purpose henceforth to disclose to others in like strait the means by which you obtained this freedom?”

“Doubtless,” replied Ng Hon, who now seated upon a fallen tree was refreshing himself from a jar of his own badge of sea-food, “but it might not lie within the circumstances of all to avail themselves of a similar course of treatment.”

“As to that,” suggested Chi, “much might depend on the exact terms in which the recommendation was conveyed to their imagination. It would be almost profane to dispute that the chief ingredient, so to speak, of your happily re-established vigour is to be found in the succour proceeding from important Beings whose clemency has been aroused by your touching display of compassion.”

“Be that how it will,” conceded Ng Hon, to whom the attractive outlook of a really profitable blend of benevolence and commercial enterprise had not yet unfolded its far-reaching vista, “it is scarcely to be thought that aged or infirm persons of either sort would penetrate these wilds in the chance expectation of here encountering one like yourself whose rural activities would enable them to acquire reputation.”

“In the cases to which you sympathetically refer, so arduous a course might be tactfully rendered unnecessary. . . . It has for some time past occurred to a small body of those in a position to operate the supply that for the charitably-disposed section of a community so important as that of Wu-tang to be deprived of an obvious means of exercising compassion whenever it felt the need approaches the magnitude of a public dishonour.”

Without faintly appearing to exhibit any personal concern in the humane sentiment professed, Ng Hon moved his position somewhat — on the pretext of avoiding an inauspicious branch — so that he was able to observe the expression of the one with whom he conversed more directly. He also pressed on Chi a few of the smaller sea-slugs that the interior, or unseen, portion of the jar contained — a mark of attention which had hitherto been lacking.

“Perchance,” he negligently remarked, pausing from time to time as he spoke in order to maintain apathy by making casual attempts to secure a passing winged insect, “perchance the scheme of your liberal-minded friends has reached a sufficiently concrete form for you to indicate its nucleus?”

“The germ, as it might be expressed, would necessarily enshrine the benevolent esteem with which you, and doubtless a few other influential leaders of thought, would regard the haz — philanthropic effort,” was Chi’s gratifying assurance. “Provided a really substantial backing — as it would appear to be sometimes termed — could be secured from those who would speak in set terms of having benefited by such a charitable act (or if not actually themselves, of having encountered those who knew others who had) the group referred to would be emboldened to feel justified in erecting one or more stalls in the public ways and marts, hanging out signs and banners setting forth their claims, making-it-known in the local printed leaves, and establishing their cause by a variety of novel and attractive devices.”

“The suggestion cannot but be a flattering one, inferring as it does that the person who now expounds his commonplace views, together with a select gang of those in whom he confides, would automatically range themselves on the side of benevolence and virtue,” responded Ng Hon, now offering with both hands the jar itself, in which one or two of the larger delicacies still lingered. “It would naturally be the aim of those of us who are endeavouring to foster a more exalted standard of merit-acquiring among the too-often apathetic and frivolous passers-by of Wu-tang, to encourage in an unostentatious and discreet way your far-seeing friends’ praiseworthy effort. . . . At the same time, there might be technical though possibly not unsur-mountable difficulties in the cases of others whose voices it might be thought desirable to sway — this one himself, it should be rigidly understood, standing entirely apart from any material consideration.”

“To dream otherwise would be to pollute the clear well of discrimination at its source,” warmly declared Chi, venturing in an access of loyalty to shake hands with himself respectfully. “As regards more ordinary persons, whose motives though honourable in the extreme are not perhaps distended by such a plethora of refinement, those who are taking the initiative in this enterprise have been heard to suggest that something on the lines of — if this inexperienced earth-tramper has correctly grasped the idiom— ‘a two-and-a-half-score two-and-a-half-score basis.’ Should your disinterested group of friends deem this satisfactory — —”

“Speaking wholly as one who surveys these sordid but no doubt necessary details from a remotely distant cloister, a steadfast undertaking on the two-and-a-half-score two-and-a-half-score scale should be effective in melting any lingering qualms as to the high moral integrity of the project among the bountifully-inspired ring in question. Conceivably one or other of the more commercial-hearted sympathisers might voice an enquiry touching the precise method of computing the gains on which the harmony of the compact is grounded, but such a misgiving would never, on his own initiative, have sullied the mind of the one now offering you the last of these undoubtedly succulent mollusks.”

“The distinction of sharing even the outside of the jar with so notable an eater as the large-stomached Ng Hon is sufficient to appease the appetite of any ordinary person,” politely replied Chi, resolutely pressing back the morsel. “As regards the trivial financial issue it cannot but be regarded as a coincidence of the most assuring portent that those who are interesting themselves in the scheme chanced to remark as this one happened to be passing near that an exact record of all transactions would be kept by means of knotted cords and that these evidences of trustworthiness would at all suitable times be available for your public-spirited body of confederates — or their signet-bearing envoy — to probe in every particular.”

Had Ng Hon been of a covetous-minded blend, with little thought beyond material gain, he might not unreasonably have pursued Chi with further doubts and sought to disparage the prospects of such a venture. It should be a sufficient reply to those envious detractors who have schemed from time to time to assail the high repute of one who devoted the greater part of a proverbially well-spent life to taking an interest in the affairs of others that Ng Hon did not again allude to this design but went on to draw Chi’s attention to the harmonious effect of the various tints presented by a diversity of growth in the scene spread about them. From this, by a natural sequence of thought, the gifted conversationalist went on to compare the opposing styles of some of the most illustrious picture-makers of remote times, instancing the disastrous results of a too consummate perfection of art, as in the case of Lao Han who depicted dragon flies so faithfully that all his best canvases are marred by blank spaces where individual insects have taken to flight at a subsequent period, and the then almost unknown Liu Sun who died in a state of regrettable want through stubbornly refusing to paint anything but his unsurpassable lotus buds, which, however, invariably passed to maturity and faded before Liu Sun could find a purchaser.

In this agreeable manner the time sped imperceptibly away until Ng Hon was reminded that it was necessary to resume his interrupted paces. It might have been thought that Chi experienced some regret since nothing would appear to have been definitely settled, but when he afterwards blew through his teeth and began to instruct the assembled birds in their simple parts he had no appearance of being unduly devoid of satisfaction.

Nobody has ever yet succeeded in explaining how or exactly where the rumour began to spread throughout Wu-tang that in view of impending events of a calamitous trend (which in the imagination of some took the form of a swarm of migratory dragons and with others was represented by a depreciation of the currency) those who were at all undecided about the nature of their standing in the Upper World would do well to establish further merit. In this connection it was freely stated that bounteousness towards all kinds of creatures on an inferior plane would be taken into account and the cases of several leading personages of good repute (as well as one or two minor officials) who had experienced a definite assuagement of distressing symptoms as the result of slight acts of benevolence towards creatures of the wild were passed from mouth to mouth with expanding details. So great became the press to succour and befriend neglected and imperilled things of every sort that a multitude of sore and discarded dogs and other outcast scavengers of the town that had hitherto led a blissful and carefree life about the public ways fled to the hills for safety.

It was at this period, when consideration towards the most insignificant forms of life was rife that Chi took his stand at an angle of the two chief routes with a stall supporting a cage in which were imprisoned a variety of forest birds adaptable to the sleeve of every grade of bystander. It was understood that these were suitable for food — either after being stewed in ajar or roasted on a skewer — as companions of an agreeable sort when attached to the wrist by a flexible cord, or to produce notes of a rich and well-sustained range if blinded by. means of a red-hot wire and confined in a narrow compass. To those whose requirements were for any of these needs Chi would courteously reply that at that particular beat of time he was wholly destitute of birds conforming to this description, earlier customers having bought and set free much of his stock in order to preserve them from so pitiable a fate and thereby to register compassion. At this, one passing would haply break in with testimony of the efficiency of such an act and if he who had come on a quest did not remain to perform a similar rite he would be regarded with sombre looks by those around as a very hardened wrong-doer.

Chi himself offered the best testimony of the value of such a course by spontaneously halving the price of any bird to be liberated then and there, whereby, as he readily explained, sharing in the act of clemency on what he had heard (he said) was known among the profound as “a two-and-a-half-score two-and-a-half-score basis.” By these and similar means his entire store of birds had been released before the time of middle rice so that he was able to return to the woods and taking up his willing coadjutors at the appointed spot again be back at the meeting of the ways in time for the leisured-class traffic.

So firmly established in public esteem did this simple and practical form of praiseworthiness become that Chi soon found it unnecessary to describe his wares as suitable for the bowl, the wrist, or of being imprisoned to provide melody and this dissolved his last remaining vestige of concern since hitherto, in spite of the excessive care he took, there had always been the shadowy chance that some clay-souled niggard might actually submit what he had bought to one of these disagreeable uses. Henceforth his stall left no room for doubt concerning the charitable object of the display, an attractively-embroidered sign, which bore a representation of fire-breathing demons devouring those who had neglected to perform good actions, being inscribed as follows:

SHO CHI

The Original Benevolent-Opportunity Provider

Acquire merit with the least possible outlay at Sho Chi’s commodious mart where a unique assortment of humane bargains are always at the service of the shallow-sleeved or thrifty-minded.

Slight acts of virtue may be performed for as little as 99 cash (down); notable feats of benevolence up to 10 taels 50,

A generous reduction on really important propitiations.

“A quiet conscience is more to be esteemed than the sound of many pieces of silver jingling together.”

HLANG TSU.



As the fame of Sho Chi’s extremely acceptable method of accruing lustre on such reasonable terms was noised about, the one concerned soon found it expedient to enlarge his stall and presently to erect others in suitable positions. Under his ruling thumb Shang, Shin and Nung were pressed into the enterprise and taught the correct manner. These, together with Sho Ching himself, though now eager to conform to all that Chi required and willing to share his prosperity, could never entirely divest themselves of a sense of injury that the one among themselves whom they had held in such slight account should be in a position to supply their deficiencies.

At about this period Chi almost entirely laid aside the iron drum and copper bell by which he had been accustomed to attract the compassionate in order to devote himself wholly to the supply side of the undertaking. So proficient in their willing task did some of his flock become that several of the most highly gifted birds were disposed of to the credit-seeking, humanely released and observed to fly away to their native haunts with every indication of delight at the unexpected liberation, met by Chi at their appointed tryst and returned to the cage again to bring a glow of self-satisfaction to yet another bent on good deeds — no less than four times during the span of an ordinary working period. Is it to be wondered at that the occasional competitor who, attracted by Chi’s fame, sought to repeat that one’s progress should presently throw up his hands in despair, exclaiming, “How is it achievable for one who must ensnare his stock by patient and exacting toil to withstand against another who has only to blow through his concave teeth for a surfeit of commodity to throng his bankrupt standing?” (Sho Chi is spoken of in contemporary bamboo slips as one of the earliest exponents of successful disposalment. In the course of an after-rice address before the Wu-tang Assembly of Self-Proclaimers his testimony is outlined thus: “Noise, by whatever means produced, is an indication of activity. To the correctly-poised passer-by the rebound, so to speak, of something going on is a healthful impulse to divert his feet in order to find out what the turmoil may be about and, if feasible, to take part in it. Now for a brief beat of time withdraw your distinguished thoughts to a consideration of the behaviour of a cloud of winged insects in the presence of a newly-baited fly-parchment. Of the hundred that draw near only a score may alight but of these a hand-count become inextricably entangled in the attraction. . . .”)

Scrupulously on the first day of each new moon Chi sought the dignified residence of Ng Hon and after the exchange of a few seasonable compliments the one who had come produced his tale of knotted cords and pressed on the other the acceptance of a bag of silver. The no-longer merchant never attempted to conceal his embarrassed surprise at this and protested that he had done nothing to deserve so unlooked-for an offering but it did not escape Chi’s well-arranged eyes that in handing back the bunch of knotted cords Ng Hon took the opportunity to appraise them closely, nor could he divest himself of a well-founded belief that if he neglected the formality his occupation would automatically cease to prosper.

Towards those of his immediate circle who in the seclusion of an inner room might speak in a vein not absolutely enthusiastic touching his methods, Chi never found it necessary to extend any concurrence. Seeing that he himself had advanced to a position of reposeful ease, the wants of ancestral shades for several generations back handsomely supplied and his existing kin all provided with a lucrative choice of not unattractive callings, one (whom he did not further describe) allotted an agreed share of the divisible excess, the local and imperial dues loyally discharged in full (or else a mutually satisfactory arrangement made with the collecting officials), an ever-increasing throng of sympathetically-disposed persons incited to acquire merit and a cheap and convenient means put within their grasp by which this could be assured regularly, the recording deities gratified by an unprecedented flood of entries for their tablets from a place not hitherto prominent for munificence, and, to indent a final notch, a thoroughly deserving and laborious staff of birds (ever Chi’s chief concern) cared for in their present need and secure against the vicissitudes of old age and nature’s failings — wherein, on the face of this attainment, could it be rationally maintained that anything had been done which was not worthy of acclamation?


THE STORY OF THE POET LAO PING, CHUN SHIN’S DAUGHTER FA, AND THE FIGHTING CRICKETS
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WHEN CHUN SHIN, the lottery promoter, incurred the enmity of certain powerful subterranean Beings by diverting a watercourse in order to nourish the soil of his afflicted orchard his interests ceased to prosper. It was doubtless owing to this indiscretion that he dwindled in the esteem of many to whom he had sold tickets for the attractive ventures by which he sought to benefit those of the community who blended an occasional spice of enterprise with their usual painstaking thrift; for, as he was accustomed to point out very reasonably, how else could one account for the persistence with which those who had purchased winning numbers proved to be strangers living in remote and inaccessible provinces? When, however, an influential mandarin who had been induced to bestir himself about these activities by the volume of complaint, privately secured all the chances in the disposal of a richly-embroidered coffin cloth and still failed to obtain the prize, Chun Shin recognised that the malignant Forces arrayed against him were too formidable for an ordinary person to withstand. Only by immediate flight would it be possible to shake off the discreditable persecution and baffle their insatiable venom. With this resolve Chun Shin melted inconspicuously out of the town where he had suffered so unworthy a rebuff only a short gong-stroke before the spear-men of the mandarin concerned assailed his outer gate. It was inevitable that in these circumstances he should leave behind a variety of unsettled matters, which under a more leisurely process he would have been able to arrange to the satisfaction of most of those concerned, but he took with him all that he conveniently could and chief among these possessions must be esteemed his daughter, Fa, who on account of the natural grace of all her attitudes has been justly called the Dusky Dragon-fly among Water Lilies.

Let it be said that the drastic course which Chun Shin adopted was justified up to the sword-guard. In a distant city, there proclaiming himself to be Shun Chin, he again hung out a sign and embarked upon new undertakings, equally benevolent in scope but somewhat differently-arranged from those of his previous venture. That these precautions were successful in, so to speak, deflecting any pursuing demons from the betraying perfume, was plainly shown by the fact that thereafter Shun Chin’s prospects flourished, though it is not denied that at a later date a somewhat similar imprudence attracted the hostility of a second band of evil Forces, necessitating yet another flight to a still further place and the renewed modification of his harmonious name in order to be able to carry on his sympathetic calling.

Fa was indeed very beautiful, but who would attempt to describe in spoken words the combined effect of the full sky lantern rising upon a glade of majestic cypress trees, the simultaneous discharge of a practically inexhaustible supply of coloured fireworks and the sustained interest of an evenly balanced wrestling conflict? All these impressions the one alluded to could — and frequently did — convey in a single glance: let it suffice that ill-disposed persons who encountered Fa while invading her father’s place of commerce with threats of vengeance for something which they regarded as not altogether honourably arranged, invariably left bowing profusely and carrying away several complete sets of tickets in any forthcoming lotteries. Fa herself, as unassuming as she was symmetrical, specifically denied any particular merit in bringing this about. All that she had done, she was wont to say, was to display uprightness in an appropriate setting.

Prominent among those who were attracted to Fa’s side when they were now established in Yuen-yang was Sze Chang, an elderly magician. On account of his wealth and admitted powers Shun Chin found no difficulty in receiving Sze Chang with effusion but in spite of her unbounded sense of filial duty it was with a tincture of revolt that Fa one day learned from her revered father’s lips of his intention to accept betrothing gifts on her account from the one whom, in the emotionalism of the instant, she referred to as “this physically obsolete and mentally bald-headed necromancer.”

“In the length and breadth of a populous city, computed by the latest official guess to enclose seven-score thousand persons — one half presumably of the other sort — could no more agreeable partner than an effete but at the same time libidinous wizard be found for one who has never yet failed in her devotion?” lamented Fa with morose resentment.

“Sze Chang is both rich and influential, nor in the circumstances should the probability of his early Up Passing tinge your outlook with despair,” replied Shun Chin, falling back on his not too highly refined stock of cunning. “As his lesser one you would be able to eat to repletion every day and who among the most exclusive tea-givers of Yuen-yang would forbear to extend the hand of equality to one who could have them transformed into venerable she-goats or furnished with humiliating tails if her claims were slighted?”

“There are other things beyond a continual surfeit of roast pork when a certain stage of intellectual development has been attained, nor to a person of advanced literary views are the tea-tables of Yuen-yang particularly enticing,” was Fa’s lofty contention. “As was so applicably set forth at the heading of one of your most successful lottery announcements, esteemed sire: ‘He who stands a chance of drawing a winning number is already half way on the road to affluence’.”

“The analogy is a little strained,” maintained Shun Chin, “and more to the point is the sage precept, ‘A wise man knows what he wants from the outset but an ill-balanced woman only after she has obtained something quite different.’ Since this subject has, as it were, risen to an apex between us, who is the by no means unpicturesque young man that for the greater part of the last moon has contributed to our deplorably scanty means by repeatedly hazarding small sums of money upon invariably losing ventures?”

“The one you probably have in mind may perhaps be Lao Ping, a much esteemed poet among those who appreciate the finer shades of contemporary literature,” suggested Fa, after conscientiously ruffling her usually jade-like brow in sustained effort. “Without actually observing his presence here this person has been casually aware for some time past that he has occasionally affected your not really attractive Hall of a Thousand Lucky Chances — doubtless in the hope of there encountering a favourable inspiration.”

“Doubtless,” repeated Shun Chin in courteous assent, “and the circumstance that what might be regarded as a favourable inspiration has invariably been waiting for him on the mat of the outer door need not complicate our outlook. The fundamental issue hinges on whether the individual concerned is in a position to support at least one wife — not omitting, perchance, an occasional helpful gesture in the direction of a momentarily embarrassed legal parent.”

“As to that,” replied Fa, with broad-minded confidence in one whom she accounted, “Lao Ping’s immortal lines entitled, ‘Falling Petals of a Prematurely Blooming Cherry Tree, seen through the Opalescent Drizzle of an Unseasonable Snow Storm,’ have only recently been crowned with a laurel wreath by the Yuen-yang Advanced Circle of Stop-short Verse Makers. So successfully is the underlying principle of projected action maintained in this pulse-stirring epic of stop-short measure that for several beats of time after the actual words have ceased it is impossible not to feel continuous snow flakes melting on one’s cheek and to see further drifts of petals being whirled — —”

“Assuredly,” agreed Shun Chin, regarding the dial of a gong-stroke indicator with scarcely politely-disguised concern, “and it cannot be too widely known that the choicer varieties of early fruit should be protected against such happenings. But as to the practical results of our agreeable conversation, we have disclosed nothing more substantial than a wreath of some decorative foliage. The occasion would no doubt be a gratifying one but the actual sustenance afforded by a handful of aromatic leaves — except to creatures of a lower racial order than either of the two chiefly involved — must be regarded as negligible.”

“The reference to species of a lower part is not unapt, for that description might well be applied to some who keep their eyes steadfastly fixed on the material ground to the exclusion of all loftier ambitions,” was Fa’s high-spirited reply, for the trend of Shun Chin’s no-enthusiasm towards Lao Ping was beginning to corrode the polished surface of her refinement. “Of those who are not earthbound by sordid considerations of unclean gain it is well said: ‘Better a dish of husks to the accompaniment of a muted lute than to be satiated with stewed shark’s fin and rich spiced wine of which the cost is frequently mentioned by the provider’.”

“More appropriate in the circumstances is the equally concise maxim, ‘The face of a husband changes according to each passing mood but the weight of a piece of gold is the same both night and morning’,” cast back Shun Chin unpleasantly. “Let this suffice, O contumacious Fa: If Pao Ling — —”

“Lao Ping! omniscient head,” besought Fa in well-arranged distress. “Contort as you will your own unsightly name but leave unsullied in its flowing rhythm one that is destined to be inscribed in characters of gold in Fame’s imperishable Temple.”

“If Ping Ling,” continued the really outrageous Shun, now throwing off all pretence of polite restraint towards one whose literary manner of life was offensive to his own gross nature; “if Ling Ping aspires to ally himself with a Line that has never been backward in coming forward when a speculative issue was involved he must evince his metal. Let him table the winning insect in the great annual fighting cricket display to be held here a moon hence and no barrier will be raised against your mutual hopes. Should he fail in this, or (as the prudent onlayer would unhesitatingly predict) decline the proffered test, an unostentatious but strictly binding ceremony will unite you with the infatuated Sze Chang on the following morning. In the meanwhile it would be well to assemble the usual sufficiency of robes with that event in view for on this occasion your precise but ever-indulgent father assuredly has spoken.”

With these forbidding words Shun Chin passed on to arrange the hidden mechanism of his gaming tables for the day, leaving Fa involved in a very complicated state of virtuous despair towards the outcome of this abrupt arisement.

In order to make it clear to an assembly whose martial spirit would disdain such second-hand joys as looking on while hired deputies or even irrational beasts contend for supremacy, let it be freely admitted that among the leisurely of Yuen-yang tedium-dispelling had at this epoch fallen to a very distressing level.

The year before the one in which the events of this lamentably ill-told and extremely commonplace narrative took place, the occupation of laboriously adjusting interescting words to conform to a series of admittedly ambiguous signs had been what in a confessedly harsh and inexpressive tongue was described as “the complete frenzy.” Preceding that had been a season when the component parts of irregularly-severed depictions of actual scenes had to be pieced together to restore their despoiled effect.

There had also been periods when domestic guardians of the home, trained to pursue a fictitious prey, had achieved this “frenzy;” when to stand one on either side an arranged board and there to strike an insignificant sphere of resilient pith by successive blows until one or the other wearied of the contest, enticed the throng; when amassing defaced fragments of adhesive paper that had achieved their legitimate end was held to be worthy of pursuit, or inducing a responsive spool to mount a dependent cord, or the task of inserting promiscuous words among sentences deprived of their inherent drift, those judged successful being rewarded by a charge imposed on all the others — these and a thousand other trivial beguilements (which could more fittingly have been delegated to attending slaves) had passed in breathless succession. Now, as Shun Chin’s assertive challenge sufficiently disclosed, contests between fighting crickets had for some time been the entire delirium.

In a simple and unsophisticated age such a trial would have involved no particular injustice. Lao Ping would doubtless have collected a suitable team of insects from about his own domestic hearth and having invoked the assistance of every available ancestral spirit (each no less concerned in the outcome than himself) would have entered into the contest on an equality with all the others. Admittedly there must exist among the normal tribe of these creatures exceptional crickets, even as in a community of average persons strong men occur to whom the lifting of unwieldy loads or the bursting if incredible chains present no hardship, but who is to say that Lao Ping’s fireside should not have harboured its just share of prodigies? So commercialised, however, had become this once primitive and guileless sport, since its adoption as a popular frenzy, that no ordinary insect, fresh from its innocent native hearth, would have stood the most shadowy chance of conquering. The art and practice of training promising crickets for the circle (as the enclosed space in which they strove was familiarly termed) had become the profession and the livelihood of a community of wily experts who not only sought to impart strength and endurance to their docile band but even went so far as to initiate them into every variety of delusive guile and questionable stratagem. Famous crickets of proved skill and authentic strain were esteemed not by their weight in gold but against their cubic capacity of rubies. Even those, of either sort, who by age or disablement were no longer fit to compete still lent their activities to the strife, for in every issue of The Fighting Cricket’s Makeknown and Wrestling Locust’s Proclaimer — the official printed leaf of the controlling Board — there might be seen, side by side with claims of miraculous unguents to strengthen failing limbs, infallible charms to ward off defeat, and predictions (“direct from the cricket’s antennae”) for impending events, announcements stating that for a reasonable amount former champions would consort with a limited number of suitable insects of the other sort in the expectation of, as it were, engendering future winners.

It was into this dubious beneath-world of sport that Shun Chin was craftily enticing Lao Ping for what, divested of its extraneous gloss, constituted an encounter between the uninformed, sincere-hearted poet and an insidious magician, with the now distracted hand of the Dusky Dragon-fly among Water Lilies suspended in the balance.

The outcome in any case could scarcely be in doubt but an added detail reveals Shun Chin’s duplicity in even more sombre colours. For some time past Sze Chang had been deeply immersed in a system of profiting by his unique ability to foresee results and in pursuit of extended gains he had now secretly acquired a half interest in a much-famed cage of fighting crickets. Thus, as part-owner of that champion cup-lifter Valiant Tiger of Yuen-yang the Eleventh he could command the services of a hitherto unbeaten insect.

As the opening day of the great annual fighting cricket contest drew near there was less disposition among the casual and inactive of Yuen-yang to engage in settled toil than to assemble at convenient angles of the ways and there exchange rumours from -the various leading insect pens and discuss what they referred to as “the unevens.” In more reputable quarters of the city a similar scene was being enacted behind closed doors for while every prominent owner spoke explicitly of his own success and contemptuously of rivals, each one secretly feared some untoward surprise and the dramatic appearance at the circle-side of what in their cryptic idiom they called a “sombre cricket.” Thus may be described one pair of the four persons with whose activities it is being sought to beguile an over-indulgent throng of over-tolerant listeners — Shun Chin and the magician Sze Chang. The other, Lao Ping and Fa herself, though no less deeply concerned, maintained a more dignified exterior.

“Yet by what unforeseen stroke of destiny will it be possible to elude the clay-souled Sze Chang in the end, seeing that he is now known to be the owner of Valiant Tiger the Eleventh, while you, O my romantic but fatally impractical one! have neglected to provide yourself with even a remote outsider?” lamented Fa, when they were come together on the eve of the opening day of the trials. “Admittedly, to maintain an inflexible upper lip is in the best traditions of our unemotional race, but to betray no interest whatever in a contest of which she herself is, so to speak, the core, does not fill this one’s heart with a suffusion of rapture.”

“Yet is it not said, ‘Whatever else, a voice raised in the market-place is not disclosing where gold is stored, but the dog that would retain his bone shuns observation?’ Surrounded as we are by the eyes and ears of jealous competitors at every turn it would have been indiscreet to risk even a hint up to now, but the time has come when you at least may share the knowledge.” With these auspicious words Lao Ping withdrew from the inner recesses of his sleeve an insignificant box of thin wood, such as is carried by habitual users of opium pipes to contain their tinder, and opening it displayed to Fa’s bewildered eyes a considerably more than average size cricket but one showing no particular lines of form and of incredibly venerable aspect.

“Behold the destined vanquisher of the yet unconquerable Valiant Tiger of Yuen-yang!” he declared with inoffensive pride. “Justly called ‘Spirit of Bygone Mettle’.”

In a restricted sense the name is not inept since a definite air of antiquity is the insect’s most prominent feature,” declared Fa when she was able to control her emotions. “Alas, my idealistic but utterly preposterous lover, what revengeful shade is luring you on to a climax that can only involve us both in unseemly derision? — for when once this elderly survival is seen in the circle it will be freely said that this time the inspired Lao Ping has produced a stop-short line that will assuredly go no further.”

“Had it been an ordinary cricket — —”

“The word is well chosen,” interposed Fa, not tó be denied the full expression of her inner feelings, “for without claiming to be an adept this person has not been thrust into the society of those who frequent her venerated father’s ambiguously-conducted gambling den without acquiring some knowledge of the various points essential to a successful cricket — of which this truly remarkable example is the pronounced antithesis. Devoid of both agility and strength how should he for a single beat of time resist the onslaught of Valiant Tiger of Yuen-yang the Eleventh — whose opening stroke is to leap on to an unprepared antagonist’s back and bite off both his hind legs with a single movement?”

“Beasts have what constitutes their value outside their frames, men theirs within, and the quality of an insect that is of other than mere earthly mould cannot be assessed by material standards,” replied Lao Ping with some aloofness.

“Other than of earthly mould!” wonderingly exclaimed Fa, to whom supernatural occurrences were, of course, by no means unknown though so far none had actually come under her own observation. “Can it be possible — —”

“Let it suffice that the cunningly assumed shape now in your lotus hand disguises the identity of this person’s remote ancestor Lao Lo-wing, a very celebrated minstrel of the Second Dynasty to whose tutelary shade the one who is explaining the facts had addressed an admonitory ode of considerable vigour. Therein it was pointed out how serious the consequences would be, both to himself and to all of our ancient race in The Above if, as the outcome of this unworthy test, out attenuated Line became extinct leaving none to transmit offerings.”

“Why should that of necessity arise?” persuasively enquired Fa, at the same time affectionately straightening out the uneven extremity of Lao Ping’s artistically-looped pig-tail, after she had somewhat hastily returned the lethargic form of the transmigrated Lao Lo-wing to his receptacle, “for surely among the inner chambers of a congested centre like Yuen-yang there must be many other maidens far more ornamentally-outlined than the deformed object now before you. Any one of these would doubtless leap forward at the chance — —”

“This is not the time to pursue a line of arguable hypothesis to an indeterminate conclusion, for, as a distinguished lyrist of a bygone age has reasonably maintained, a person is either apprehensive of the eventual outcome or else his claims to recognition are below the normal if he is reluctant to submit the issue to an unqualified decision. Inspired by a yearning that transcends adequate expression except in the form of a sonnet this one has closed with your honourable father’s extremely offensive challenge, but should the result leave him bereft of you, adorable Fa, he will unhesitatingly choose some picturesque method of self-ending rather than exist merely for the sordid purpose of providing a largely self-seeking group of over-indulgent ancestors with a continuous line of succession.”

As the conversation seemed to be tending towards a specific development that was incongruous to a nature so delicately refined as hers, Fa suitably indicated that the moment had now arrived when her retiring feet must turn in a homeward direction. Nor to this did Lao Ping raise any dissent for, as he pointed out, there was still much he ought to do towards influencing a favourable decision. Joss sticks could be usefully burned before the shrines of any Beings amenable to the attraction of a sporting hazard; imprecatory fireworks might have some effects on the nerves of rivals crickets, while suitably composed maledictions deriding the pretensions and exposing the unworthy aims of other competitors must surely carry weight. Regarded from any angle an industrious night was before Lao Ping: the one disturbing thought being that everyone else concerned was employed in precisely the same manner.

The earlier days of the ever-popular Yuen-yang Annual Assembling were devoted to contests of inferior rank wherein ambitious but unknown insects could, as it were, work their way up by successive tiers to the position of being matched against recognised fighters. Certain of the latter, indeed, were not required to take part in the initial series of contests at all, it being automatically assumed that they must necessarily have triumphed. Thus Valiant Tiger of Yuen-yang the Eleventh would not be called upon to enter the circle before the last two days, though to retain again the coveted Porcelain Badge he would then have to defend his claim against every surviving cricket.

The appearance of Spirit of Bygone Mettle had been greeted with the melted austerity and gravity removing jests that Fa had predicted for it, but these had gradually given way to distressed surprise and, later, even a begrudging regard as the derided outsider sluggishly emerged victorious from each successive encounter. For this result he relied not so much on any actual skill or physical superiority as upon a strict adherence to a method of belligerency that was new and completely baffling to every opponent. (Searching the ancient bamboo records at a later period Fa realised that Lao Lo-wing’s manner of combat had been the accepted style in the classic days of the Second Dynasty — the supine or shun-as-best-can system, since become a lost art and forgotten.) This consisted of withdrawing as much as possible into himself and presenting an inert bulk of impenetrable hide upon which the inexperienced vainly shattered both self-control and vigour. Nothing that the most crafty assailant might contrive would induce the patriarch to expose so much as the fringe of a single eyelid until he was assured that a condition of exhaustion had been produced, whereat he rolled bodily upon the prostrate and demoralised antagonist and quickly stifled him beneath the obese mass that constituted his one asset.

It was in vain that distracted trainers sought by word or sign to direct a change of strategy into their charge’s methods. The sight of that yielding and apparently helpless form was an irresistible magnet to their reckless undoing.

After each combat Lao Ping, under the directing hand of Fa, carefully anointed the apathetic champion’s joints with a special oil that was greatly esteemed among the discerning. Anxiously they examined his surface for any marks of stress or strain but “Ancient Bygone,” as he was now familiarly greeted among onlookers, seemed to possess an immunity from serious hurt that nourished their expectation. Emerging from his seventeenth strife nothing beyond a few torn scales, the obscuration of one eye, and the missing extremity of a single foot marked his victorious passage.

Thus may the position be divulged when the last and culminating stage of the assembling arrived. Some trivial outside engagements remained to be decided during the earlier gong-strokes of the day but these had no influence on the great event — the destination of the Porcelain Badge and the right to be styled “Unconquerable” that went with it. For this supreme honour the only two unbeaten crickets would contend — Valiant Tiger of Yuen-yang the Eleventh and Spirit of Bygone Mettle — and the whole period of no-light, if necessary, would be devoted to the encounter. Lao Ping professed to have no qualms whatever about the outcome and he even ventured all his possessions — including whatever he might receive for some yet unwritten sets of verses — upon the result but Fa, who had observed the portents with a more experienced eye, counselled moderation. She had watched Sze Chang closely whenever Ancient Bygone’s winning number was proclaimed and had seen that the magician did not appear unduly crestfallen.

“The morally-tainted sorcerer is undoubtedly retaining something within his sleeve,” she argued from this. “It would be well to keep in mind the sage admonition: ‘Though you bind a fallen enemy both hand and foot yet he can still follow you with curses’.”

There is another timely precept that exhorts caution— “On the end of the chop-stick is not in the mouth” — and the truth of this simple apothegm revealed itself to Fa with benumbing force a period later when she stood in the Hall of a Thousand Lucky Chances directing arrangements for the middle-part-of-the-day gathering. Hearing her name spoken in a faltering voice she turned to find Lao Ping by her side and the normality of his hastily-assumed garb told her at once that something of a highly distressing nature must have happened.

“Speak quickly and that to a sharply pointed end,” she urged, “but control your expressive voice so that none may suspect its tenor. Spirit of —— ?”

“It is even as you have guessed,” replied Lao Ping. “The Ancient Bygone has all but Passed Up. The Umit of his capability is to lie inert and gasp; he could not even roll over upon an exhausted adversary.”

“Unclean work has been astir here,” declared Fa with concentrated feeling. “Nothing could exceed the high spirits in which the Venerable disposed of his last opponent. This undoubtedly concerns Sze Chang who was seated in one of the most expensive retained benches by the circle side and may well have taken an opportunity to cast the Baleful Glance as he left the enclosure.”

“To produce him as the challenger would be to court — —”

“The situation calls for alert thinking of a highly concentrated type, and you, adored one, would do well to return and endeavour to sustain the stricken patriarch at any hazard,” was Fa’s capable decision. “Keep him, so to speak, going for the next few gong-strokes and some expedient may yet emerge. Try the stimulating effect of reciting the Analectic Odes of the Second Dynasty, interspersed with minute portions of undiluted rice spirit given through a straw should he seem in danger of sinking. Do not altogether despair, beloved . . . the spot whereon we stand contains the germ of a dimly-formed inspiration.”

With these encouraging words Fa shook hands with herself hurriedly and passed on, leaving Lao Ping far from settled among his private feelings.

“We are standing by the central table on the raised dais where the culminating issue will be fought, and beneath the hanging lantern of fifteen lights that will shed a revealing brilliance on the extinction of our hopes,” considered Lao Ping morosely. “It is very much to be feared that the blow has disturbed the balance of Fa’s essential equipoise if she can find anything inspiring in the position.”

Meanwhile, however, Fa had reached a secluded glen of natural growth, where, as she had chanced to learn, it was Sze Chang’s daily wont to resort at about that time in order to disperse the heavier feelings of his midday rice by continuous gentle motion. Anxiously awaiting his approach, she did not fail to admire meanwhile the harmonious result attained by the tempered light of day filtering through an elaborate tracery of quietly fluttering leaves stirred by a perfumed breeze, while the varied notes of unseen birds of the more melodious sorts heightened the sense of refinement. From this entrancing scene Fa was abruptly recalled by the methodical breathing of one as he drew near, and after being satisfied that this was indeed the unscrupulous seer, she suitably arranged herself on a convenient bank and shrouding her face beneath a fold of the cloak she wore, raised a voice of graceful bitterness.

“How unendurable is the position of a person who by the vicissitudes of fate is condemned to a detested lot! Why should the one who is speaking, owing to an irrational father’s unbecoming whim, be on the point of an abhorrent alliance with a penurious and intellectually moth-eaten writer of third-rate verse when she had long in secret fixed her hopes on the congenial image of a profound philosopher, who in addition to being in every way a more trustworthy guide would have been able to satisfy her most fanciful ambitions? O unattainable Sze Chang, how should you have allowed yourself to become enticed — —” but at this point an incautious exclamation of senile delight warned Fa that she was not alone and a moment later the one foreseen reached the edge of the clearing.

“Alas,” she bewailed, looking vainly round for some way by which it would not be possible to escape, “even in this sequestered spot is it not feasible to give way to a high-minded despair without having one’s most cherished confidences extorted? Whoever you may be who approach, graciously avert your magnanimous eyes and do not seek to resolve the identity of one — —”

“Yet there is no occasion for distress and this moves to an auspicious end, for he whom you seek to shun is no other than the one who has admittedly gained your approval.”

“Sze Chang himself! — can it be?” was wrung from Fa in enhanced confusion. “This transcends all possible varieties of shame, that one of the other sort should hear his own name — —’

“Restrain your profuse display of becoming delicacy — at least to a more convenient time — since the Sze Chang whom you now perceive is equally disposed towards such a union.”

“Yet the unsurmountable barrier of a venerated father’s spoken word —— ?” lamented Fa, not indisposed to lay aside a really adequate portrayal of maidenly reserve as the moments sped on in which she must accomplish her despairing mission. “Surely it cannot have escaped your profoundly well-informed ears that if at the final test Lao Ping’s entry should prevail —— ? Spirit of Bygone Mettle has hitherto proved unconquerable.”

“Have no fear on that score either,” replied Sze Chang with ill-disguised assurance; “the Ancient Bygone will never again enter the prize-circle. Since matters are thus and thus between us there is no harm in admitting now that this person also was possessed by some uneasiness as to Valiant Tiger’s ability to outlast so unorthodox a strategist. To remedy this obvious injustice he therefore took the opportunity last night to slip the Baleful Glance across Lao Ping’s resuscitated hope as it was reclining at ease after the final encounter. To-day, Spirit of Bygone Mettle will be in no condition to meet an aggressive caterpillar.”

“The Baleful Glance!” exclaimed Fa, so distraught that she even seized the magician’s talismanic robe in the extremity of her well-arranged emotion; “what contradiction of terms is here that you should thus describe the cause of a state of incredible vivacity? Learn that since last night so intensified an animation has possessed that torpid worm as to add to his natural tactics a hitherto unsuspected energy. Already he has eaten several of his practising accomplices, bitten a hand that sought to caress, and now the insufferable Lao Ping freely boasts that in the Bygone he owns the coming Middle Kingdom Agate Belt holder. If you doubted for Valiant Tiger before, now is the time to compose his epitaph.”

“What you say is very surprising in view of the unfailing efficacy of this one’s Baleful Glance,” muttered Sze Chang, palpably at a loss how next to proceed. “Never before has it been known to miss blighting a recipient.”

“In that case it would be well to consider what sort of a glance was actually bestowed,” reasonably suggested Fa; “for chancing to look up at about the time concerned this one surprised from your expressive eyes an ardent shaft that was the reverse of an imprecation. If the, as it were, afterglow of this approving message remained may it not be that instead of the Baleful Glance you really conferred on the offensive slug something in the nature of a Gladdening Welcome?”

“This comes of attempting to do two things at once and clearly shows the inexpedience of mingling business and affection,” lamented Sze Chang with very little left of his usual assertive manner. “In passing from one object to another this incapable wizard obviously forgot to change the expression of his face with the deplorable result that Spirit of Bygone Mettle is now infused with new life and pugnacity. Valiant Tiger may henceforth be regarded as little better than so much cold insect.”

“Unless,” prompted Fa in a voice of significant import, “to Valiant Tiger’s admitted strength and thrust there should be united a more than insectile restraint and cunning.”

“You are informing this person!” was Sze Chang’s not very choice assent, for the disclosure of his ineptitude had shaken his essential balance. “But that is wherein the Tiger notably falls short and no amount of guidance has ever yet been able to correct his tendency to rush the issue. Could he be disciplined to play a waiting game he could still engage that one on equal ground and beat him.”

“And why should this not be?” demanded Fa with inspiring fervour. “You, as a powerful magician, have admitted powers. Is it not within your scope to assume any form at will and conform to it?”

“To a certain extent that can readily be done,” replied Sze Chang. “In the case of the larger carnivora it is not always easy either to get in, so to speak, or to get out, but apart from these — —”

“No such difficulty confronts you here. Invest yourself for the short time required with the outward semblance of Valiant Tiger and take his place, thereby uniting with his physical agility your own tempered resource and the outcome is certain.”

Although in the progress of a long and well-spread life Sze Chang had played many unusual parts it was undeniable that for a few beats of time he wavered.

“There are no practical obstacles in the way of such a course it is true;” he declared; “but for one who has always observed a certain standard of things which are and are not done there is an element of reluctance. Where an honorary distinction such as the Porcelain Badge is at stake would it be quite — —”

“Before the inviolable word is said,” interposed Fa adroitly, “consider rather the authority of the prevalent text, ‘In matters of affection and military stress there is no such thing as compunction’.”

“It is well recalled,” conceded Sze Chang, “and were it not — —”

“ ‘Were-it-not and If and But were three brothers who lost their way in a wood, looking for a door to get out by’,” retorted Fa disdainfully. “It is very plain how the matter stands. At the cost of a trifling personal inconvenience for a short gong-stroke or so a coveted honour and a camel-load of facile silver lie within your grasp, but you fear that this one’s by no means easily ignored father will profess a binding condition. Admittedly she who stands before you is of leprous skin, deficient in one eye, afflicted with a hump and, as you may see” — at this point Fa enveloped Sze Chang in the characteristic glance to which reference has been made at an earlier period— “generally repulsive. Were this not so — —”

To those who do not habitually frequent the Ways with both eyes closed it will occasion no surprise that before another gong-stroke had passed Sze Chang should be assembling his theurgic outfit in the seclusion of an inner chamber. “When an alluring woman comes in at the door,” warningly traced the austere Kien-fi on the margin of his well-known essay, “discretion may be found up the chimney.” It is incredible that beneath this ever-timely reminder an obscure disciple should have added the words: “The wiser the sage, the more profound the folly.”

While Sze Chang bent his self-confident feet towards his secluded home Fa was speeding along a backward path for although her preparations thenceforward were not involved they entailed both secrecy and precision. In the Hall of a Thousand Lucky Chances a single attendant was preparing for the time of no-light assembly which would close the series. Rightly judging from the hireling’s funereal cast that he had recently failed to disclose a winner Fa generously bestowed a hand-count of copper cash and sending him out to consult an omen undertook his unfinished duties.

These did not entail any great burden as the matter stood for the company that had been collected there came of the better class and even when dissatisfied had refrained from expressing deep resentment. Stools and benches might require to be rearranged, nut-sheaths and melon seeds swept up, and dead insects removed from the scenes of their last encounter. Chiefest of all, the hanging lanterns must be — where the candles had burned low — replenished to last the night and it was to this service that Fa first gave her energies. With a conscientious resolve that nothing should interrupt so imperative a task she even barred each door before engaging on this detail.

It may be recalled by those who have paid this ineffectual tale an attention far beyond its meagre deserts that when Lao Ping and Fa last met they had stood by the central table, at which the concluding event would soon take place, beneath the main source of illumination. This weighty contrivance was dependent on a single cord and, doubtless to ensure an equable light, Fa now moved the table a shade and firmly clamped it there, so that the metal base of the lamp hung exactly above the prescribed circle wherein the combatants must confine their action. Hitherto the sustaining cord had been perfunctorily held by a knot made at a fixed eyelet in the base but this crude purchase was deemed unsuitable to Fa’s ingenious mind and an alternative device had already suggested itself which she now proceeded to realise. Warming an iron skewer she pierced the great central candle at about a finger-breadth below the top and passing the cord through the opening thus formed retained it securely in its place by means of an adequacy of soft wax well pressed among the interstices. Had Lao Ping been privileged to observe Fa then he might have written a fitting poem extolling her worth — and even the remiss Sze Chang would perchance have found his tongue unloosed — for unlike those who must depend on fictitious accessories to display their charms, the lowly nature of Fa’s servile task lent an added glow to her complicated glamour. And as she considered each deft touch to perfect her work she sang a little chant that told of two hard-pressed but enduring lovers and how at last, owing to the unassailable purity of their cause, and the affectionate foresight of one, they were wafted through many risks to a state of perpetual happiness.

When it was seen by the expectant throng that Sze Chang was not there in person to lead out his insect some slight surprise was felt but at the appointed stroke a trusty attendant who served the magician’s hand responded to the note of defiance and produced the Valiant Tiger. Lao Ping, as the contesting voice, had already “placed” the challenger. The Ancient Bygone’s crafty style was now well known to every onlooker there so that he should remain inert when once placed on the board occasioned no remark but an appreciative murmur filled the hall as it was realised how the hitherto impetuous champion confronting him was adopting the same deliberate tactics. From their respective stations at different sides of the allowed space each combatant continued to maintain complete inaction.

“Valiant Tiger has assimilated his instruction at last,” was freely confided. “This has every appearance of being a contest of wits which it would be well worth going many far li to see,” and knowing that they had, if necessary, the whole period of no-light to go, the assemblage settled pleasurably down to await the onset, while the more venerable among them sought occasions to recount past instances of still doughtier contests.

What exactly would have been the final outcome of so evenly-balanced an exchange can only be written in terms of surmise for the occasion was destined to become memorable by a very different happening. Even at the moment when the one who was there to decide any opposing claims, thinking that he detected a slight movement in the Valiant Tiger’s poise, had murmured, “Something should ensue now,” a noise, not unlike that occasioned by treading on broken glass and at the same time tearing several folds of costly silk, spread general consternation. Before the actual nature of this mishap could be grasped an appreciable gloom obscured the scene and the middle part of the hall became a complicated mixture of scattered shreds of various sorts, upturned seats, discordant cries and persons getting in each other’s way as they endeavoured to hasten elsewhere, above which could be heard the voices of distraught keepers of the doors enjoining all to maintain self-composure. When the dust had settled down somewhat and the tumult begun to abate it could be seen that the great central appointment of fifteen lights had fallen down and by its descent practically obliterated both combatants.

“After this truly regrettable event there is no alternative but to declare the encounter nothing and empty,” announced Shun Chin, mounting a convenient height and indicating to his gatherers-in that instead of money itself vouchers-of-return should be handed to those who clamoured. “In due course descriptive placards of the thus necessary re-fight will be widely exhibited. Meanwhile the Porcelain Badge, together with the title ‘Unconquerable,’ remains, as it were, suspended.”

“On the contrary,” maintained a firm but, very melodious voice, and across the wreckage-strewn space Fa, stifling her natural diffidence, took up a similar position, “the Ordinance of the Board of Contending Crickets Control, under which this assembling is held, specifically foresees and provides against such a difficulty. By Clause 97, underdivision K, it is declared that in the event of both belligerents from any cause Passing Upwards at the same time together, the two claimers of the title concerned shall thereupon appear in person and decide by a throw of the inspired Flat and Round Sticks which shall be acclaimed victor.”

“The statement is exact,” agreed the one who was there to balance right and wrong, “and the indicated course must be duly followed. Sze Chang not being yet arrived let him be quickly summoned.”

“It is as good as achieved, O disperser of doubt,” put in the one who served the magician’s hand. “At the outset of affairs this one, stirred by some inward qualm, sent back a pressing message.”

“The messenger who was despatched is all but here again,” reported one who stood by a door. “He hastens as though pursued but his feet are not urged on by gladness.”

At that the voices and the shifting to and fro died down so that when the messenger appeared the only sounds were his laboured breath and the soft padding of his straw shoes as he ran forward.

“Affliction has entered the House of Sze and he whom I was sent to bring is beyond the message. How this happened none who are there can say but when they sought him to hear the word I had brought they found Sze Chang lying crushed on a couch in his room of secret doings, with one of the Ancestral Tablets, exceeding the weight of three ordinary men, fallen down upon him. It cannot be doubted that he had instantly Gone Hence to join Those Others.”

“The occasion will certainly call for suitable marks of grief,” sympathetically announced Fa, towards whom many eyes were now directed, “Sze Chang having been, as one might say, almost of our own number. Meanwhile, the outcome having developed thus and thus, the Badge and the Title must be claimed for the insect-pen of Lao Ping, the widely-extolled and phenomenally successful local verse-maker of Yuen-yang, of whom it has been truly said — —”

“Forbear!” besought Lao Ping, plucking her sleeve, for apart from the exuberance of his garb the one concerned was neither obtrusive nor unseemly.

“Yet consider what the future entails, beloved, and recall that the takers-down of spoken words are here in clusters,” guardedly dropped Fa with a glance of reassurance. “ — he whose sublimest effort— ‘Pearls Dripping from the Broken Spouting of a Disused Fowl Pen in Autumn’ — though worthy of Tou Fou, the Divine of Song himself, will be sent forth in printed leaves by Hong and Kong from the Sign of the Man Rolling Logs at the wholly inadequate cost of two taels, five hundred cash, to-morrow.”

“The claim cannot be gainsaid,” conceded the one who held the scales, “ — that is to say as regards the official award affecting the contest. The other observations advanced do not come within this person’s province.”

Little remains to be expressed of matters relating to the further destinies of those concerned with the unfolding of this mediocre chronicle.

Shun Chin from time to time moved on to other distant parts where he engaged in a variety of kindred enterprises as the occasion offered, diversifying his adaptable name now and again to suit any arising hazard. On all these occasions he was accompanied by Fa and Lao Ping, the latter person not having been inundated with the superfluity of taels that, in the opinion of those best qualified to judge, his unapproachable efforts merited. At first Fa had not thought that her father would extend the open hand of gladness towards Lao Ping’s continual presence but Shun Chin took an early opportunity to lead his daughter privately aside and thus expound his outlook:

“One does not attain six double hand-counts of years without grasping certain fundamental principles of life and among these may be accepted the fact that even with the most desirable joint of meat there will be present a commensurate amount of gristle. In the furtherance of this person’s enterprises — where they have not run counter to your own design — you have proved both diligent and apt. In the circumstances your departing footsteps would convey a hollow sound and for this reason, if it can be suitably arranged, he who is speaking now is prepared to regard as a long yearned-for and henceforth cherished son one who had better otherwise remain nameless.”

“It shall be as a wise and ever-indulgent parent may decide,” dutifully replied Fa, since she saw no other prospect as things were positioned. “My father is all-knowing.”

“Not perhaps to a literal degree,” disclaimed Shun Chin with unnecessary modesty. “But,” he added as an afterthought, “sufficiently observant to connect the charred state of a dependent cord with the regrettable end of one who might certainly have proved helpful.”
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LAM-HOO AND THE REWARD OF MERIT
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IN THE EARLY days of the Tuang dynasty when a formless mist covered most of the inhabitable world and Hysi Khang (called ‘The Hard-lined’) ruled over our now delectable and flower-strewn land, a poor but industrious and exceptionally devout villager, Lam-hoo by name, lived in a small but well-swept hut under the hand of a mercenary and despotic official. Fang Jung, the noble thus described, had been both envious and depraved from his milk days upwards, so that before long the sight of Lam-hoo’s untroubled face despite his penurious lot, and the high repute his character had attained, began to erode that corrupt functionary’s sense of pleasure. He therefore sought his liegeman’s disgrace, and having no default to impugn him with he planned an unworthy pitfall.

When Lam-hoo heard that Fang Jung required his instant presence he put aside his working garb and went without misgiving. It is nothing to Fang Jung’s credit that he was a smooth-speaking mandarin whatever his mood, for this was the outcome of a profligate habit that left him inert, but it was noticed that when displeased he gnawed the ends of his long and unbecoming moustache with an air of menace.

“It is always a privilege to reward unostentatious worth, Lam-hoo,” began the two-faced oppressor, “and the report of your exemplary way of life is familiar to one whose ears are both large and ever widely open. It so happens that a state appointment of unique distinction has now become vacant and nothing could be more appropriate than that you, who have set yourself tenaciously against wrong-doing, should fill it. The necessary insignia of office require only your discharge of the trifling court fees and the inscriber of our spoken word will draw up the needful authority at the cost of his usual exaction.”

“Alas! High Excellence,” replied Lam-hoo, “it is greatly to be feared that any public office will find this incompetent earth-plodder wholly lacking. What, therefore, is the precise service entailed for which he has been deemed fitting?”

“The appointment,” leisurely announced Fang Jung, dropping the words with pleasurable precision, “will be that of Public Carrier-out of Magisterial Decrees and Bestower of Corporal Infliction. In the course of your enviable task it will fall to your entertaining lot to decapitate, bowstring, incinerate, throat-press, piecemeal-slice, crucify, impale, flay, rack, hang, drown or otherwise fatally dispose of hardened offenders of the recalcitrant kind; to little-slice, thumb-suspend, heavy-squeeze, pillory, shorten at one or both ends, or similarly reprove those of a less contumacious bend, and to apply rattan in merely routine cases.”

“Forbear, Pre-eminence!” besought Lam-hoo, “and let the unfulfilled word be cancelled. Among your vassalry there could scarcely be found one less competent for this honour. Not only is your suppliant slave unused to deeds of force but he is an enrolled member of the ‘Pacific Knife,’ a community who are under a binding vow not to take life, even that of the most insignificant of created beings.”

At these becoming words, although spoke in a tone of deep respect and with Lam-hoo’s face still pressed to the ground, Fang Jung began to assail the ragged ends of his already unsightly moustache.

“There is an apt saying, ‘Give a beggar a joint and he will throw the bone at you when the meat is eaten’,” was his arrogant rejoinder. “It is one thing, however, to raise your defiant voice in the restricted confines of the Lotus Blossom tea-house and other low-caste resorts of treason: it is quite another to question the authority of the wearer of an exalted button. Whosoever neglects or omits to constrain offence when formally called upon to do so is himself automatically guilty of the same misdemeanour, so that you stand in immediate jeopardy of having committed murder, arson, rape, evasion of yamen dues, pig-stealing, disrespect of official news, forestalling, spitting at shooting stars, tomb-haunting, annoying silk-worms, degeneracy of character and indiscriminate thuggism. Turn how you will, Lam-hoo, it is difficult to see how you can avoid either the hempen tie or the wooden collar.”

Doubtless Fang Jung would have continued further in a like strain, it being congenial to his ill-regulated mind to dwell on the unpleasant. At this point, however, he was seen to change to an inferior tint, and it required some adroitness on the part of his personal guard to recover the excess of moustache which, in order to relieve his feelings while maintaining an appearance of exterior calm, he had inadvertently swallowed.

That night Lam-hoo left his mediocre but cherished home and with Hea-an, his allegiant lesser one, who led Kwong and Tsoi by either hand, he pressed forward into an unknown existence. A wheel-barrow contained such of his meagre possessions as could be the readiest stacked, and laboriously propelling this, Lam-hoo maintained an undeviating path while confidently awaiting an omen.

When several gong-strokes had passed since they set out and the time of no-light approached, Lam-hoo bethought himself of the need for shelter throughout the night, and choosing a well-spread banyan tree he gathered there a sufficiency of fallen twigs, covering these with dry leaves and suitable litter.

“Before you make use of what you have prepared,” said a voice from the shadow beyond, “consider the claims of one whose need may be even greater.”

“We have come on a long and toilsome path, having abandoned our protective roof and covered many an exacting li to escape a despot’s malice,” replied Lam-hoo mildly, “In what way does your meritorious case transcend this hardship?”

“I who speak am the most essential thing on earth, for without my part there would be no existence,” declared the voice with dispassionate assurance. “I am the Bearer, and my need is at every beat of time throughout the cycles, while my pains are eternal.”

“This cannot be other than Koom Fa, the Universal Mother, who thus indicates the debt that all men owe,” maintained Lam-hoo in a discreet whisper. “Take what is yours by every test, Imperishable; already we have two dutiful and well-formed saplings.”

“Your unassuming merit has not passed unmarked, Lam-hoo,” was the gracious reply. “I who begin all cannot see the end of any, but sooner or later ––” at this point the presence faded.

Although Hea-an, whose tightly-bound feet were now incapable of further progress, went so far as to uphold that there would be no impiety in their occupying the pallet as well, since what was intangible could not be deprived of space by those who were corporeal, Lam-hoo rejected this as almost profane and led them to a respectful distance apart, where they spent the night on the bare ground and beneath a tree that admittedly afforded less protection than the banyan.

At daybreak they resumed their arduous way, refreshed (as Lam-hoo pointed out) by water from a rain-fed pool and such sparse herbs and berries as they could gather. Yet scarcely had they set out when one whose disarray betrayed an untidy mind rose from the stone where he sat and approached with a petition.

“Invoking the cause of the sublime among the arts, he who is the most impractical and careless of all mankind – an inspired poet – begs you to preserve a classic. During the quietude of the night eight hundred lines of diamond-like brilliance came to the one who speaks, but in the space of a gong-stroke or two they will have faded from his prolific but vagarious mind and be lost to a bereaved world for ever. Devote to this service the recording tablets which you no doubt have and you will have earned the gratitude of seven generations of our romance-loving race – to say nothing of a dedicatory sonnet.”

“This must certainly be Tou-Fou, now called the God of Verse,” confided Lam-hoo apart, “by whom we are thus greatly honoured.

“It is not to be denied,” he replied aloud, “that only a single tablet is among our trivial possessions, but your claim to it must prevail since this mentally bankrupt person has never yet evolved even one line worth preserving.”

“It is as the arranging powers ordain; doubtless you are supple with your hands or have other ways of giving expression,” suggested the poet with easy complacence. “In any case, the All-Seeing, the All-Providing will repay you in due season.”

The next to greet them with a request was a saintly recluse in a way-side cell who for the greater part of his well-spent life had endured every variety of privation.

“At the same time,” he confessed, “there must inevitably be some limit even in what is certainly the most devotional form of existence, and the persistent drip of calcareous moisture through an utterly inadequate roof threatens at last to harden the surface of this anchorite’s sympathetic outlook. To pose as a stylite on a column is a recognised if slightly ostentatious display of piety: it is scarcely to be imagined that he who retires to the obscurity of a subterranean cave has any ambition to become a stalagmite.”

“All you say not only goes to reproach this ungrateful person with his own enviable lot,” admitted Lam-hoo contritely. “Whatever you see among his threadbare store to assuage your present state – to that you are unstintingly welcome.”

“Since you press munificence to such an extreme the weather-resisting fabric of your wheel-barrow cover would serve –” and he also assured Lam-hoo that the meritorious deed would not go unrequited. The latter person considered that he was thereby heavily overpaid, but Hea-an, though too dutiful to express dissent, commiserated Kwong and Tsoi openly on their unnatural plight until their sobs withheld her.

Not to impose too excessive a strain on the polite forbearance of an ever-indulgent band of listeners (apologised Kai Lung), let it be admitted that before the boundary of Fang Jung’s authority had been reached not only the entire contents of the wheel-barrow but even the barrow itself had passed into the service of those whose need was demonstrably more acute or their claims more pressing. Against this, Lam-hoo could rely (as he frequently reminded Hea-an) on the assurance of a variety of obliged and undoubtedly sincere personages that the All-Seeing, the All-Providing would scrupulously reimburse him in every particular.

How near at hand that occasion was Lam-hoo had been too diffident even to surmise, until a hint was dropped by a grateful bee (the instrument of a Superior Power) in return for the cheerful bestowal (wherewith to mend her hive) of his own outworn straw sandals. At that early stage of the Empire’s growth, when the Constituent Elements were not fully resolved nor the Essential Equipoise properly balanced, the lesser deities frequently came down and assumed other outward forms, so that Lam-hoo experienced no surprise at being spoken to by a loquacious ass or even to have converse with more insignificant creatures. A song-bird, claiming to be the blithest and most light-hearted thing alive, had required a skein of thread to restore a damaged nest; an aged tortoise – ‘the wisest and most uncommunicative of all,’ a salve for outworn joints; an ant, asserting its industry to have become a proverb, “anything wherewith to assume an air of importance.” It was when nothing remained of Lam-hoo’s former store that the bee – “nature’s thriftiest product,” she maintained, pointed to the material needful for her use and explained the brood’s dependent condition.

“Take what you ask,” was Lam-hoo’s humane reply, “since your need is thus and thus, for in any case this one and those of his hearth have now reached the limit of their cable.”

“That is as it seems to you,” reproved the bee, “because, being mortal and bound to earth, you only command a foreshortened vision. Actually, you have now passed the ultimate test and have thereby attained the ninety-ninth degree of merit.” Then dropping its voice significantly the bee added: “More may not be said, but the All-Seeing, the All-Providing, has both noted and taken measures.”

That night Lam-hoo, naked, hungry, parched and cold, and destitute of all that he had set out with, slept on the open waste with the three around him, covered by his cloak as they slept, but otherwise in little better condition. About the middle gong-stroke of darkness he was visited by a Shape which took him by the hand and floated him upwards into the Presence.

“Lam-hoo,” said the Voice of the Unseen (and the sound was as compelling as the clash of many brass cymbals), “you have completed the circle of your earthly trial and are now in the process of Passing Upwards. As you leave two dutiful he-children to extend your Line this is only a temporary inconvenience at the most, and to commemorate your unselfish life a very special reward has been instituted in your honour. From the ground receiving your outer case a tree has been commanded to spring, and this unique growth, bearing your characteristic name henceforth, will supply every want which an ordinary person need encounter. Thus a variety of palatable and sustaining foods will be yielded by its tender shoots, a grain only slightly inferior to rice comprising its seed, while its hollow stems will provide a convenient and inexpensive system of bringing water from even the most distant sources. A sugary sap may be extracted from incisions at certain points and this in time will be found to have medicinal properties. The uses to which the leaves are destined to be put – as hats, fans, umbrellas, screens, roofing material, light household ware, upper and even under-clothing – are so many and diffuse that it would tax the ingenuity of a Recording Being to tabulate them. Scarcely fewer are the services to mankind that the various grades of its fibre offer, ranging from the delicacy of a silken thread to the sturdy rigidity of a junk’s cable, and combining between these extremes material for fabrics of almost every texture. As regards the wood of the trunk and its smaller parts it will ultimately become a commonplace that not only an entire residence of superior build – a ‘Lam-hoo built house’ in fact – but every detail of its equipment and fittings will be within the grasp of any capable handyman, wielding, moreover, tools fashioned out of the toughest lamhoo and sharpened on a lamhoo whetstone. By this comprehensive scheme every article that you have so generously bestowed will be procurable from this one source alone so that future generations will repeat your venerated name an incalculable number of times each day and unceasingly have cause to bless you.” It is not to be thought that the Voice indicated even a fraction of the countless uses to which lamhoo (or bamboo as for some unexplained reason it subsequently became) could be put, but with truly celestial consideration it curtailed the list when it became apparent that the one addressed had, for all practical purposes, Gone Onwards.

Lam-hoo thus became the greatest benefactor of his race and his name attained (with the unfortunate transformation of its outline) an imperishable lustre. His two sons both rose to high official rank and were thus in a position to reverse the regrettable oversight of their former persecution. Justice requires that the detestable Fang Jung should come to an ignominious end, and this accordingly took place; for being detected in a treasonable plot he was deprived of all that he possessed and condemned to stand in a public place wearing a board recounting his many offences.


CHUNG PUN AND THE MIRACULOUS PEACOCKS
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IT IS TO the credit of an authority if he administers praise and blame impartially; the fault lies at the door of the one concerned if either praise or blame is taken wrongly. This,” reflected Kai Lung, “suggests the story of Chung Pun, who may be said to have justified it.”



When Chung Pun returned from the provincial capital with no distinctive characters to adorn his name it did not require the aid of an enlarging-glass to disclose that his home-coming failed to create successive waves of gladness. It was in vain that he drew attention to the harmonious balance, both in design and hue, of the robes he wore, to the novel and pleasing arrangement of his gracefully-looped hair, his long and work-unsullied finger-nails, the refined and expensively-maintained associations he had formed, and his carefully-displayed air of no-interest. The elder Chung, a person of simple habits and extreme reticence towards any taste, whose one ambition had been to see Pun add a literary flavour to his own commercial strain, was not appeased by this evidence of glamour.

“Peacocks do not necessarily lay rainbow-coloured eggs,” he declared, “nor has the variegation of your many robes brought the expected lustre to our Family Tablets.”

“Peacocks do not lay eggs of any colour, Esteemed,” was Pun’s perhaps indiscreet reply, “that function being the jealously-guarded prerogative of the lesser ones of the species.”

“The objection is both superficial and inept,” warmly contested Chung, “seeing that the apothegm was to be understood only in the general terms of analogy. However, since the extent of your acquired knowledge would seem to comprise a single agricultural fact, henceforth your destiny shall lie in that direction.”

Despite Pun’s well-expressed protests that to be confined to the society of goats and oafs would stifle his better instincts, the one whose word he must obey was not to be swayed in his project.

“Whether your path will thereby lead up or down remains for the Deciding Beings to say,” Chung replied to all his pleading. He thereupon directed Pun regarding the journey he should make and the point of his destination, supplied him with food and wine and a few small pieces of money for the way, and, as an after-thought, added his blessing.

It did not take a moon to fade for Pun to discover that the qualities that had so deplorably failed to impress the elder Chung harvested less snow with a gross and tyrannical earth-tiller. Commanded to rise at an unseemly gong-stroke of the day, and with the aid of a perverse-willed tool to remove from the pig-yard to a distant spot a distressingly offensive load that would be more nutritious elsewhere, Pun found his carefully-preserved nails to be of no assistance in the task, while his richly-laced robe came apart several times under the excessive pressure. Those to whom he applied, seeking to know how he might acquire a more effective grasp, replied with derisive shouts, inaccurate advice that tended to involve him in undignified straits, or merely allusive gestures. Forced by the ill-conditioned attitude of those around towards a wholly introspective mood, Pun began to reconsider the past, and before long he was willing to admit that there might be something on his side that would not be entirely pleasing to the fastidious. From this point onwards he progressed so far that before the rice was sown he would frequently declare aloud that to toil for the one whom he did, and be compelled to associate with the ones who were there, was only a just and suitable return for the misspent years he had squandered.

Doubtless the time had now arrived when the Deciding Beings, upon whose shoulders the elder Chung had rather craftily thrust the responsibility of deciding his son’s future, would have made up their sacred but complicated minds what course to adopt; but in order to extricate Chung Pun from the position into which he had been led, now that some expiation and an admission of his unworthy past justified his emergence, it is necessary to contrive a reasonable excuse, and towards this end Shin-tao must be pressed forward into the recital.

Shin-tao lived alone in the darker part of an impenetrable forest that stretched towards the east, and on this account he was generally reputed to be either excessively wise or else of deficient understanding. Driven by the forbidding front of those among whom he moved to seek other paths, Pun had frequently turned his footsteps towards Shin-tao’s retreat, nor, when they chanced to meet, had the latter person shown any desire to avoid him.

“Yet how comes it,” had been one of his earliest demands as they conversed in a free and convenient manner, “that you who are shunned and remote should have a cheerful and benign outlook, while those who hold you in undeserved contempt are both morose and domineering?”

“That is the nature of our several moods,” Pun generously admitted, “they being thus and thus in temper. Formerly I would have bewailed my lost inheritance and sought to constrain their love, but while I have my own thoughts I now count myself neither poor nor friendless.”

This answer so pleased Shin-tao that he burned the substance of it deeply into a block of teak, using a pointed nail, and he afterwards hung the wood above the entrance to his dwelling.

It was at a later period of their mutual regard that Shin-tao referred to an analogous theme, for by this time there was no constraint between them.

“Seeing that your qualities are thus and thus,” he said, “and have doubtless brought you some reward and honour, why should you be content to labour for a meagre wage in a house destitute of pleasure?”

“As to that,” replied Pun, though with less freedom in his speech, “the answer must necessarily be long and involved and our time would be much more profitably spent in discussing the obscurer Classics.” Then, remembering the elder Chung’s apothegm on his return, he added: “The qualities to which you so amiably refer, Shin-tao, were not always apparent. Peacocks do not necessarily lay rainbow-coloured eggs nor he who is flamboyant produce epics.”

At this Shin-tao regarded Pun somewhat closely, but seeing nothing in the other’s face to disturb his confidence he said, “It is in the nature of a fore-ordained sign that you should quote that paradox to me, seeing that I am the one person alone who is able to expose its falsity.”

“Disclose yourself more fully,” urged Pun. “Not only are the eggs in question of inconspicuous hue but the statement contains a double incongruity.”

“Yet that which exists cannot be disproved,” asserted Shin-tao, “for not even demons can do what is impossible. . . . In the depths of the forest here lurks a secluded glen, the spot being known to none beyond the one who is now confiding the circumstances to your ear, since this would seem to be necessary for your destined future. In the past certain deities made this hidden valley their resort and called to it all manner of delightful things to add to their entertainment. Thus it came about that T’a Kwey, the divinity tutelary to the chromatic arts, seeing a peacock for the first time here, laid an injunction on the place that the species should propagate there for ever.”

“That is likely enough,” assented Pun, “as regards yourself, the deities and the valley. But peafowl eggs are of an unrelieved brown, as this one can definitely say, he having frequently eaten several at a time during his vainglorious days in order to enhance the brilliance of a naturally dull complexion. Nor is there any reason to believe that they are produced other than in the normal routine of nature.”

“Doubtless that would have been so here, but the deity’s injunction had been precise, and it so happened that by an oversight none of the lesser ones of the race involved – destitute as they are of external charm – had been transported to the sacred valley. It thus devolved upon the peacocks themselves to, as it were, adapt their habits to a new and obviously miraculous role which has now persisted for a number of æons. It is to signalize the higher Powers’ approval of this devotion to their word that the eggs found there are rainbow-hued and scintillate with an iridescent lustre.”

This explanation threw Pun into a deep concern, for it did not seem feasible that so intricate a chain of events should not be connected with his own development. At length he said:

“What you disclose, Shin-tao, only goes to confirm that this one – as he has always dimly foreseen – is in some way marked out for a very distinguished career.”

“That is my own opinion as well,” agreed Shin-tao, “and it is for this reason that – having been advised in several dreams – everything has been laid bare without reservation.”

“Since we are at one to that extent, would not your magnanimity allow you to go a step further?”

“In which direction?” inquired Shin-tao. “Do not hesitate to put your advancement before any thought of high-minded feeling.”

“Bearing an offering of these sacred eggs, added to a recital of their miraculous origin, is it to be thought that any door will be closed against a reasonable petition for recognition? Thus a venerated if obtuse-witted father’s no doubt excusable annoyance would be appeased, the short-sighted decision of a corrupt and intellectually knock-kneed Board of Examiners reversed, and the way open for an obliged and influential Central Authority to express tangible approbation.”

“All this has been foreseen through the instrumentality of accorded visions,” replied Shin-tao, “and the path is thereby paved for your speedy departure.” With these encouraging words he produced a double hand-count of eggs such as he had described, as well as an adequacy of nourishing fare to sustain Pun in his mission. They then exchanged a suitable farewell verse from the Book of Odes and turned their reluctant footsteps into opposite directions.

Thereafter Pun’s progress was necessarily upwards and smooth, for bearing such a gift it is not to be thought that any obstacles would presume to impede his movements. The local mandarin to whom he at first diffidently applied fell on his face and kowtowed several times when he beheld the eggs and understood the nature of their origin. Declaring himself quite unworthy to do more than beat his head on the marble floor in the presence of such a wonder, he provided Pun with a pink-upholstered chair and a bodyguard of three intrepid bowmen with an embroidered flag and directed him to the district superior. Here Pun was received with scarcely less ceremony, the functionary bowing almost as many times as the last, while adding a blue-lined chair as well as five unarmed but loud-voiced warriors and a silk-tasselled banner. Thence he was sent to the departmental overlord, who cordially shook hands with himself with effusive warmth and, contributing lavishly to the dignity of Pun’s suite, passed him on to the viceroy of the province. . . .

When, finally, Pun entered the capital of the sovereign land, to be received by the Sublime himself, he led a procession of three-score variously coloured chairs, five state chariots drawn by elephants or camels, innumerable wheel-barrows laden with seasonable food, flags, banners, trophies of war on poles, wild animals in chains, many changes of raiment to denote his superior rank, and several thousand ordinary persons.

When the enraptured Monarch (who dispensed with formality to such an extent that he gratuitously permitted Pun to raise his face slightly from the ground to relieve his breath when speaking) actually received the semi-sacred eggs and beheld their prismatic splendour, he called the inscriber of his spoken word and commanded him to set down in irrevocable form whatever Pun chose to ask for the service.

“If it can be done without unduly straining the Code, Omnipotence,” was Pun’s modest reply, “the bestowal of a suitable literary degree would not only restore your abject suppliant’s momentarily displaced face but should reinstate an ever-dutiful if occasionally outspoken-tongued son in the affection of a revered though admittedly concave-stomached parent.”

“Nothing could be in better taste,” heartily replied the All-Supreme, immeasurably relieved that, in accordance with his hasty pledge, Pun had not claimed something of a pecuniary or territorial nature. “As there might be some slight technical difficulty in conferring a heath or flower-plot degree, we will institute for the purpose a new distinction, to be called the Order of the Brilliant Fowl (its contracted colloquialism being styled ‘B.F.’), to be conferred henceforth on similar honourable occasions.”

“Your illimitable condescension fills my unworthy entrails with fervent song,” was wrung from Pun’s grateful throat. “Let it be said –”

“While we are about it,” continued he Most-All, with a truly royal determination not to stint merit, “there is no good reason why your praiseworthy father should be left out, seeing that bereft of his timely share this memorable occasion would not have arisen. He also, therefore, together with your commendable greatfather and all your opportune male forerunners in fact, may, on similar grounds, be styled honourable B.F.s henceforward.”

To this fresh evidence of the Greatest’s fostering care for subjects so negligible as themselves Pun could only reply by the passionate clashing of his overflowing head on the onyx pavement of the Hall of Ten Thousand Stars in Motion. The usual loyal cry, “May you live for ever, Revered, and beget a countless tribe of lusty he-children!” would have sounded too thin and circumscribed to express an insignificant drop from the fathomless depths of his unbounded devotion.


YUEN YANG AND THE EMPTY LO-CHEE CRATE
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‘OPPORTUNITY,’ DECLARES THE trusty proverb, ‘may be grasped either in front or sideways but is destitute both of pig-tail and of trailing robes.’ Let him who sees a favourable chance approach consider the implication.



He who can adapt himself to the needs of each new arisement possesses the qualifications not of a single person but of many,” propounded Kai Lung, when, at the call of the hollow wooden duck, he deemed that he had attracted a sufficient circle. “This concerns the many-sided attributes of White Jade, who pervades the story that follows.”

In the reign of that enlightened monarch the Emperor Ng Hong (distinguished from several rulers bearing the same melodious name by the well-deserved title, “All-embracing’), an amiable but not otherwise intellectually-endowed youth of the upper lower middle toiling caste, Ah-Yang to his chosen friends, his line being that of Yuen, earned a meagre sufficiency of taels by the combined exercise of strict frugality and a close application to his calling.

At that bygone era the considerable city of Ying-chou, in which dwelt the various personages who take part in this lamentably ill-told story, was enjoying an enviable spell of prosperity by reason of its unique position as an essential link in the lo-chee industry. Situated on a sharp bend of the river Wei, and at no great distance from the capital of the province, with the fertile valley of the great lo-chee growing district spreading fan-like beyond the vision of the keenest-sighted on the other side, Ying-chou had from a time immemorial been the natural centre for repacking the fruit. To those badly informed strangers who in a spirit of narrow-minded intolerance enquired why it should be necessary for Ying-chou to exercise this function, any one of the three-score hundred persons who subsisted by the traffic (the entire population of the city) would compassionately explain that in the swamps and marshy districts of the river grew an inexhaustible reserve of pliant osier shoots, so benevolently adapted by the arranging deities for weaving into the skeps and baskets that formed convenient vehicles for an enticing display of the luscious product. If the opaque-witted interloper still further persisted that his enquiry was rather directed at the need of thus handling the commodity in Ying-chou at all since it could be equally well transported to the capital direct, he would be pointedly asked whether he was a Superior Being in disguise, so to question what had been good enough for others since the days of Yu, the original law-giver; or should the one addressed be of a morose disposition or not apt in the art of retorting, the officious busy-body incurred the risk of being bodily cast into the Wei and advised to consider whether it was not a desirable spot for landing.

It was amid these placid scenes of conscientious toil and commensurate reward that Yuen Yang had spent the years from the braiding of his hair until he had reached early manhood nor had any yearning to advance his cause unsettled his organs of digestion. To excel in the skilful performance of his simple task comprised the four walls of his ambition and in this way Yang may be said to have struck the loudest gong for among the marts and packing-sheds of Ying-chou his superiority would be universally admitted.

It has already been disclosed that the three-score hundred dwellers in that place were one and all, from the most menial labourer on the soil to the chief city mandarin, his High Excellence Pu You himself, in some measure or another dependent on the entirely superfluous but zealously upheld custom of receiving the annual crop of lo-chee from one direction and despatching it in another. Not the least important detail of this process consisted in the dextrous manipulation of the prepared osier slips to form suitable receptacles in which to pack the immature fruit whereby it might ripen naturally and display its tempting perfection to advantage. It was in this art that Yang outshone all his fellows for although there were many who could fashion the containers so as to create a wholly illusory impression as to the bulk of fruit they held, he was able to interlace a single strip of wood in such a manner that while it bulged outwardly and suggested a generous capacity within, it also protruded inwardly and successfully counteracted so unprofitable a failing. Nor in the packing season was Yuen Yang less apt for by some inspired touch he could create the impression that the uppermost layer of fruit he arranged was actually representative of all that lay beneath. Yet in spite of these natural gifts Yuen Yang was profuse and straightforward in his bearing nor could an impartial looker-on have predicted any other prospect for him than an obscure middle life and an abject and penurious old age.

Had it chanced that any in authority lurked about his paths as he left the store-house one portentous day it is not distending the probabilities to hazard that Yuen Yang would not have negligently caught up and carried away one of the substantial wooden cases in which the unsorted lo-chee reached the city. No tinge of reproach can attach itself in this transaction as an unspecified number of cases were inevitably destroyed or mislaid beyond the overseers’ power to trace in the course of every season.

As Yuen Yang bent his footsteps on a homeward path, cheered beneath the burden of the weight he carried by the truly filial thought of the sounds of gladness with which his aged parents would greet so welcome an addition to their sparsely-fed hearth, he presently became aware of an unusual press of onlookers who thronged the Ways. At the Open Space of Malefactors, where all the more spectacular beheadings took place, further progress was almost barred and there Yuen Yang set down the crate and sought to learn the occasion.

“It is Tso Tso, the notorious lo-chee smuggler, who is to be piecemeal-sliced here today,” pleasurably reported the one whom he addressed. “May the headsman’s knife be blunt and the ceremony protracted – he who would cheat our noble mother city of its ancient privileges!”

As the entertainment was one that involved no sort of outlay Yuen Yang continued to stand beyond the pressure of the crowd, assured that his commanding height would enable him to miss no detail of so adequate an act of retribution. Not all were so happily placed, however, for becoming aware of a heavily-sustained breathing at his elbow, Yuen Yang looked down and found by his side a person of deficient growth who was endeavouring by a succession of very undignified leaps into the air to learn something of the progress of the ceremony.

“O excellent and truly opportune young man,” said that one when he grasped that he had engaged Yuen Yang’s attention, “since you are so generously equipped by Nature, would you, for a liberal hand-count of cash, permit this distressingly-stunted individual to mount your empty crate and thereby enable him to enjoy this meritorious act of justice?”

“You are honourably welcome to the little that you ask,” hospitably replied Yuen Yang, “for why should I, who have incurred no charge, seek to profit from the needs of your affliction?” With these humane words he not only thrust aside the offered price but taking the dwarf by a convenient hold set him up in the desired position.

Later, as he was preparing the leave the Open Space of Malefactors, a gracefully-restrained cough impelled him to turn. Near by, poised in a refined attitude of virtuous unconcern, one of the other sort was undoubtedly glancing in his direction.

“Since you have, by the unconcealed way in which you are regarding her presence, betrayed a not absolute state of no-concern in this quite commonplace person’s trivial existence, there can be no impropriety in her admitting a passing shade of approval at the charitable action of one who is both well-moulded and alert himself, in not only placing an empty wooden case at the service of a repellent cripple but also assisting the one described to avail himself of the advantage,” remarked the maiden in a voice that Yuen Yang likened to a carillon of silver bells stirred by a perfume-laden breeze in the dusk of evening. “But doubtless you are used to being greeted with frequent expressions of approval from the many grateful ones whom you have benefited?”

“As to that,” replied Yuen Yang with some constraint, “there is a relevant saying, ‘It is as profitable to expect compassion from a disturbed adder as gratitude from one to whom you have lent a bar of silver.’ But rather than pass the scanty beats of time on so notable an occasion with such empty subjects as this negligible one’s altogether pointless doings, tell him rather the distinguishing sign of your honourable father’s house, your own harmonious name, and whether it is your agreeable custom to frequent these enchanted paths at about the same gong-stroke of congenial evenings.”

From the general trend of circumstances already related it should occasion no surprise to the discriminating members of an ordinarily intelligent circle of hearers that thereafter Yuen Yang’s manner of life underwent some variation. Without actually depriving his revered parents of anything absolutely necessary to sustain their failing powers, he frequently spoke of the need for a person to safeguard the requirements of the future, of the advantages of preserving a Line intact, and the like. At the lo-chee-packing sheds he successfully led a movement which by the mere threat of casting down their tools in unison exacted an added copper piece for the day’s labour. No longer absent-mindedly, as it were, but claiming it now as an established right, he frequently picked up and carried away an empty chest, and whenever there was an event that drew together a throng in a public pace (and this was seldom lacking) the Omens were ill-arranged if Yuen Yang, loitering about the outside of the mass, could not engage one in conversation who should ultimately hire his standing. On these occasions he invariably found White Jade (as she disclosed her well-fitting name to be) not too far away to be easily discovered, and each time his protestations became more specific.

“It cannot be denied that the prospect you so poetically unfold invests the immediate future with an alluring glamour in this romantic person’s imagination also,” admitted White Jade in answer to Yuen Yang’s fervent challenge. “There are, however, certain complications to be faced from which it is by no means easy to see a dignified outlet. Since you are practically, as the low-class expression goes, down on the solid strata, while the tastes of the one whom you offer to support are admittedly exacting, how––?”

“All that has been foreseen,” replied Yang with modest pride, “and the requirement presents no difficulty. Hitherto Yuen Yang has allowed a too lethargic disposition to clog the more remunerative attributes that must surely have been, so to speak, embedded somewhere in his composition. He has now devised a scheme by which a continuous flow of silver taels will be – when once it starts – more or less unavoidable.”

“O noble-stomached Yang!” exclaimed White Jade rapturously, “reveal without a single beat of time’s delay this wonder-working contrivance.”

“Understand then,” expounded Yuen Yang, “that for a period to be counted now by moons a searching test has been devised from which it has been definitely confirmed that a persistent demand exists for empty lo-chee crates from which to obtain an uninterrupted view of public ceremonies. He who first supplies this pressing need and associates his name with the supply will establish an unshakeable hold on the public mind that his empty lo-chee crates are superior to all others. Henceforth, before every important wedding procession, official funeral, public torture, execution, or similar attraction, through whatever Way it is to pass, there will be freely displayed at prominent points the confidence-inspiring message: ‘You require the best empty lo-chee crates: Yuen Yang possesses them.’ The successful outcome can never be in doubt, and when the brilliant and variegated wedding procession of our illustrious law-giver and tax-gatherer, the exemplary Mandarin Pu You (who takes his eleventh wife when a lucky day has been predicted by the yamen foretellers), passes along the Ways and through the Open Spaces, trusted emissaries of the one who speaks will be found at every point with a practically inexhaustible supply of empty lo-chee boxes.”

So immersed in the contemplation of his epoch-marking scheme had Yuen Yang become that he failed to notice the sudden change of poise that came into White Jade’s enthralled attitude at the mention of their cherished administrator’s high-born name, but when she spoke the irregularity of her usually pearl-like voice recalled him.

“It is generally agreed that if there are times for observing a maidenly restraint in speech there are occasions when it seems almost imperative to divest an unpalatable fact of any embroidered trimmings. Thus positioned, since you have unstoppered – as may be said – the subject, it becomes necessary to admit that a second complication arises now, inasmuch as she who speaks is the destined eleventh wife of that dominant official.”

With these words White Jade arranged her face in an expression of resigned despair and waited for Yuen Yang to compose his reproaches.

“It is hardly to be denied that this is excessively abrupt,” admitted Yuen Yang, “but none the less the sage remark of the philosopher Ho-ping in somewhat analogous circumstances holds good, that ‘It is no worse to be suddenly run through the body with a sharp sword from behind than to be clubbed to death with a heavy bludgeon while fully conscious.’ Matters being positioned as they are, there would seem to be no actual need to disturb any of this person’s elaborately-contrived plans – indeed your gracefully-bestowed patronage extended to his lines of empty lo-chee crates could not fail to enhance their lustre.”

Without seeming absolutely gratified that the involvement had been so amiably flattened out, White Jade signified an abrupt gesture of assent, but their parting on this occasion was shorter and more ceremonious than had hitherto been their usage.

Thereafter Yuen Yang applied himself assiduously to furthering his scheme, devoting all his energies and the lavish use of White Jade’s decorative name to making the occasion of Pu You’s wedding the threshold, as it were, to a position of becoming widely known and extremely affluent. Thus occupied, it was not entirely with a surfeit of delight that when the nuptial day was no more than a single quarter of the moon away he surprised White Jade loitering in an angle of the paths at a spot that she knew he must resort to.

“Prosperity: may your winning number always come up.” was his formal greeting, and he shook hands with himself – but with no more warmth than politeness demanded.

“It is useless to place a pebble over the source of a mountain stream,” was White Jade’s ambiguous reply, but without waiting for Yang to match the analogy she proceeded to enlarge her meaning.

“In the time that has elapsed since she hastily announced her future state this one has continually analysed her innermost feelings. The prospect of losing Yuen Yang is more bitter than the flavour of thrice-distilled almonds, while the vista of an entire lifetime spent face to face with the obese and unutterable Pu You is worse than the imposition of a dragon-dream prolonged through interminable æons. In consequence she has now definitely expressed her real feelings, with a freedom from which there can be no retreat, to that gross and extortionate functionary. Suffer no apprehension that she will again fail you, faithful Yang; Pu You will bid strings of pearls, feather robes and performing apes in vain, and it only remains for the two who are here conversing affectionately together to consult the Omens for a propitious date and then settle down to a future state of unalloyed felicity.”

On this occasion it was some beats of time before Yuen Yang could select appropriate words, although his expression underwent a variety of shades, and certain sounds betrayed the concentrated nature of his deeper feelings.

“Thus and thus!” he exclaimed, when the power of coherent speech was restored, although from time to time he tore out considerable lengths of his neatly-arranged pig-tail and ground his powerful teeth aggressively together. “How, if the ceremony is to be set aside by a lesser one’s irrational whim, should there be any procession at all, and therefrom what emerges in relation to this person’s elaborately-laid plans and the vast store of empty lo-chee crates already stacked at every convenient point of the traversable Ways and Spaces?”

“That certainly is a detail that had hitherto escaped this usually capable person’s nimble-witted mind,” confessed White Jade. “But as our leading play-writer has so aptly put it, ‘Out of this thistle, annoyance, we will yet extract the assuaging down of comfort.’ ”

“Never was it more truly written than that if every woman were to gum her hair before she spoke and wait for it to set before she embarked on what she intended saying, there would be fewer cases of self-ending among the peace-loving inhabitants of our favoured empire,” continued Yuen Yang, without according any consideration at all to White Jade’s helpful suggestion. “How is one who will be henceforth bankrupt to provide for the sustenance of another who has already proclaimed her inherent disregard of thrift? Indeed, setting aside any thought of his own scanty needs or even an adequate provision for the seemly requirements of two idolised parents, it is more than likely that in the Upper Air his pale and emaciated ghost will be held in bondage by the well-fed ghosts of those to whom he has given legal undertakings of repayment here in the Beneath World.”

“When we are definitely made one your merest word will be this inferior person’s unwritten law, but at this beat of time it almost seems as though you are taking a trivial miscalculation too austerely,” replied White Jade with a slight corrugation of her expressive eyebrows. “Lean heavily on the resource and pertinacity of her who speaks, and have no fear of the eventual happening.”

“It is well said––”

“It is better left unsaid, adored, for this one must hasten back before her absence is discovered,” interposed White Jade firmly. “Do not, however, think that she forgets your spoken words or will fail to profit by their instruction: ‘Every important wedding procession, official funeral, public torture, execution or similar attraction’ – all these were equally to found our virtuous happiness.”

“That is as it was,” grumbled Yang, “for is it to be thought that something really noteworthy is destined to emerge – with a date now irrevocably fixed, the empty cases hired, and a band of stalwart henchmen retained with earnest-money for their service?”



“Because you cannot see beyond a bend in the road it does not follow that there is no progression further. In any case, be well assured of this: ‘To the affection of a thoroughly determined woman and the embrace of a hungry python there can be only one ending.’ ”

* * * * *

Deep was the consternation throughout Ying-chou when it was learned that during the night their venerated Chief Magistrate had suddenly Passed Upwards. Even the most experienced fortune-tellers were unable to agree upon the exact cause of his end, so that it was very reasonably officially ascribed to the malignity of a Revengeful Being. An added pang was inserted when it was learned that the day chosen for his obsequies was that which, had the Destinies been more suitably arranged, would have seen his wedding rites, but this soon gave place to a general feeling of pleasurable anticipation as the reported splendour and extent of the funeral procession spread and gained volume.

Weighing his bags of metal in the security of an inner chamber when all was over, Yuen Yang repeatedly assured himself that nothing could have been more timely.

As no detail has been preserved of the after-life of either of the two personages with whom this painfully threadbare chronicle is chiefly concerned, it may safely be assumed that they enjoyed an unalloyed period of felicity together and established a prolific Line to follow them.

Subsequently it was found that there was no absolute need to provide empty lo-chee cases on which to stand, as boxes that had held other commodities were equally suitable. The revolutionary innovation of fixing wooden planks in successive rising tiers did not occur until some dynasties later.


SING TSUNG AND THE EXPONENT OF DARK MAGIC
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“IT HAS BEEN truly said,” reflected Kai Lung, in order to lead up, as it were, to what should follow, “that the whole course of an ordinary person’s life may be rearranged by so slight a matter as having his gravity displaced at the wrong pause during a speech by a high official.

“Had Sing Tsung not turned aside to explain to a passing stranger the elusive delicacy of shafts of light produced by the setting sun when seen through the transparent veil of a discarded spider’s web, he might never have encountered Hia Cho, whereby much of what ensued therefrom would necessarily have ceased to possess any actual structure.”



At the moment of their first meeting Hia Cho was standing before a copiously-illuminated scroll depicting an unusually commodious burial-box around which festoons of quam-chee sprays were lavishly entwined. Unaware of the proximity of a not-unattractive observer of the other sort, she was loitering in a pensive yet thoroughly graceful attitude by the wall adorned with this enticing sheet, at the same time unconsciously expressing her thoughts aloud in a voice of bird-like melody.

“Among the admitted deficiencies of our otherwise unblemished land may be accounted the system which condemns those of this person’s sort to a humiliating ignorance of the import of written outlines,” was the trend of her polished lament. “Otherwise it would no doubt be discoverable what natural bond exists between a richly-ornamented coffin of exceptional bulk and a deservedly popular fruit of attractive flavour, or why the one should be presented in the act of clustering thickly around the other.”

When Hia Cho had expressed herself in this cultivated strain for an appreciable count of time, Sing Tsung deemed it not inappropriate to reveal himself and, as one who had already failed three times at the annual competitions, diffidently offer to expound the symbols’ meaning. After recovering from the prepossessing display of well-arranged alarm into which she had been thrown by Sing Tsung’s unwonted boldness, Hia Cho ventured to glance in his direction through an opportune defect in the fan she carried, and having been reassured by the undoubted inoffensiveness of his outward guise, she decided to raise no dissenting barrier.

“For,” she magnanimously added, “does not the same sun shine on us equally and one earth nourish us both? Indeed, had things been somewhat differently arranged by the Controlling Powers, might we two not have been inseparable brothers?”

On the strength of this encouragement Sing Tsung applied himself tenaciously to interpreting the written signs, and presently he was able to disclose a feasible explanation.

“This notification is put forth by the ‘Ying-chou and Outlying Parts Vegetation Community,’ ” he declared, “and refers to its yearly assemblage of all varieties of natural growth, when that brought in by whomsoever deems it to excel vies strenuously with what is paraded by all his antagonists.”

“The spectacle must be an exhilarating one!” exclaimed Hia Cho, with increased sparkle in her capably-directed eyes. “Do fatal results often attend the progress of these dire encounters?”

“Not at the time of the trial itself, though there are dark reports of the length to which rival cucumber growers have been known to go in order to thwart one another. But check the melodious rhythm of your distractingly alluring voice for a single span of time while this insufficiently-equipped student wrests the meaning from the lower part of the announcement.”

“The rebuke is not undeserved,” admitted Hia Cho penitently. “Even a nightingale may open its mouth out of season.”

“On the eleventh day of the Moon of Ingathering the assembly of all varieties of growing things will accordingly take place,” continued Sing Tsung, “and as a special attraction the highest award, that bestowed on the grower of the most attractive collection of quam-chee, will on this occasion consist of an exceptionally massive and richly-lacquered family coffin.”

“If one so insignificant may now be permitted to express a thought, it is difficult to conjecture what earthly desire could outweigh that of carrying off so indispensable and enduring a trophy,” was wrung from Hia Cho’s excess of feeling. “Surely all who read the written words and closely examine the depicted prize must yearn to be acclaimed the victor.”

“Would the possession be such that the owner of it might attain any particular degree of favour in your eyes?” asked Sing Tsung in an off-hand manner. And in order to maintain his attitude of no-concern he made several ineffectual grasps at passing winged insects.

“From the strictly detached angle of one who is not remotely affected by the happening, it is arduous to imagine how even the most ambitious and exacting of her own sort would not be swayed by the prospect of a joint-ownership and ultimate occupation of so gratifying an heirloom,” replied Hia Cho, no less remotely. “Thus, in a manner of speaking, he who sets forth to secure the reward might be fitly likened to some intrepid paladin of old who sought to encounter dragons in honour of one to whom he would pay homage.”

“The analogy may not perhaps be classically exact,” conceded Sing Tsung, “but your excessively flattering way of arranging the facts imparts a romantic flavour to the venture. The eleventh of the Moon of Ingathering will either see the hitherto obscure name of Sing Tsung inscribed on the championship bowl of winning quam-chee or mark the extinction of that presumptuous upstart’s aspiring hopes for ever.”

With these significant words, which clearly indicated something beyond his normal usage, Sing Tsung bowed several times with respectful precision and passed on, leaving Hia Cho involved in a very complicated state of not unpleasurable emotion.

* * * * *

Those who are accustomed to listen to the narrations of really accomplished story-tellers (as distinct from this illiterate person’s immature effort) will have no difficulty in piercing the strategy of dissimulation that Sing Tsung had adopted. He was not an obscure literary candidate, as his references might have led one to believe, but already enviably known as a successful quam-chee grower who had more than once ‘brushed the floor’ at some of the less conspicuous Blossom and Vegetation Assemblages of the province. Having by chance seen Hia Cho through an unguarded lattice, he had formed an ardent attachment towards her merits; but not deeming himself acceptable to her Line (her honourable father being a retired hereditary Legal Tax evader), he had secretly followed her movements day after day in the hope of securing a favourable occasion. Towards this the arranging deities had proved exceptionally complying.

With so momentous an issue involved, Sing Tsung now redoubled all his previous efforts to produce quam-chee of exceptional size and flavour; indeed, it is questionable if the excess of stimulation that he lavished upon the roots of his likeliest shrubs in a well-meant endeavour to stir them, so to speak, to enhanced fruitfulness may not have had a contrary effect upon their powers. Permit this how it will, with very few moons before the appointed day, Sing Tsung’s orchard had never seemed less flourishing. Calling upon the equally-concerned spirits of even his remotest ancestors to exert their pressure, the one in question resolved to concentrate every influence upon a single plant, and with this end in view he relentlessly cut down and destroyed every other.

It was about this time that Tsung received a visit from an influential neighbour. Lowering his voice and speaking from behind an open hand, Chang Toon affected nothing more than a friendly interest in Tsung’s fortunes, but not even a blind-worm could have misinterpreted the significance of his message.

“Encouraged by your record in the past, Sing Tsung, and relying upon a well-spread belief in your integritous behaviour, a few virtue-loving persons of Ying-chou have ventured even down to their undercloth upon the emergence of your winning number.”

“Their confidence is a gratifying portent of success,” replied Sing Tsung with effusion. “May their enterprising hazard be repaid more than a hundred times over.”

“Such was the anticipation of their spirited bid when the unevens were stated,” admitted Chang Toon, but without any noticeable response to the other’s genial manner. “Since then, however, it is not to be denied that your merchantable assets have slid heavily in a downward direction. Pung-fu, a very sombre bird from the Upper Outlands, is known to be enlisting the support of every available Force, Influence, Presence, Substance, Shadow and Being by a lavish expenditure of joss-sticks and detonating fireworks; while it has not escaped the observation of interested crevice-glimpsers that you, Sing Tsung, are not only wholly neglecting these devotional offices but have been detected in the process of secretly counteracting your own existing efforts.”

“As to that,” replied Sing Tsung profusely, “there need be no apprehension. With his scanty means this one could not hope to outbid the wealthy Pung-fu in the matter of propitiatory noises, and to do less would be as profitable as to scatter nuts before an approaching tiger. None the less, your discriminating friends may well be assured that when the Eleventh of Ingathering fades Sing Tsung will be the fortunate recipient of a really serviceable coffin.”

“That is what has been already decided,” assented Chang Toon with an unpleasant intonation, “but whether the accommodation in question will consist of a richly upholstered teak-wood casket or an equally practicable but less ornamental crate of the sort used for storing onions will depend entirely on that day’s emergence. Meanwhile, therefore, regard your footsteps with precision. Ten thousand blessings!”

In spite of the parting acclaim, this arisement wholly failed to have a beneficial effect on Tsung’s drooping spirits, while the continual reluctance of his one quam-chee tree to justify the trust placed in it still further corroded his outlook. He was, indeed, considering the less objectionable forms of self-ending when an omen in the shape of a written message reached him. Following a discreet noise on his outer door, a shred of parchment was thrust into his open hand by one who fled, and on this he read as follows:

Is it not written, ‘If you desire to acquire merit, study The Sayings; if to succeed in business, sell your sacred books and therewith purchase and display a pretentious banner’? Since the foul and hypercritical Pung-fu has inveigled all Allowable Things to his malodorous cause it remains for the upright and sincere to have recourse to Forbidden Powers. Within the Capital, the street being known as Crooked, look for the sign of a Mammoth Gourd, and discovering by the latch an inconspicuous knob, press this silently and there declare your errand.

* * * * *

Early on the following day Sing Tsung went cautiously, as he had been told and, entering the city by an obscure gate, sought the Crooked Way and the house of questionable doings. This he had no difficulty in knowing, for displayed within its unshuttered lights were coloured representations from alien printed leaves showing blossoms and all the edible products of the earth conjured to a size, perfection and uniformity beyond human endeavour.

“This is that which was spoken of outside all reasonable doubt,” was Sing Tsung’s awed reflection, “for neither in the course of normal husbandry nor relying on Legitimate Arts could such results be obtained.” Suspended from a pole hung a banner embellished with certain occult signs, among which Tsung recognised the Undeviating Lines and a coruscation of the planets. The name traced on an inscribed slab was that of Lee Q Yung, and he was described as trafficking in an Other-World power (or ‘powder’ the outline might equally be rendered) for enhancing the earth’s fertility as by magic.

“Would you then,” inquired Sing Tsung when he had ventured to obtain speech with the one within, “enable this person’s single quam-chee tree to outrange the produce of all others?”

“Assuredly,” replied the amiable necromancer, but speaking a pleasantly abbreviated tongue that betrayed an alien usage, “provided the other eccentrically-garbed ones have not been placed astute concerning the Lee-Yung products.”

“You alone, then, possess this hidden power of magic growth?” asked Tsung, not indisposed to probe further, seeing that – except for a goat-like excrescence from his chin – there was nothing formidable in the wizard’s appearance. “Is it in the nature of a Dark Secret – the incantation?”

“You are informing this person!” cryptically endorsed the gifted magician with convincing vigour. “Every can of the Lee-Yung ‘Fertile Force’ is guaranteed and the process fully protected.”

“Thus and thus,” agreed Sing Tsung, feeling that despite his simple need he was becoming involved in the trend of the conversation. “Inscribe the necessary sentence without delay and this person, having discharged a just account, will return to hang the charm in the required position.”

For a few beats of time the versatile sorcerer continued to regard Tsung closely, but he made no immediate response to the request, as it might be that the substance of what was asked lay somewhat outside his powers. Then, with a gesture that seemed to imply a condition of remoteness, he placed a weighty package before that one and with a lowered voice explained its enchantment.

“Scatter what you will find herein evenly about the earth to the measure of a full pace around the trunk of the tree you have chosen. Do this in the period of falling dew and thereafter scar the ground well to remove all evidence of what has been effected. On the following day walk round the tree seven times in each direction with closed eyes and repeating suitable dictums from the Classics. This do as has been said, and in due course the fruit of that quam-chee tree will outvie all other.”

“May your virtuous Line increase and she whom you select become the ancestress of ten thousand dutiful he-children,” was Tsung’s grateful response. “Also may your Tablets never fall into disuse and your ultimate out-passing be long deferred and painless.”



“You have adequately discharged the full contents of a capacious mouth,” admitted Lee Q Yung freely. “May you, likewise, never regret the three taels seventy-five cash that is the meagre extent of your obligation.”

* * * * *

Much has been written about the foregoing events and some of the verse has even been set to music. But concerning the identity of the unknown charm-worker, the nature of his Forbidden Art, even the name of the distant Outland from which (to use his own harmonious phrase as recorded by one narrator) he ‘hailed’ have been lost in a mystifying avoidance. Elsewhere in the bamboo annals of Ying-chou it is to be found how in the third of the second of the then reigning dynasty of Mong, Sing Tsung was awarded a superbly-lacquered coffin, together with a silk-embroidered burial robe, the latter as an especial mark of the Vegetation Community’s regard towards one who had ‘tabled’ a bowl of quam-chee so incredibly distended in size that they were also accorded an illuminated vellum address under the mistaken impression that they represented a new variety of melon. In receiving these unique honours at a ceremonial evening rice, Sing Tsung introduced an unprecedented feature into the occasion by generously asserting that some of his success that day was due to the devoted encouragement of his negligible lesser one, Hia Cho of the Line of Liang.


KWEY CHAO AND THE GRATEFUL SONG BIRD
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KWEY CHAO WAS the only blossom in the depleted Line of Mong Ho, a maritime person of the Lower Hiang Delta, who was sometimes described in official edicts as ‘our faithful and highly-esteemed salt-tax collector and trusty upholder of water-way law and custom in the turbulent Hiang region,’ and at other times as ‘that earth-polluting thug and river-contaminating two-and-a-half cash pirate, Mong’ – this according to whether the one concerned had transmitted to those in office a reasonable proportion of the exaction he had levied or whether he had for a period overlooked the desirability of so doing.

It had been a matter of unutterable – but nevertheless very fluently-expressed – regret to Mong Ho that Kwey Chao had proved to be of the sort she was, whereas the painstaking and frequently hard-pressed tax-gatherer had expended a considerable weight of silver taels in persuading the various Omens and responsible Forces involved to provide him with a he-child who should in due course lend a strenuous arm to the oft-time thankless task of urging the less formidable types of river craft to recognise both the disloyalty and the hopelessness of resisting taxation.

Positioned thus and thus it need occasion no surprise that Mong Ho resolutely took no interest whatever in the outcome of his parental ambition, so that Kwey Chao, bereft of the usual accomplishments of her own sort, grew up in a wholly illogical manner. In place of the carefully gummed tresses and studiously restrained gait of those who should have been her natural associates, Kwey Chao’s voluminous hair streamed unconfined until it was frequently mistaken for a flock of migratory ravens as she sped with graceful unconcern among the glades of the neighbouring forest – especially by the close-sighted. Her unbound feet, though admittedly grotesque to the superficial, enabled her to maintain an attractive and defiant poise in the most hazardous situations, while her symmetrically-shaped hands seemed to be naturally formed more for the purpose of grasping required things than that of spreading out in helpless and beseeching attitudes. From these circumstances it was inevitable that when a marriageable age was reached Mong Ho’s she-child was – in the deplorable apothegm of the uncouth about the Hiang Delta – generally referred to as being ‘not every pig-fancier’s outlay.’

Driven by these converging lines of fate to seek entertainment wholly through her own resources, Kwey Chao had frequented the forest depths and the far-reaching stretches of the Delta waters from the time of her milk-days onwards, there penetrating into unknown parts and associating on terms of unusual mutual trust and confidence with many furtive and untamed creatures.

It is only necessary here to speak of the decisive influence of Yellow Crest, the unsurpassed songster of the lonely tracts, who now comes into the recital.

It was during one of her solitary progressions into the further wastes that, following the indication of a plaintive cry, Kwey Chao resolutely forced her way through the tangled prickly thorn-shrub growth to find a small bird of inconspicuous hue (excluding the single characteristic from which it took its name) confined to the spot by a broken wing and succumbing from the lack of water. To supply the latter need was Kwey Chao’s first thought, and thereafter she applied herself to the task of repairing the fractured limb with unswerving patience and perseverance. No healing salve was too costly or remote to be beyond her fixed resolve, nor did she omit to tread the most distant paths in order to obtain the services of devout recluses or those capable of bringing favourable influences to bear upon any existing contingency. Such devotion could not escape celestial recognition, and the day was not far distant when Yellow Crest was able to soar to the extreme point of discernible vision and from that height to express its unbounded gratitude in an – so to speak – ample outflow of spontaneous emotion.

“Could this person acquire but half the joyousness your discriminatory senses evidently experience,” was wrested from Kwey Chao’s admiring throat, “such melodious incoherence on her part would result that those who have hitherto regarded the one who is speaking as an entirely negligible sound would thereafter pay marked attention to her most trivial utterance.”

Inspired by this desirable but excessively improbable attainment Kwey Chao, with no set purpose at the time, formed her far from unattractive lips into a responsive shape and sent upwards an answering note of gladness. To her gratified surprise she found that the range and capacity of her voice were not markedly unequal to the task; whereupon she continued in a like strain, and with an occasional lapse from strict precision succeeded in repeating the whole of the melody with a creditable display of appropriate feeling.

Under the stress of the concentrated emotion involved, Kwey Chao had resolutely closed her eyes during the latter part of the exertion; when she again looked out she discovered that Yellow Crest had taken up a convenient position on an adjacent branch, where he had been giving an attentive consideration to her efforts, for he now brought the extremities of his wings several times together with the measured approval of one who wishes to encourage a promising display even though he cannot commend the performance of every minute detail.

From that time onwards the high-principled bird devoted itself wholly to requiting the debt of gratitude which it considered was due to Kwey Chao by lifting her step by step to an equality of melody with its own supreme achievement. At the outset, under the exacting tutelage of so precise a teacher, the one most concerned was not disposed to raise paeans of gladness that Yellow Crest’s sense of duty impelled him to this exalted standard, but presently she fell under the spell of the inspired songster’s zeal and strove, no less than he urged, towards an ideal perfection. With the earliest gong-stroke of the day, therefore, when his first clear-cut jade-like notes announced the dawn, Kwey Chao gladly left her scanty pallet and together they sought an unfrequented glade where the gross-minded Mong Ho could not intrude and defile the innocent scene with offensive remarks, ill-bred signs and a derisive absence of gravity. At first Yellow Crest insisted, by the inoffensive persuasion of repeated example, that Kwey Chao should perfect herself in the manipulation of single notes, and not until satisfied that she had complete control of these, as one might say, throat-relaxing exercises would he countenance a more ambitious onslaught. That achieved, however, he let it be understood, by a complicated flourish of his own vocal range, that she might attempt some of the more elementary flights of song, and, placing himself opposite on an overhanging bough, he held himself firmly on one self-reliant claw and, raising the other, suitably indicated by a variety of appropriate beats the pattern that the melody should follow. . . . It was a green-leaf day for both when Yellow Crest announced, through the harmonious medium of perfect understanding that was now maintained between them, that Kwey Chao had nothing more to learn or he to teach, and indicated that she should, in unison with himself, essay a rendering of his most admired and complicated rhapsody – that now generally referred to as ‘The Yellow Crest’s Invocation to the as yet Unrisen Great Luminary of the Firmament.’

At about this time the Mandarin Chan Hing Pung, a functionary as far-seeing as he was just, who exercised supreme authority over the Lower Hiang Delta, realized that, immersed in the multitudinous and exacting affairs of State, he had hitherto overlooked the necessity of providing an adequate posterity who should preserve his imperishable Line intact. He therefore summoned the inscriber of his spoken word and mechanized transcriber of doubtful outlines to his side and charged him with a mission.

“You, Ti-ping,” he explained, with the courteous forbearance that he rarely failed to extend even to a vassal, “have in the past carried out a diversity of commands with no more than the normal lack of intelligence observable in the average inscriber of our uttered phrases.”

“The gracious magnanimity of your excessively high Eminence’s undeserved regard is a never-failing source of nourishment to the tap-root of this inept one’s fading self-esteem,” protested the supple Ti-ping, hastening to assemble the four essentials of his calling. “Proceed to impose your ever-welcome task, Benign, and do not hesitate to lay on the obligations with a heaped-up trowel.”

“This mission, however, impresses a greater strain upon a notoriously ill-nurtured brain than anything with which it has hitherto been called to grapple,” continued the urbane dispenser of justice, closing his expressive eyes in order to indicate that he had heard no syllable of Ti-ping’s tactless interruption. “For a lengthy period now the various printed leaves of our cultured land have been devoting their priceless space to such epoch-stirring topics as ‘Is Monogamy a Fiasco’, ‘Do Secondary Wives make the Best Mothers?’ and the like. Your concern during the next moon, therefore, Ti-ping, will be to pay a semi-official but confidential visit to the courts of so many other mandarins of the province as you can reasonably find an excuse for distressing – both those equal but above and those equal but below to our own insignia and button – and discover, by means of ingratiatory scandal, sympathetic condolences, personal disclosures, and as many other devices as your naturally prurient mind can embellish, why in each case matrimony has been synonymous with acute mental depression. On your return we shall tabulate and card-index the results, and this person, warned diagrammatically of what to avoid, can go forward with the certainty of a felicitous union.”

“It is as near as achieved, Revered,” was Ti-ping’s boastful assurance as he set forth, “and the processional drums of your acclaimed wedding march may almost be heard approaching.”

It was, however, with a less vainglorious front that the specious taker-down of spoken words accounted for what had been accomplished on his return, and when the one whose minion he was spoke of the coloured charts that were to display both cause and effect, Ti-ping replied with an effete gesture indicating complete absence of recollection.

“That is neither is nor was, however, Esteemed,” ran his facile excuse, “since everything that tends to this affair can be contained within a hollow nail-sheath. . . . All your superficial-witted contemporaries have been swayed by the prepossessing exterior of those with whom they exchanged the silk-bound bond of promise, regardless of whether any possessed the more abiding qualities that could contribute to their lasting entertainment. The lamentable consequence is that the inner chambers of the yamens of this intellectually stagnant province are dominated by an assembly of mentally-deficient bygones who have found no incentive to preserve the only allurement they ever had nor possessed the ability to develop any other. The obvious expedient in your own specific case, great Excellence – if one so negligible as the mere taker-down of your melodious sentences should be permitted to form an opinion – would seem to point towards testing the nature of the contents in advance rather than accepting as an actual fact the picture of the maiden on the label.”

“The richly convoluted trend of our flowery and romantic tongue is capable of such a profundity of variation, Ti-ping, that with so accomplished a master of terminological inexactitude as the one to whom this simple-witted person is now speaking it is often a matter of extreme difficulty to arrive at any rational conclusion,” observed the liberal-minded administrator concisely. “What you would appear to be endeavouring to express, however, would seem to contain some definite germ of a concrete suggestion. If, therefore . . .”

“Pre-eminence,” interposed Ti-ping with his usual lack of becoming deference, “this matter is as precise as the four sides of a parallelogram and its outcome no less rigid. Thus and thus let it be ordained . . .”

Unprecedented was the emotion engendered throughout the Hiang Delta when it was made known that their venerated chief magistrate was about to take a lesser one and – herein lay the zest – not gracefulness of outline or pulchritudinous charm were of any account, but only some quality that held out the promise of future and continuous entertainment. On an indicated date all of marriageable age who would were instructed to assemble for the trial and submit their powers to please, none save those sprung from the unclean castes being excluded. To a certain extent the result would be by popular acclaim, but the discriminating magistrate reserved to himself both the casting votes (whatever number the difference entailed) and the right of veto.

Had Mong Ho been cast in a less repellent mould it is not unimaginable that one of Kwey Chao’s self-reliant build would have seen no inducement to compose an ode upon the opportunity provided by this occasion; but the insalubrious filibuster had of late accepted an unpleasant habit of spitting aggressively at intruding flies while he partook of wine, and this proved the last grain of rice in the measure of Kwey Chao’s over-burdened tolerance.

“To whatever lapses from strict propriety the exalted mandarin may be prone, it is remote in the extreme that two personages, so diverse in every social attribute, should have this deplorable trait in common,” was the conclusion of her scruples. She therefore signified her definite intention to undergo the test, “For,” ran the sequence of her thoughts, “surely the ability to produce harmonious noises to an unparalleled extent, and in all probability to be able to continue the accomplishment until we are both senile, would constitute as tangible an asset as to pluck the strings of a zither without discord, depict actual or imagined scenes by the use of coloured earths, deceive the sense of vision through the instrumentality of pasteboard cards, revolve in a continuity of graceful attitudes, carve wood or stone until it assumed some remote affinity to a distorted human being, or any of the other efforts of those who up to now are spoken of as the probable emergers.”

In this broad-minded vein Kwey Chao referred to the activities of the lottery-ticket vendors who had already established their stalls even in remote settlements of the Delta, for the event was to be the occasion for a general cessation of work of every kind, and the chances of those who had responded to the call were discussed far and wide by eager partisans who had, in extreme cases, pledged their Tablets in order to purchase the utmost limit of tickets. The equivalents ranged from 3 reputed taels 75 unbroken cash in the case of Liu-san, who was credibly declared to know the ‘Book of Gravity-removing Instances and Waistband Disrupter’s Let-me-tell-you’ off by her inside, down to 25 unspecified cash for a complete ticket on the chances of the remote outsider Kwey Chao, of whose attainments the most ingratiatory possessor of a certainty had never heard a shadowy whisper; and even at that temptingly speculative price there had not emerged a single taker. Meanwhile Kwey Chao redoubled the effort to improve her highest notes, while she did not fail – by the means that their mutual attraction had evolved – to impress on Yellow Crest an understanding of the gravity of the occasion.

It might appear irrational at this point, in view of her unassuming charm and position as chief she-character of the narrative, to introduce an element of doubt, but let it be recalled that an assembly of astute result-forecasters, on whose prescience hung their source of life, had esteemed her chances of success as approximately fifteen thousand to one against, and at that had found none to gainsay their wisdom.

Something of this mood assailed Kwey Chao as she entered the space of display on the day of trial and grasped the magnitude of the task before her.

Two score, three hand-counts, and four competitors, representing each branch of demonstrable art, from producing garments by means of coloured threads controlled on skewers, to gyrating on an extended toe while an ordinary person might count a hundred, were assembling there. To each was allotted a suitable tent wherein to arrange her ‘turn’ and a convenient platform whereon in due course to display it.

“What can a mere voice – however refined – avail against so much turmoil?” was wrung from her understanding. “This calls for more forcible methods.”

Up to this point it had been Kwey Chao’s dignified purpose to confine her efforts to the pure rendering of a few simple ballads, such as firesides inspire, but she now tore down the inscribed placard announcing her aim and substituted for it one set out in deeper and more lurid colours. On this she described her qualifications as follows:

KWEY CHAO

(Last of the Line of She-pirates)

Animal, Fish, Bird and Insect Impersonator

In her notable and invariably cheerfully received production

entitled

A DAY IN THE DEPTHS OF OUR DELTA

or

MAROONED IN THE MOSQUITO MARSHES

Introducing for the first time in the Annals of Dynastic History a faithful rendering of the Yellow Crest’s Invocation to the as yet Unrisen Great Luminary of the Firmament



(The Thumb-mark of her Melody).



A certain amount of obloquy has been laid at Kwey Chao’s door on account of this move, some contending that it gave her an unfair advantage. This arose from a circumstance that could not have been foreseen and as a result of the far-reaching popular response to the occasion. It had been Ti-ping’s design that every candidate should be seen or heard in turn, but when the conscientious mandarin himself realized to what limits of his after-rice repose this would extend he declared that so gross an expenditure of public time was not to be endured; instead, all must display their powers at once while he in person would be carried in his state chair along the line of platforms, pausing here and there before a likely entrant and – as he somewhat familiarly expressed it – in the end encountering no difficulty about putting a distinguishing mark upon the final emerger.

This undoubtedly brought a new element of skill to bear on Kwey Chao’s fortunes, for whenever a prominent rival reached a culminating stage Kwey Chao contrived to reach that point whereat one of the larger inhabitants of the wild uttered a loud and capably-sustained challenge. Added to this, the diversity of her range enabled her, without violating any of the stringent canons of the classical stage, to speak prosaically, to sing in an ordinary way, to make throat-noises bereft of actual words or to propel wind through the lips and teeth to the accomplishment of every variety of bird language. By the use of one or another of these expedients – all of which were logically necessary to her theme – it was unavoidable that Kwey Chao should reduce to a state of incoherent despair every other competitor in turn, with the result that her equivalent had risen to 3 taels 74 cash when the middle period gong was struck, and the press before her stall was continually at variance with the guarders of open space and averters of disorder.

Yet it was this complexity of talent that would seem to have led to Kwey Chao’s downfall, although the intricacy of the event has since been the subject of many conflicting essays. It has already been disclosed that the yellow crest’s matchless ‘Invocation’ was to be the test and consummating point of that one’s achievement, and it was this claim that drew both partisans and those unfriendly to her cause towards the sward before her dais; for never up to then had so exacting a course been set, and on her ability to survive the risks depended the outcome of her endeavour. Faithfully rendered, and an irresistible wave of public acclaim would carry her past the barrier; fail to surmount this one achievement that she had (it was felt) so presumptuously dared, and all her hitherto adequacy would be shattered.

The ‘Invocation’ as rendered in Kwey Chao’s now familiar setting is composed of three changes of position, each of variable length: the first is a general survey of the yellow crest’s life and daily habits; the second a short but duly harrowing interlude wherein one of the race is taken in a snare and, despite his plaintive song, held captive; the third and culminating strain a rise to ecstasy when he is freed by a sympathetic hand and passes out of sight, singing as he goes and still going singing. Therein lay the snare that was to enmesh the ill-timed bird-impersonator no less, for as she controlled her unprecedented vocal range to its lowest ebb in accord with the despairing prisoner’s failing effort, his sublime Excellence’s state chair was halted before her stand so that he might make his final choice, and in the same beat of time Kwey Chao realized that she had gone down so phenomenally low, as it were, in portrayed despair, that it was not feasible for her to get up again for the ensuing triumph. She therefore continued to stand in an appropriate poise, with suitably arranged face and lips but without any of the expected sound coming from them.

It was at this benumbing pause that Yellow Crest so capably seized the fleeting opportunity to prove his zeal and by an act of supreme resource eradicate the last vestige of his obligation. Throughout the day he had lurked in a convenient cypress tree that overhung the ground, unseen and unsuspected even by Kwey Chao herself but deeply concerned with every fluctuation of her progress. When the ‘Invocation’ was reached he – perhaps more than any other of the vast array that stood around – justly esteemed the risk and divined at what precise note Kwey Chao’s fatal enthusiasm for lyrical exactitude would lead to her undoing. The testimony of the only onlooker who chanced to observe what took place then – that an object comparably ‘like a cloud of fire’ winged across the blue and disappeared into the singer’s unconfined tresses – was universally accepted as unduly fanciful and attributable to the one concerned proving to be a minstrel errant.

With a well-ordained return to normal composure Kwey Chao did not cease to operate her lips and teeth to the extent that the theme required, while the scarcely interrupted melody continued to irradiate the scene more luminously – should that be credible – than before. When the final note passed hence, and Kwey Chao simultaneously ended her facial demonstration, the continuous sounds of approval were so unfeigned that the one signalled out had no excuse for not bowing with submissively clasped hands in all the eight directions, and thus affording Yellow Crest an easy path by which to effect an unobtrusive leave-taking.

When it is related that so precise a high official as the Mandarin Chan Hing Pung, tearing to shreds the hasty record of his preference up to that point, descended from his chair and indicated to Kwey Chao that she should occupy it, what further need of words? The Virtuous Cause had once more triumphed.


LI PAO, LUCKY STAR AND THE INTRUDING STRANGER
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THE STORY OF Li Pao might be regarded as the history of one whose life covered the period of the Three-fold Struggle – an almost legendary epoch when our flower-strewn but imperishable Empire was slowly awakening to the danger of crediting less scrupulous Powers with the same fidelity to spoken or thumb-signed pacts as that which marked her own punctilious rulers. The reference to an unexpected visitor, however, suggests that the narrative must be primarily connected with an incident in the middle period of Li Pao’s career, during the hostilities arising from the rude and tyrannical Uans’ treacherous bid to usurp world-wide power by reducing all neighbouring lands to the condition of vassal states, and those of an indulgent circle of listeners who are so excessively polite as to remain awake to the end will realize that this inference is feasible.

Immersed in his life-long preoccupation – that of expressing the most lucid apophthegms in the obscurest possible language – Li Pao had hitherto regarded with only a negligible concern the progress of military strife, and the incursion of the marauding Uans under their loose-mouthed and grotesquely outlined chieftain Ng-ho diminished if anything his ambition to acquire martial lustre. To the under-captain of an enrolling band, who sought him out to classify his powers, Li Pao replied that the formality was legally outside the official scope since he himself was one of those who maintained a conscientious antipathy to the exercise of force, whatever the provocation.

“Yet,” urged the official in a persuasible tone, “consider well the outcome. You have here what this one would unhesitatingly describe as an agreeable if restricted place of abode; an attractive companion of the other sort lurks in the adjacent background, and you doubtless either have, or look forward with reasonable expectation to having, a virile Line of lusty sons to worship your unfading memory. Positioned thus, would you not cast in the weight of a strenuous arm to thwart those who seek to dispossess you?”

While considering the formulation of his reply Li Pao placed before the under-captain a generous measure of rich peach wine after receiving an assurance from the one concerned that his mind was not absolutely opposed to such a proceeding.

“The situation might be described in a variety of ways by the application of a diversity of analogies,” explained Li Pao when they had sufficiently reciprocated compliments and each expressed a wish that the other might live for ever. “Perhaps the aptest would be to recall the pronouncement of the philosopher Tzu-pang when he awoke from an admonitory dream one night to find two demons, one seated on either side of his couch, contending about his future. ‘If this person’s ultimate destiny lies at the mercy of the argumentative qualities of a couple of secondary Beings,’ he is reported to have exclaimed, ‘he will henceforth direct a course of life irrespective of the Eternal Mandates.’ ”

To this, which in Li Pao’s eyes had the appearance of being conclusive, the under-captain assented frankly that it required every description of personage to constitute a universe, and then, having had the misfortune to overturn his cup, he expressed a gratified surprise that it was at the time, as he irrefutably disclosed, empty of any liquid.

“Thus guided,” continued Li Pao, after he had replenished the cup, despite the under-captain’s determined efforts to prevent him, “the line of this one’s conduct in the existing emergency is unflinching. Armed with any fatal implement of assault, he would cheerfully take up a position five-score or more paces from the most redoubtable among the Uanish horde – including the obscene Ng-ho himself if available – and continue to exchange lethal missiles across that space until one or the other fell mortally stricken.”

“Disclose yourself more freely,” was the doubtfully-voiced response. “Why should you then hesitate to take up arms and join a company of your heroic fellows?”

“By acting as he has set forth, either Li Pao or his selected opponent must Pass Hence, and thereby he fulfils the primary object of modern warfare. Thus he achieves all that is to be gained by resorting to arms and at the same time avoids the distressing contingency of possibly finding himself during the stress of battle locked in a noisome embrace – perhaps even clasped thigh to thigh – with an unsavoury and coarse-mannered rebel. To Pass Upwards is as the Predestined Word ordains, but to appear before one’s decorous and high-born ancestors inextricably locked in the contaminating grasp of an Outland thug distends the normal limit.”

* * * * *

It will readily be understood, even from the meagre evidence of this encounter, that Li Pao was not a person who was likely to be greeted with effusion by an assembly of those whose chief delight lay in witnessing athletic contests. He had been nourished on the literary style and adages of an earlier dynasty, and whatever the normal passer-by extolled produced in his internal organs an emotion of acute revulsion. Especially was this the case with the remarks of those who, on Li Pao’s behoof, referred to the output of really successful essay writers and demanded of him whether he could not, by studying their form, in time acquire something approaching an equal proficiency and thereby ultimately receive at the rate of silver taels where he was now grudgingly accorded an insufficiency of copper pieces.

To this well intentioned advice Li Pao at first replied by a few carefully selected sentences, accompanying, however, an arrangement of his face that left it ambiguous in what exact sense his spoken words were to be regarded. Later he replied more definitely by describing that which he was bidden to emulate as nothing but the inner membrane of a defunct cow’s digestive entrails, coupling this with the assertion that it would rend him internally as with barbed hooks of steel if by any chance he should be found devoid of life in proximity with such contaminating offal.

“Yet, delight of all beholders, your nobly-connected relatives and those of my own obscurely-descended clan grasp the bamboo by its inaccurate end when they charge this really complaisant person with obstinacy and inertness,” maintained Li Pao when Lucky Star, his lesser part, hastened towards him with a cooling draught after one of these occasions. “So far from it being his deliberate purpose to despise riches or to repudiate fame, he is reasonably prepared to undergo both, and any one of the other burdens of exceptional popular acclaim – if it can be arranged on an honourable basis.”

“What, then, is this formidable obstacle that stands in the way of our enhanced estate?” enquired Keih Sing, with an affectionate adjustment of Pao’s ruffled pigtail. “Surely if it is anything where human prowess may avail, my all-conquering lord will be able to convince demons.”

“Your words are gemmed with accuracy and good sense,” admitted Li Pao modestly, “and did it rest with him alone a golden pagoda roofed with translucent amethyst would be your dwelling place tomorrow.”

“The limit of this one’s reasonable expectation tends towards a pleasantly-situated and flower-encrusted bower, where the outcome of mutual affection might find adequate room to expand and flourish,” was Keih Sing’s meek disclaimer. “As things are positioned, however, we are restricted to the uppermost space beneath the heat-engendering roof of a third-rate pallet-and-early-rice establishment. Surely if the impediment to which reference has been made can be thrust aside––”

“Therein you penetrate to the nucleus of the matter and strike the spigot of our difficulty upon its thicker end,” exclaimed Li Pao with convincing fervour. “It is not to be expected that one who is admittedly producing masterpieces of scintillating texture should voluntarily renounce his style – a style whereby he can with ease employ three long words in circumstances where every other contemporary essayist would find it beyond his power to press in more than one of a single syllable – in order to conform to the degenerate standard of an illiterate epoch. Let those who now devour the crude and arid commonplaces of Tin-hi, Kow Hang and other so-described ‘most wanteds’ remove the wax of complacency from their undiscriminating ears and cultivate an uplifting taste for classical prolixity. Then this neglected and obscure arranger of appropriate words would find his, so to speak, stock in the literary mart resounding with an upward trend, whereat the producers of inscribed leaves, who now affect to be engaged with high officials when he submits his worthless name, would come forward with outstretched hands, carrying agreements in blank at the first tidings of his presence.”

* * * * *

The union of Li Pao and Lucky Star has been aptly described as an instance of affection at the initial glance, for having noted her graceful but at the same time self-reliant poise when, for several gong-strokes, they stood side to side in a stress occasioned by a whispered word that at a certain stall within a limited supply of congealed fat was available, he lost no opportunity to engage her imagination. When, at a later period, he was able to claim her hand, not only did Keih Sing fulfil all Li Pao’s expectations but she modestly disclosed a variety of engaging arts of which – deeply immersed in his themes – the reclusive essayist had never up to that time suspected the existence. For his part he strove to assure her of his regard by imparting an added excellence to whatever he undertook and attributing it to her presence. This chiefly concerned his apophthegms, which thereby became increasingly verbose and involved, and although the improvement diminished their scanty means, since fewer and fewer could be induced to purchase his work, Lucky Star never failed to applaud each one in turn as Li Pao explained to her its merits, while at the same time she foretold for him an imperishable future. Let no reproach for this be laid to Keih Sing’s charge, for though she might – and in fact did – fail to grasp the significance of any single point in all Pao’s efforts, the element of gratitude she felt that he should have chosen her from among the countless thousands of her own sort invested him with all the attributes of a Superior Being. Apart from serving Li Pao her chief delight lay in persuading any of the feathered creatures of the air to alight at her open shutter, and for this purpose she contrived a projecting ledge on which it was her charitable habit to scatter such crumbs and fragments of discarded meat as might be spared from her own inadequate platter. While regarding this as a harmless and even to a slight degree a gravity-removing fancy on her part, Li Pao felt that it would perhaps have been more in keeping with their present need if she had by the same means enticed in larger and more meaty birds which would have brought a welcome addition to their ill-spread table.

* * * * *

Meanwhile the press of battle had so far advanced that it was no unusual thing for contending bands of warriors to congest the outer ways and to disarrange the legitimate business of the countryside and city. Requiring to be fed, they soon produced a state of siege, so that presently a general shortage reared its head, while the far-seeing and astute sped from mart to mart unostentatiously amassing a stock of what they deemed would next be most in demand, and as they met and passed freely execrating so detestable a practice in all others. To maintain a seemly balance whereby the affluent should not possess all that was essential to the community at large and the more necessitous be able to procure nothing, the high officials devised a system of issuing bamboo slips on which were described the commodities most sought as well as the amount to which each person was entitled at a given date, and undoubtedly the expedient would have restored a more normal trend had not the harassed authorities overlooked the need of also providing the requisite supply of viands.

To add to the popular concern and lack of poise a variety of rumours began to spread, some attributing to the oncoming Uans a diversity of unnatural powers, others claiming for their own armed force an even greater preponderance of victory-bringing omens. Thus Chow Mang-hi, supreme War Lord of the Uans, had claimed possession of an undisclosed device that would make resistance futile, and while some asserted that this pointed to a rare and potent drug, by which men drinking it became invisible and fought unseen, others, who had it from influential friends in a position to know, disclosed that the boast referred to the magic and long lost shears of Umph which endowed with life and all its attributes figures of a never-ending warrior host cut out from sheets of paper. Moved by such tales, not a few declared it hopeless to contend and counselled an unaggressive compact whereby Mang-hi would become a fostering ally, but an overwhelming number rejected so pusillanimous a front, claiming that even then a relieving army from a distant alien State was marching to their aid, since Outland men, speaking an uncouth tongue and wearing long beards, who could, moreover, drink liquid fire, had on good authority been seen throughout the Province.

Unaffected by the general stress and sway, Li Pao continued to elaborate his style and contrived paraphrases of more and more diffuseness, while Lucky Star remained content to serve his hand and day after day to eke out their meagre store to the utmost limits of its sparse dimensions. Thus positioned, Pao was recording his lofty thoughts by the uncertain glimmer of a single waxed thread one night, with his lesser one pounding acorns in a bowl, when the sound of a heavy body striking the latter one’s alighting shelf outside brought the immediate task of both to a sharp-edged finish.

“This would seem to promise a fowl of considerably larger growth than has hitherto filled our ration – possibly a Kien-fi goose exhausted on its homeward flight or even a storm-tossed peacock,” exclaimed Li Pao, casting aside his tablets with a hopeful look and taking up instead a weighty cleaver. “Throw open the shutter suddenly, Adored,” and he assumed a suitable attitude of defence at a convenient distance.

“Yet seeing that the protection of our roof has been sought, is it permissible, despite the stringency of our case, so to dispose of one who might claim sanctuary?” pleaded Keih Sing with gentle reluctance.

To this no doubt Li Pao would have replied by an appropriate and convincing verse had not the shutter-fastening at that moment incapably failed to retain its hold, thus permitting the entry of a large and disordered man whose unwieldy bulk and degenerate type of face proclaimed him to be an Uan of the most repellent description. What appeared to be the remains of a badly-made umbrella hung about his loins, and as he stumbled in he held both hands submissively above his head, at the same time maintaining that he was desirous of associating in friendship with any there and willingly yielded himself into their keeping. Becoming accustomed to the light, however, and discovering their strength, he at once assumed a defiant pose and drew a keen-edged sword.

“Since you are but two,” he declared, “and neither of martial build, the position is reversed and he who speaks will decide the issue.”

“It would be useless to deny what is so convincingly advanced,” replied Li Pao, and he replaced his ineffectual cleaver on its hook, as the intruder made several near-miss thrusts with his formidable weapon. “If it is not too much to ask, as the matter stands, would you spare sufficient of your no doubt precious time to reveal what manner of man you are and why you have elected to come up to our far from attractive tenement home at all, and that by so exacting an approach when there exists a conveniently arranged inside ladder?”

“Is it possible that this outline is unknown to you, despite the continuous efforts of the gravity-remover face-depicters of every civilized nation – this loose-lipped mouth, these protuberant hard-boiled eyes, these fan-like ears, this fatuous look, unwieldy bulk, exaggerated warrior garb and, to add a conclusive wedge, this triple row of valour-proclaiming badges? Is it credible that any outpost is so remote, or two, not apparently in a certifiable state, so benighted?”

“Ng-ho!” exclaimed both in a single voice, “Chief of the Strategy of Invasion. How does it befall that one so very high up in authority should inconvenience himself to the extent of dropping in, as it were, with this flattering lack of ceremony upon two so devoid of any shred of influence?”

“Since you have removed an uneasy doubt that he might not be so notorious as he had hoped, your very natural curiosity may now, without too much indiscretion, be sated,” replied Ng-ho, lowering the point of his hitherto aggressive blade and courteously indicating by means of a downward sweep that they might sit upon the floor. “At this moment, as we talk, countless intrepid warriors of the pure Uanish strain are descending in your midst to await this one’s rallying call, when they will disperse upon a preconcerted plan and seize all the points of most advantage.”

“This is sufficiently astonishing in any case,” declared Li Pao, who, despite his apophthegms, was not really sluggish-minded and now desired to learn as much as could be gathered; “for the gates being closed and the walls well-manned, how will this infiltrating host reach our midst, or, alternatively, you, being here, be able to pass out and join them?”

“That concerns our ever-to-be-venerated Chief,” (here Ng-ho paused to throw a variety of occult signs, and he also knocked his head three times against the nearest wall in token of abject submission) “and involves his hidden weapon. The position now being thus and thus, it is permissible to explain that our revered Leader’s hitherto unknown contrivance involves the use of parchment sacks which, distended by a new and miraculously-endowed sort of air, assume the quality of volitation. Each clinging to one of these, and aided by a favouring wind, picked warriors of our intrepid Panther Guard can pass undetected over barriers of the most impregnable strength and then, fearlessly casting themselves free, descend in safety by merely pressing the spring of a self-opening umbrella.”

“This, then is the secret of your arrival on our inaccessible window-sill,” exclaimed Li Pao, rising in his well-merited sense of indignation, “not ascending as normally would an honoured guest, but descending like a stealthy vampire!”

“That is the regrettable outcome of this one’s want of experience in the wind,” confessed Ng-ho, “in that he cast off a few beats of time before it was intended. No doubt official regrets for the intrusion will be expressed if a definite complaint is made on a duly authorized form and submitted to the proper quarter. Although this war is being waged on an all-embracing scale that spares neither young nor old, no Uan warrior wearing the sacred emblem of our divine Commander-at-the-Head would wittingly deviate by so much as the width of a naiad’s eyelash from the severest military usage.”

“Hitherto this person has borne a strictly neutral part,” declared Li Pao, “swaying, as befits one who balances antitheses as a juggler does brimming cups of boiling tea, neither to the one side nor to the other. But this irruption of winged men from the Upper Space transcends the normal code, inasmuch as it now assumes the elements of a struggle between Beings and ordinary beings. In such a case one of the latter has no choice but to range himself with his own kind, according to the rule of Yaou as laid down in his imperishable edict.”

Speaking in this compact but temperate strain and moving in a very natural way, Li Pao crossed over to a shelf that held his few though noticeably heavy books and from among these he selected a volume of the weightiest proportions. Advancing this he approached Ng-ho, but instead of displaying the indicated page as that one somewhat obtusely took for granted, he dextrously swung the formidable mass with a quite unexpected force and struck the dull-witted Invasion Chief at the vulnerable point where his over-swollen neck joined his offensively obese body. Deprived of any latent reserve of power by years of self-indulgence, the discreditable example of unrestricted Uan rule sank incapably upon the rough-hewn floor and closed his ill-matched eyes in oblivion.

“Alas!” exclaimed Keih Sing, looking down on that which lay there with some foreboding, “how embarrassing an alternative confronts us now, for we must either keep the extremely inopportune Chieftain here until his proximity becomes oppressive or else contrive a scheme to dispose unostentatiously of his by no means inconspicuous body.”

“Have no fear on that account,” replied Li Pao, “but disentangle the cord from which our recently purified garments at present depend while this one stands guard upon our illustrious guest with the now effective chopper.”

When Ng-ho had been inextricably bound – and in his determination to leave no contingency to chance Li Pao encased him from head to foot in a swathe of cordage, that one unbarred the door and taking up his staff and a swinging light went forth to complete his mission. To Lucky Star he left the custody of Ng-ho meanwhile, directing her to stand above him with the cleaving-knife and should he attempt to shake off his bonds to strike him until he became supine again, but as humanely as it might be done and at first with the blunt side of the weapon. This Keih Sing undertook implicitly.

As Li Pao traversed the now almost deserted Ways, composing a variety of apophthegms based on so unusual a doing, he encountered one here and there deviously clad, who asked how to reach a certain point where, each claimed, he was to meet another with whom he had urgent matters. Recognising these to be disguised Uans by their correct but laboured speech, Li Pao replied in courteous terms and sent them in wrong directions.

At the outer gate of the Office of Warlike Deeds he was met by a custodian who barred the way until, as he recalled Li Pao and the flavour of his jar of wine, the features of that one changed to an expression from which gravity was lacking.

“Lo, here is he who disdained to mingle in the press of strife but would engage to vanquish the redoubtable Ng-ho if it could be arranged on an amicable basis,” exclaimed the under-captain – for so it was – to an over-captain who had drawn near to listen. “Doubtless the import of his message is that this has now been done and nothing remains but to hang out the banners.”

“It is not unaptly said,” replied Li Pao, “except the reference to waving flags, that being opposed to this one’s literary code as germinant of self-laudation.”

“Is it not as your underling described when he spoke of this one before?” was passed in a muffled voice. “It would be as profitable to catch eels on a spade as to pursue the sequence of his actual meaning.”

“Be that as it might,” was Li Pao’s modest boast, “the encounter took place as – more or less – he who now speaks prescribed, and it only needs those in authority to come and remove the fallen.”

It was some while before Li Pao could induce those who now gathered round to regard what he had to tell as anything but an austerity-dispelling narrative, while his claim to Uans descending in sacks compelled even the most sombre to relax their waistbands. But presently first one and then another spoke haltingly of seeing this or hearing that, until a doubt began to spread which soon gave place to credence. By this time a bodyguard of fearless Ironcaps had been called out and told to advance with caution, but when it was understood that Lucky Star, provided with a keen-edged knife, stood over the Uan Chief’s insensate form, confidence returned and the advance became a valiant scramble.

Quick as the movement was, rumour had gone before and at the barrier of his outer door a surging throng was pressing. Many of these applauded Li Pao as he passed through, though without understanding who he was or what part he had in the entertainment for which they deemed they had gathered. As they went up the narrow stair the melodious voice of the one on guard could be heard chanting an appropriate ballad of love and war, and they saw that she had laid aside the cleaving blade and was repairing Pao’s scanty footwear to pass the time in thrift, but otherwise everything was as he had left it.

“Li Pao,” declared the over-captain when he had looked into Ng-ho’s unsightly face and suitably expressed his contempt for that one’s prowess, “you have made good your claim and in due course – provided nothing untoward steps in – you will doubtless be agreeably surprised by the bestowal of an adequate recognition. Whether this should take the form of an official degree, a pink-lined chair, some mark of honour appended to your worthy if no-longer-among-us father’s distinguished name, or the graciously-conveyed permission to cover your own hands with feather-trimmed gloves, it might be presumptuous to conjecture.”

“If,” said an assertive voice – for the room was now filled with any who would, thrust upwards by the others – “if you are that Li Pao whose unread themes are to be found in the two-cash receptacles of all the discarded printed-leaf dealers of the city, a more solid reward awaits you. Obscure and ill-paid today, tomorrow you will find your commonplace name will be in every mouth and – for no logical reason, let it be freely said – countless thousands will hasten to buy your neglected essays. He who speaks thus definitely is ‘Long Ear’ of the ‘This Person Told You So’ paragraphs in the Tang Whang Daily Heaven-sent Leaf of Truth, who will be among the first to resound your achievement. When you have become a ‘most wanted’ and have anything exclusive to make known, do not forget the debt of this obligation.”

“Restrain your facile brush,” besought Pao, “and let a moist sponge be drawn across the tablets of your veracious memory. It is far from this one’s wish or thought to profit by the chance outcome of something not even remotely connected with his unique attainments.”

“That, no doubt, is one facet of your present case, Li Pao,” assented the recorder of passing things, “but let this one remind you that there is equally another. Those who scan the Heaven-sent Truth have a reasonable claim to be admitted into the precincts of whatever goes on, whether it involves intrusion upon the occupants of a pigsty or a palace. Added to this, he who speaks has not left a restful couch and stumbled upon a priceless ‘swoop’ to be set captiously aside by the passing whim of any; whereunto also his exertions tonight will assure a complete moon’s rice for a deserving and ever-clamorous family of eleven.”

“Behold how an ordinary person may become enmeshed in the converging lines of fate by which his present state is entirely opposed to what he had striven for throughout a well-spent life of effort,” exclaimed Li Pao, imposing silence on all by the undoubted sincerity of his message. “For several decades the one who speaks has scattered gems of authentic lore with an ungrudging hand upon a wholly unresponsive public. While never intending to grasp the hem of Fortune’s cloak, neither would he have turned churlishly aside from the due reward of industry had an approximate return been offered. . . . Observe his careworn look and threadbare garb, the incongruous roughness of a devoted helpmeet’s hand and the stark inadequacy of this ill-provided chamber. Yet today, by the mere mischance of an utterly negligible warrior chief – destitute of any literary quality whatever – descending on his inopportune window-sill, he is to be thrust into the forefront of the hanging lantern’s glare and destined to suffer the indignity of becoming a ‘most wanted’. To whatever extremity of conduct it may lead be well assured that Li Pao, secure in the pronouncement of generations hence, will devise some subterfuge by which to escape so detestable a climax.”



“It only remains to add,” concluded Kai Lung, “that by whatever means, the inflexible Li Pao must have succeeded in his effort. No reference to his work exists in the contemporary record of his day, while by the Satire of Destiny, in the light of what he claimed, his name has been equally unknown at any subsequent period.”


The Max Carrados Books

[image: img30.jpg]

Manchester Grammar School — where Bramah was educated; Bramah dropped out of the school aged 16, having been close to the bottom of the class in all his subjects.


Max Carrados (1914)
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This collection is the first of three short story collections (and one novel) featuring the blind detective Max Carrados. The stories appeared alongside the Sherlock Holmes adventures in the Strand Magazine, in which they often had top billing, frequently outselling the issues containing the Holmes stories. 

Carrados is usually accompanied in his investigations by Mr. Carlyle, who first encounters him in the opening story, ‘The Coin of Dionysius’. Carlyle is a former solicitor, struck off for his supposed involvement with the falsifying of a trust account. After this scandal he changes his name and sets up an inquiry agency, which is fronted by an ex-Scotland Yard policeman. The agency is concerned mainly with divorce and defalcation. Carlyle is directed to the home of Wynn Carrados at The Turrets, Richmond, London, for an expert opinion on a tetradrachm of Dionysius the Elder of Sicily, which he believes may be a forgery substituted into a famous collection in the course of a theft. Despite his disability, Carrados immediately recognises Carlyle (from his voice) as his former school friend (at St. Michael’s), Louis Calling. Carlyle then recognises him in turn as Max Wynn (‘Winning’ Wynn). Max explains that he has been made financially independent by an inheritance from a rich American cousin — a fortune attained from doctoring his crop reports — on condition that he adopts the surname Carrados. 

Carrados’ blindness is the result of an accident, some twelve years before the first story. He makes use of his remaining senses, however, in such a way that his disability is often not immediately apparent to others. Carrados can read print by finger-touch, uses a typewriter and smokes the most desirable and unobtainable cigars. A wealthy, cultured and urbane man, he is an expert numismatist with a large private collection of bronzes and is a specialist in forgeries. Other recurring characters include Carrados’ trusted (sighted) manservant, Parkinson (who is trained to be highly observant, without placing his own interpretations on what he observes) and a secretary, Mr Greatorex. 

Carrados enjoys the éclat of revealing his explanations of mysteries, which ought to be at the disposal of any sighted person, but which in his case are heightened in positive compensation for his visual impairment. In order to lend believability to Carrados’ extraordinary powers, Bramah takes pains to compare his hero’s achievements to those of real life blind people such as Nicholas Saunderson, Lucasian Professor of Mathematics at Cambridge, Blind Jack of Knaresborough the road builder, John Fielding the Bow Street Magistrate, of whom it was said he could identify 3,000 thieves by their voices and Helen Keller.

Bramah’s creation went on to appear in 26 short stories and one full-length novel, The Bravo of London (1934). Several other uncollected stories have appeared since the author’s death.
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Title page of an early edition
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Cover of the Strand Magazine, in which many of the stories were originally published


THE COIN OF DIONYSIUS
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IT WAS EIGHT o’clock at night and raining, scarcely a time when a business so limited in its clientele as that of a coin dealer could hope to attract any customer, but a light was still showing in the small shop that bore over its window the name of Baxter, and in the even smaller office at the back the proprietor himself sat reading the latest Pall Mall. His enterprise seemed to be justified, for presently the door bell gave its announcement, and throwing down his paper Mr Baxter went forward.

As a matter of fact the dealer had been expecting someone and his manner as he passed into the shop was unmistakably suggestive of a caller of importance. But at the first glance towards his visitor the excess of deference melted out of his bearing, leaving the urbane, self-possessed shopman in the presence of the casual customer.

“Mr Baxter, I think?” said the latter. He had laid aside his dripping umbrella and was unbuttoning overcoat and coat to reach an inner pocket. “You hardly remember me, I suppose? Mr Carlyle — two years ago I took up a case for you — —”

“To be sure. Mr Carlyle, the private detective — —”

“Inquiry agent,” corrected Mr Carlyle precisely.

“Well,” smiled Mr Baxter, “for that matter I am a coin dealer and not an antiquarian or a numismatist. Is there anything in that way that I can do for you?”

“Yes,” replied his visitor; “it is my turn to consult you.” He had taken a small wash-leather bag from the inner pocket and now turned something carefully out upon the counter. “What can you tell me about that?”

The dealer gave the coin a moment’s scrutiny.

“There is no question about this,” he replied. “It is a Sicilian tetradrachm of Dionysius.”

“Yes, I know that — I have it on the label out of the cabinet. I can tell you further that it’s supposed to be one that Lord Seastoke gave two hundred and fifty pounds for at the Brice sale in ‘‘94.”

“It seems to me that you can tell me more about it than I can tell you,” remarked Mr Baxter. “What is it that you really want to know?”

“I want to know,” replied Mr Carlyle, “whether it is genuine or not.”

“Has any doubt been cast upon it?”

“Certain circumstances raised a suspicion — that is all.”

The dealer took another look at the tetradrachm through his magnifying glass, holding it by the edge with the careful touch of an expert. Then he shook his head slowly in a confession of ignorance.

“Of course I could make a guess — —”

“No, don’t,” interrupted Mr Carlyle hastily. “An arrest hangs on it and nothing short of certainty is any good to me.”

“Is that so, Mr Carlyle?” said Mr Baxter, with increased interest. “Well, to be quite candid, the thing is out of my line. Now if it was a rare Saxon penny or a doubtful noble I’d stake my reputation on my opinion, but I do very little in the classical series.”

Mr Carlyle did not attempt to conceal his disappointment as he returned the coin to the bag and replaced the bag in the inner pocket.

“I had been relying on you,” he grumbled reproachfully. “Where on earth am I to go now?”

“There is always the British Museum.”

“Ah, to be sure, thanks. But will anyone who can tell me be there now?”

“Now? No fear!” replied Mr Baxter. “Go round in the morning — —”

“But I must know to-night,” explained the visitor, reduced to despair again. “To-morrow will be too late for the purpose.”

Mr Baxter did not hold out much encouragement in the circumstances.

“You can scarcely expect to find anyone at business now,” he remarked. “I should have been gone these two hours myself only I happened to have an appointment with an American millionaire who fixed his own time.” Something indistinguishable from a wink slid off Mr Baxter’s right eye. “Offmunson he’s called, and a bright young pedigree-hunter has traced his descent from Offa, King of Mercia. So he — quite naturally — wants a set of Offas as a sort of collateral proof.”

“Very interesting,” murmured Mr Carlyle, fidgeting with his watch. “I should love an hour’s chat with you about your millionaire customers — some other time. Just now — look here, Baxter, can’t you give me a line of introduction to some dealer in this sort of thing who happens to live in town? You must know dozens of experts.”

“Why, bless my soul, Mr Carlyle, I don’t know a man of them away from his business,” said Mr Baxter, staring. “They may live in Park Lane or they may live in Petticoat Lane for all I know. Besides, there aren’t so many experts as you seem to imagine. And the two best will very likely quarrel over it. You’ve had to do with ‘expert witnesses,’ I suppose?”

“I don’t want a witness; there will be no need to give evidence. All I want is an absolutely authoritative pronouncement that I can act on. Is there no one who can really say whether the thing is genuine or not?”

Mr Baxter’s meaning silence became cynical in its implication as he continued to look at his visitor across the counter. Then he relaxed.

“Stay a bit; there is a man — an amateur — I remember hearing wonderful things about some time ago. They say he really does know.”

“There you are,” exclaimed Mr Carlyle, much relieved. “There always is someone. Who is he?”

“Funny name,” replied Baxter. “Something Wynn or Wynn something.” He craned his neck to catch sight of an important motor car that was drawing to the kerb before his window. “Wynn Carrados! You’ll excuse me now, Mr Carlyle, won’t you? This looks like Mr Offmunson.”

Mr Carlyle hastily scribbled the name down on his cuff.

“Wynn Carrados, right. Where does he live?”

“Haven’t the remotest idea,” replied Baxter, referring the arrangement of his tie to the judgment of the wall mirror. “I have never seen the man myself. Now, Mr Carlyle, I’m sorry I can’t do any more for you. You won’t mind, will you?”

Mr Carlyle could not pretend to misunderstand. He enjoyed the distinction of holding open the door for the transatlantic representative of the line of Offa as he went out, and then made his way through the muddy streets back to his office. There was only one way of tracing a private individual at such short notice — through the pages of the directories, and the gentleman did not flatter himself by a very high estimate of his chances.

Fortune favoured him, however. He very soon discovered a Wynn Carrados living at Richmond, and, better still, further search failed to unearth another. There was, apparently, only one householder at all events of that name in the neighbourhood of London. He jotted down the address and set out for Richmond.

The house was some distance from the station, Mr Carlyle learned. He took a taxicab and drove, dismissing the vehicle at the gate. He prided himself on his power of observation and the accuracy of the deductions which resulted from it — a detail of his business. “It’s nothing more than using one’s eyes and putting two and two together,” he would modestly declare, when he wished to be deprecatory rather than impressive, and by the time he had reached the front door of “The Turrets” he had formed some opinion of the position and tastes of the man who lived there.

A man-servant admitted Mr Carlyle and took in his card — his private card with the bare request for an interview that would not detain Mr Carrados for ten minutes. Luck still favoured him; Mr Carrados was at home and would see him at once. The servant, the hall through which they passed, and the room into which he was shown, all contributed something to the deductions which the quietly observant gentleman was half unconsciously recording.

“Mr Carlyle,” announced the servant.

The room was a library or study. The only occupant, a man of about Carlyle’s own age, had been using a typewriter up to the moment of his visitor’s entrance. He now turned and stood up with an expression of formal courtesy.

“It’s very good of you to see me at this hour,” apologized the caller.

The conventional expression of Mr Carrados’s face changed a little.

“Surely my man has got your name wrong?” he exclaimed. “Isn’t it Louis Calling?”

The visitor stopped short and his agreeable smile gave place to a sudden flash of anger or annoyance.

“No, sir,” he replied stiffly. “My name is on the card which you have before you.”

“I beg your pardon,” said Mr Carrados, with perfect good-humour. “I hadn’t seen it. But I used to know a Calling some years ago — at St Michael’s.”

“St Michael’s!” Mr Carlyle’s features underwent another change, no less instant and sweeping than before. “St Michael’s! Wynn Carrados? Good heavens! it isn’t Max Wynn — old ‘Winning’ Wynn?”

“A little older and a little fatter — yes,” replied Carrados. “I have changed my name, you see.”

“Extraordinary thing meeting like this,” said his visitor, dropping into a chair and staring hard at Mr Carrados. “I have changed more than my name. How did you recognize me?”

“The voice,” replied Carrados. “It took me back to that little smoke-dried attic den of yours where we — —”

“My God!” exclaimed Carlyle bitterly, “don’t remind me of what we were going to do in those days.” He looked round the well-furnished, handsome room and recalled the other signs of wealth that he had noticed. “At all events, you seem fairly comfortable, Wynn.”

“I am alternately envied and pitied,” replied Carrados, with a placid tolerance of circumstance that seemed characteristic of him. “Still, as you say, I am fairly comfortable.”

“Envied, I can understand. But why are you pitied?”

“Because I am blind,” was the tranquil reply.

“Blind!” exclaimed Mr Carlyle, using his own eyes superlatively. “Do you mean — literally blind?”

“Literally.... I was riding along a bridle-path through a wood about a dozen years ago with a friend. He was in front. At one point a twig sprang back — you know how easily a thing like that happens. It just flicked my eye — nothing to think twice about.”

“And that blinded you?”

“Yes, ultimately. It’s called amaurosis.”

“I can scarcely believe it. You seem so sure and self-reliant. Your eyes are full of expression — only a little quieter than they used to be. I believe you were typing when I came.... Aren’t you having me?”

“You miss the dog and the stick?” smiled Carrados. “No; it’s a fact.”

“What an awful infliction for you, Max. You were always such an impulsive, reckless sort of fellow — never quiet. You must miss such a fearful lot.”

“Has anyone else recognized you?” asked Carrados quietly.

“Ah, that was the voice, you said,” replied Carlyle.

“Yes; but other people heard the voice as well. Only I had no blundering, self-confident eyes to be hoodwinked.”

“That’s a rum way of putting it,” said Carlyle. “Are your ears never hoodwinked, may I ask?”

“Not now. Nor my fingers. Nor any of my other senses that have to look out for themselves.”

“Well, well,” murmured Mr Carlyle, cut short in his sympathetic emotions. “I’m glad you take it so well. Of course, if you find it an advantage to be blind, old man — —” He stopped and reddened. “I beg your pardon,” he concluded stiffly.

“Not an advantage perhaps,” replied the other thoughtfully. “Still it has compensations that one might not think of. A new world to explore, new experiences, new powers awakening; strange new perceptions; life in the fourth dimension. But why do you beg my pardon, Louis?”

“I am an ex-solicitor, struck off in connexion with the falsifying of a trust account, Mr Carrados,” replied Carlyle, rising.

“Sit down, Louis,” said Carrados suavely. His face, even his incredibly living eyes, beamed placid good-nature. “The chair on which you will sit, the roof above you, all the comfortable surroundings to which you have so amiably alluded, are the direct result of falsifying a trust account. But do I call you ‘Mr Carlyle’ in consequence? Certainly not, Louis.”

“I did not falsify the account,” cried Carlyle hotly. He sat down, however, and added more quietly: “But why do I tell you all this? I have never spoken of it before.”

“Blindness invites confidence,” replied Carrados. “We are out of the running — human rivalry ceases to exist. Besides, why shouldn’t you? In my case the account was falsified.”

“Of course that’s all bunkum, Max,” commented Carlyle. “Still, I appreciate your motive.”

“Practically everything I possess was left to me by an American cousin, on the condition that I took the name of Carrados. He made his fortune by an ingenious conspiracy of doctoring the crop reports and unloading favourably in consequence. And I need hardly remind you that the receiver is equally guilty with the thief.”

“But twice as safe. I know something of that, Max.... Have you any idea what my business is?”

“You shall tell me,” replied Carrados.

“I run a private inquiry agency. When I lost my profession I had to do something for a living. This occurred. I dropped my name, changed my appearance and opened an office. I knew the legal side down to the ground and I got a retired Scotland Yard man to organize the outside work.”

“Excellent!” cried Carrados. “Do you unearth many murders?”

“No,” admitted Mr Carlyle; “our business lies mostly on the conventional lines among divorce and defalcation.”

“That’s a pity,” remarked Carrados. “Do you know, Louis, I always had a secret ambition to be a detective myself. I have even thought lately that I might still be able to do something at it if the chance came my way. That makes you smile?”

“Well, certainly, the idea — —”

“Yes, the idea of a blind detective — the blind tracking the alert — —”

“Of course, as you say, certain faculties are no doubt quickened,” Mr Carlyle hastened to add considerately, “but, seriously, with the exception of an artist, I don’t suppose there is any man who is more utterly dependent on his eyes.”

Whatever opinion Carrados might have held privately, his genial exterior did not betray a shadow of dissent. For a full minute he continued to smoke as though he derived an actual visual enjoyment from the blue sprays that travelled and dispersed across the room. He had already placed before his visitor a box containing cigars of a brand which that gentleman keenly appreciated but generally regarded as unattainable, and the matter-of-fact ease and certainty with which the blind man had brought the box and put it before him had sent a questioning flicker through Carlyle’s mind.

“You used to be rather fond of art yourself, Louis,” he remarked presently. “Give me your opinion of my latest purchase — the bronze lion on the cabinet there.” Then, as Carlyle’s gaze went about the room, he added quickly: “No, not that cabinet — the one on your left.”

Carlyle shot a sharp glance at his host as he got up, but Carrados’s expression was merely benignly complacent. Then he strolled across to the figure.

“Very nice,” he admitted. “Late Flemish, isn’t it?”

“No. It is a copy of Vidal’s ‘Roaring lion.’”

“Vidal?”

“A French artist.” The voice became indescribably flat. “He, also, had the misfortune to be blind, by the way.”

“You old humbug, Max!” shrieked Carlyle, “you’ve been thinking that out for the last five minutes.” Then the unfortunate man bit his lip and turned his back towards his host.

“Do you remember how we used to pile it up on that obtuse ass Sanders and then roast him?” asked Carrados, ignoring the half-smothered exclamation with which the other man had recalled himself.

“Yes,” replied Carlyle quietly. “This is very good,” he continued, addressing himself to the bronze again. “How ever did he do it?”

“With his hands.”

“Naturally. But, I mean, how did he study his model?”

“Also with his hands. He called it ‘seeing near.’”

“Even with a lion — handled it?”

“In such cases he required the services of a keeper, who brought the animal to bay while Vidal exercised his own particular gifts.... You don’t feel inclined to put me on the track of a mystery, Louis?”

Unable to regard this request as anything but one of old Max’s unquenchable pleasantries, Mr Carlyle was on the point of making a suitable reply when a sudden thought caused him to smile knowingly. Up to that point he had, indeed, completely forgotten the object of his visit. Now that he remembered the doubtful Dionysius and Mr Baxter’s recommendation he immediately assumed that some mistake had been made. Either Max was not the Wynn Carrados he had been seeking or else the dealer had been misinformed; for although his host was wonderfully expert in the face of his misfortune, it was inconceivable that he could decide the genuineness of a coin without seeing it. The opportunity seemed a good one of getting even with Carrados by taking him at his word.

“Yes,” he accordingly replied, with crisp deliberation, as he recrossed the room; “yes, I will, Max. Here is the clue to what seems to be a rather remarkable fraud.” He put the tetradrachm into his host’s hand. “What do you make of it?”

For a few seconds Carrados handled the piece with the delicate manipulation of his finger-tips while Carlyle looked on with a self-appreciative grin. Then with equal gravity the blind man weighed the coin in the balance of his hand. Finally he touched it with his tongue.

“Well?” demanded the other.

“Of course I have not much to go on, and if I was more fully in your confidence I might come to another conclusion — —”

“Yes, yes,” interposed Carlyle, with amused encouragement.

“Then I should advise you to arrest the parlourmaid, Nina Brun, communicate with the police authorities of Padua for particulars of the career of Helene Brunesi, and suggest to Lord Seastoke that he should return to London to see what further depredations have been made in his cabinet.”

Mr Carlyle’s groping hand sought and found a chair, on to which he dropped blankly. His eyes were unable to detach themselves for a single moment from the very ordinary spectacle of Mr Carrados’s mildly benevolent face, while the sterilized ghost of his now forgotten amusement still lingered about his features.

“Good heavens!” he managed to articulate, “how do you know?”

“Isn’t that what you wanted of me?” asked Carrados suavely.

“Don’t humbug, Max,” said Carlyle severely. “This is no joke.” An undefined mistrust of his own powers suddenly possessed him in the presence of this mystery. “How do you come to know of Nina Brun and Lord Seastoke?”

“You are a detective, Louis,” replied Carrados. “How does one know these things? By using one’s eyes and putting two and two together.”

Carlyle groaned and flung out an arm petulantly.

“Is it all bunkum, Max? Do you really see all the time — though that doesn’t go very far towards explaining it.”

“Like Vidal, I see very well — at close quarters,” replied Carrados, lightly running a forefinger along the inscription on the tetradrachm. “For longer range I keep another pair of eyes. Would you like to test them?”

Mr Carlyle’s assent was not very gracious; it was, in fact, faintly sulky. He was suffering the annoyance of feeling distinctly unimpressive in his own department; but he was also curious.

“The bell is just behind you, if you don’t mind,” said his host. “Parkinson will appear. You might take note of him while he is in.”

The man who had admitted Mr Carlyle proved to be Parkinson.

“This gentleman is Mr Carlyle, Parkinson,” explained Carrados the moment the man entered. “You will remember him for the future?”

Parkinson’s apologetic eye swept the visitor from head to foot, but so lightly and swiftly that it conveyed to that gentleman the comparison of being very deftly dusted.

“I will endeavour to do so, sir,” replied Parkinson; turning again to his master.

“I shall be at home to Mr Carlyle whenever he calls. That is all.”

“Very well, sir.”

“Now, Louis,” remarked Mr Carrados briskly, when the door had closed again, “you have had a good opportunity of studying Parkinson. What is he like?”

“In what way?”

“I mean as a matter of description. I am a blind man — I haven’t seen my servant for twelve years — what idea can you give me of him? I asked you to notice.”

“I know you did, but your Parkinson is the sort of man who has very little about him to describe. He is the embodiment of the ordinary. His height is about average — —”

“Five feet nine,” murmured Carrados. “Slightly above the mean.”

“Scarcely noticeably so. Clean-shaven. Medium brown hair. No particularly marked features. Dark eyes. Good teeth.”

“False,” interposed Carrados. “The teeth — not the statement.”

“Possibly,” admitted Mr Carlyle. “I am not a dental expert and I had no opportunity of examining Mr Parkinson’s mouth in detail. But what is the drift of all this?”

“His clothes?”

“Oh, just the ordinary evening dress of a valet. There is not much room for variety in that.”

“You noticed, in fact, nothing special by which Parkinson could be identified?”

“Well, he wore an unusually broad gold ring on the little finger of the left hand.”

“But that is removable. And yet Parkinson has an ineradicable mole — a small one, I admit — on his chin. And you a human sleuth-hound. Oh, Louis!”

“At all events,” retorted Carlyle, writhing a little under this good-humoured satire, although it was easy enough to see in it Carrados’s affectionate intention— “at all events, I dare say I can give as good a description of Parkinson as he can give of me.”

“That is what we are going to test. Ring the bell again.”

“Seriously?”

“Quite. I am trying my eyes against yours. If I can’t give you fifty out of a hundred I’ll renounce my private detectorial ambition for ever.”

“It isn’t quite the same,” objected Carlyle, but he rang the bell.

“Come in and close the door, Parkinson,” said Carrados when the man appeared. “Don’t look at Mr Carlyle again — in fact, you had better stand with your back towards him, he won’t mind. Now describe to me his appearance as you observed it.”

Parkinson tendered his respectful apologies to Mr Carlyle for the liberty he was compelled to take, by the deferential quality of his voice.

“Mr Carlyle, sir, wears patent leather boots of about size seven and very little used. There are five buttons, but on the left boot one button — the third up — is missing, leaving loose threads and not the more usual metal fastener. Mr Carlyle’s trousers, sir, are of a dark material, a dark grey line of about a quarter of an inch width on a darker ground. The bottoms are turned permanently up and are, just now, a little muddy, if I may say so.”

“Very muddy,” interposed Mr Carlyle generously. “It is a wet night, Parkinson.”

“Yes, sir; very unpleasant weather. If you will allow me, sir, I will brush you in the hall. The mud is dry now, I notice. Then, sir,” continued Parkinson, reverting to the business in hand, “there are dark green cashmere hose. A curb-pattern key-chain passes into the left-hand trouser pocket.”

From the visitor’s nether garments the photographic-eyed Parkinson proceeded to higher ground, and with increasing wonder Mr Carlyle listened to the faithful catalogue of his possessions. His fetter-and-link albert of gold and platinum was minutely described. His spotted blue ascot, with its gentlemanly pearl scarfpin, was set forth, and the fact that the buttonhole in the left lapel of his morning coat showed signs of use was duly noted. What Parkinson saw he recorded but he made no deductions. A handkerchief carried in the cuff of the right sleeve was simply that to him and not an indication that Mr Carlyle was, indeed, left-handed.

But a more delicate part of Parkinson’s undertaking remained. He approached it with a double cough.

“As regards Mr Carlyle’s personal appearance; sir — —”

“No, enough!” cried the gentleman concerned hastily. “I am more than satisfied. You are a keen observer, Parkinson.”

“I have trained myself to suit my master’s requirements, sir,” replied the man. He looked towards Mr Carrados, received a nod and withdrew.

Mr Carlyle was the first to speak.

“That man of yours would be worth five pounds a week to me, Max,” he remarked thoughtfully. “But, of course — —”

“I don’t think that he would take it,” replied Carrados, in a voice of equally detached speculation. “He suits me very well. But you have the chance of using his services — indirectly.”

“You still mean that — seriously?”

“I notice in you a chronic disinclination to take me seriously, Louis. It is really — to an Englishman — almost painful. Is there something inherently comic about me or the atmosphere of The Turrets?”

“No, my friend,” replied Mr Carlyle, “but there is something essentially prosperous. That is what points to the improbable. Now what is it?”

“It might be merely a whim, but it is more than that,” replied Carrados. “It is, well, partly vanity, partly ennui, partly” — certainly there was something more nearly tragic in his voice than comic now— “partly hope.”

Mr Carlyle was too tactful to pursue the subject.

“Those are three tolerable motives,” he acquiesced. “I’ll do anything you want, Max, on one condition.”

“Agreed. And it is?”

“That you tell me how you knew so much of this affair.” He tapped the silver coin which lay on the table near them. “I am not easily flabbergasted,” he added.

“You won’t believe that there is nothing to explain — that it was purely second-sight?”

“No,” replied Carlyle tersely; “I won’t.”

“You are quite right. And yet the thing is very simple.”

“They always are — when you know,” soliloquized the other. “That’s what makes them so confoundedly difficult when you don’t.”

“Here is this one then. In Padua, which seems to be regaining its old reputation as the birthplace of spurious antiques, by the way, there lives an ingenious craftsman named Pietro Stelli. This simple soul, who possesses a talent not inferior to that of Cavino at his best, has for many years turned his hand to the not unprofitable occupation of forging rare Greek and Roman coins. As a collector and student of certain Greek colonials and a specialist in forgeries I have been familiar with Stelli’s workmanship for years. Latterly he seems to have come under the influence of an international crook called — at the moment — Dompierre, who soon saw a way of utilizing Stelli’s genius on a royal scale. Helene Brunesi, who in private life is — and really is, I believe — Madame Dompierre, readily lent her services to the enterprise.”

“Quite so,” nodded Mr Carlyle, as his host paused.

“You see the whole sequence, of course?”

“Not exactly — not in detail,” confessed Mr Carlyle.

“Dompierre’s idea was to gain access to some of the most celebrated cabinets of Europe and substitute Stelli’s fabrications for the genuine coins. The princely collection of rarities that he would thus amass might be difficult to dispose of safely but I have no doubt that he had matured his plans. Helene, in the person of Nina Bran, an Anglicised French parlourmaid — a part which she fills to perfection — was to obtain wax impressions of the most valuable pieces and to make the exchange when the counterfeits reached her. In this way it was obviously hoped that the fraud would not come to light until long after the real coins had been sold, and I gather that she has already done her work successfully in several houses. Then, impressed by her excellent references and capable manner, my housekeeper engaged her, and for a few weeks she went about her duties here. It was fatal to this detail of the scheme, however, that I have the misfortune to be blind. I am told that Helene has so innocently angelic a face as to disarm suspicion, but I was incapable of being impressed and that good material was thrown away. But one morning my material fingers — which, of course, knew nothing of Helene’s angelic face — discovered an unfamiliar touch about the surface of my favourite Euclideas, and, although there was doubtless nothing to be seen, my critical sense of smell reported that wax had been recently pressed against it. I began to make discreet inquiries and in the meantime my cabinets went to the local bank for safety. Helene countered by receiving a telegram from Angiers, calling her to the death-bed of her aged mother. The aged mother succumbed; duty compelled Helene to remain at the side of her stricken patriarchal father, and doubtless The Turrets was written off the syndicate’s operations as a bad debt.”

“Very interesting,” admitted Mr Carlyle; “but at the risk of seeming obtuse” — his manner had become delicately chastened— “I must say that I fail to trace the inevitable connexion between Nina Brun and this particular forgery — assuming that it is a forgery.”

“Set your mind at rest about that, Louis,” replied Carrados. “It is a forgery, and it is a forgery that none but Pietro Stelli could have achieved. That is the essential connexion. Of course, there are accessories. A private detective coming urgently to see me with a notable tetradrachm in his pocket, which he announces to be the clue to a remarkable fraud — well, really, Louis, one scarcely needs to be blind to see through that.”

“And Lord Seastoke? I suppose you happened to discover that Nina Brun had gone there?”

“No, I cannot claim to have discovered that, or I should certainly have warned him at once when I found out — only recently — about the gang. As a matter of fact, the last information I had of Lord Seastoke was a line in yesterday’s Morning Post to the effect that he was still at Cairo. But many of these pieces — —” He brushed his finger almost lovingly across the vivid chariot race that embellished the reverse of the coin, and broke off to remark: “You really ought to take up the subject, Louis. You have no idea how useful it might prove to you some day.”

“I really think I must,” replied Carlyle grimly. “Two hundred and fifty pounds the original of this cost, I believe.”

“Cheap, too; it would make five hundred pounds in New York to-day. As I was saying, many are literally unique. This gem by Kimon is — here is his signature, you see; Peter is particularly good at lettering — and as I handled the genuine tetradrachm about two years ago, when Lord Seastoke exhibited it at a meeting of our society in Albemarle Street, there is nothing at all wonderful in my being able to fix the locale of your mystery. Indeed, I feel that I ought to apologize for it all being so simple.”

“I think,” remarked Mr Carlyle, critically examining the loose threads on his left boot, “that the apology on that head would be more appropriate from me.”


THE KNIGHT’S CROSS SIGNAL PROBLEM
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“LOUIS,” EXCLAIMED MR Carrados, with the air of genial gaiety that Carlyle had found so incongruous to his conception of a blind man, “you have a mystery somewhere about you! I know it by your step.”

Nearly a month had passed since the incident of the false Dionysius had led to the two men meeting. It was now December. Whatever Mr Carlyle’s step might indicate to the inner eye it betokened to the casual observer the manner of a crisp, alert, self-possessed man of business. Carlyle, in truth, betrayed nothing of the pessimism and despondency that had marked him on the earlier occasion.

“You have only yourself to thank that it is a very poor one,” he retorted. “If you hadn’t held me to a hasty promise — —”

“To give me an option on the next case that baffled you, no matter what it was — —”

“Just so. The consequence is that you get a very unsatisfactory affair that has no special interest to an amateur and is only baffling because it is — well — —”

“Well, baffling?”

“Exactly, Max. Your would-be jest has discovered the proverbial truth. I need hardly tell you that it is only the insoluble that is finally baffling and this is very probably insoluble. You remember the awful smash on the Central and Suburban at Knight’s Cross Station a few weeks ago?”

“Yes,” replied Carrados, with interest. “I read the whole ghastly details at the time.”

“You read?” exclaimed his friend suspiciously.

“I still use the familiar phrases,” explained Carrados, with a smile. “As a matter of fact, my secretary reads to me. I mark what I want to hear and when he comes at ten o’clock we clear off the morning papers in no time.”

“And how do you know what to mark?” demanded Mr Carlyle cunningly.

Carrados’s right hand, lying idly on the table, moved to a newspaper near. He ran his finger along a column heading, his eyes still turned towards his visitor.

“‘The Money Market. Continued from page 2. British Railways,’” he announced.

“Extraordinary,” murmured Carlyle.

“Not very,” said Carrados. “If someone dipped a stick in treacle and wrote ‘Rats’ across a marble slab you would probably be able to distinguish what was there, blindfold.”

“Probably,” admitted Mr Carlyle. “At all events we will not test the experiment.”

“The difference to you of treacle on a marble background is scarcely greater than that of printers’ ink on newspaper to me. But anything smaller than pica I do not read with comfort, and below long primer I cannot read at all. Hence the secretary. Now the accident, Louis.”

“The accident: well, you remember all about that. An ordinary Central and Suburban passenger train, non-stop at Knight’s Cross, ran past the signal and crashed into a crowded electric train that was just beginning to move out. It was like sending a garden roller down a row of handlights. Two carriages of the electric train were flattened out of existence; the next two were broken up. For the first time on an English railway there was a good stand-up smash between a heavy steam-engine and a train of light cars, and it was ‘bad for the coo.’”

“Twenty-seven killed, forty something injured, eight died since,” commented Carrados.

“That was bad for the Co.,” said Carlyle. “Well, the main fact was plain enough. The heavy train was in the wrong. But was the engine-driver responsible? He claimed, and he claimed vehemently from the first and he never varied one iota, that he had a ‘clear’ signal — that is to say, the green light, it being dark. The signalman concerned was equally dogged that he never pulled off the signal — that it was at ‘danger’ when the accident happened and that it had been for five minutes before. Obviously, they could not both be right.”

“Why, Louis?” asked Mr Carrados smoothly.

“The signal must either have been up or down — red or green.”

“Did you ever notice the signals on the Great Northern Railway, Louis?”

“Not particularly. Why?”

“One winterly day, about the year when you and I were concerned in being born, the engine-driver of a Scotch express received the ‘clear’ from a signal near a little Huntingdon station called Abbots Ripton. He went on and crashed into a goods train and into the thick of the smash a down express mowed its way. Thirteen killed and the usual tale of injured. He was positive that the signal gave him a ‘clear’; the signalman was equally confident that he had never pulled it off the ‘danger.’ Both were right, and yet the signal was in working order. As I said, it was a winterly day; it had been snowing hard and the snow froze and accumulated on the upper edge of the signal arm until its weight bore it down. That is a fact that no fiction writer dare have invented, but to this day every signal on the Great Northern pivots from the centre of the arm instead of from the end, in memory of that snowstorm.”

“That came out at the inquest, I presume?” said Mr Carlyle. “We have had the Board of Trade inquiry and the inquest here and no explanation is forthcoming. Everything was in perfect order. It rests between the word of the signalman and the word of the engine-driver — not a jot of direct evidence either way. Which is right?”

“That is what you are going to find out, Louis?” suggested Carrados.

“It is what I am being paid for finding out,” admitted Mr Carlyle frankly. “But so far we are just where the inquest left it, and, between ourselves, I candidly can’t see an inch in front of my face in the matter.”

“Nor can I,” said the blind man, with a rather wry smile. “Never mind. The engine-driver is your client, of course?”

“Yes,” admitted Carlyle. “But how the deuce did you know?”

“Let us say that your sympathies are enlisted on his behalf. The jury were inclined to exonerate the signalman, weren’t they? What has the company done with your man?”

“Both are suspended. Hutchins, the driver, hears that he may probably be given charge of a lavatory at one of the stations. He is a decent, bluff, short-spoken old chap, with his heart in his work. Just now you’ll find him at his worst — bitter and suspicious. The thought of swabbing down a lavatory and taking pennies all day is poisoning him.”

“Naturally. Well, there we have honest Hutchins: taciturn, a little touchy perhaps, grown grey in the service of the company, and manifesting quite a bulldog-like devotion to his favourite 538.”

“Why, that actually was the number of his engine — how do you know it?” demanded Carlyle sharply.

“It was mentioned two or three times at the inquest, Louis,” replied Carrados mildly.

“And you remembered — with no reason to?”

“You can generally trust a blind man’s memory, especially if he has taken the trouble to develop it.”

“Then you will remember that Hutchins did not make a very good impression at the time. He was surly and irritable under the ordeal. I want you to see the case from all sides.”

“He called the signalman — Mead — a ‘lying young dog,’ across the room, I believe. Now, Mead, what is he like? You have seen him, of course?”

“Yes. He does not impress me favourably. He is glib, ingratiating, and distinctly ‘greasy.’ He has a ready answer for everything almost before the question is out of your mouth. He has thought of everything.”

“And now you are going to tell me something, Louis,” said Carrados encouragingly.

Mr Carlyle laughed a little to cover an involuntary movement of surprise.

“There is a suggestive line that was not touched at the inquiries,” he admitted. “Hutchins has been a saving man all his life, and he has received good wages. Among his class he is regarded as wealthy. I daresay that he has five hundred pounds in the bank. He is a widower with one daughter, a very nice-mannered girl of about twenty. Mead is a young man, and he and the girl are sweethearts — have been informally engaged for some time. But old Hutchins would not hear of it; he seems to have taken a dislike to the signalman from the first and latterly he had forbidden him to come to his house or his daughter to speak to him.”

“Excellent, Louis,” cried Carrados in great delight. “We shall clear your man in a blaze of red and green lights yet and hang the glib, ‘greasy’ signalman from his own signal-post.”

“It is a significant fact, seriously?”

“It is absolutely convincing.”

“It may have been a slip, a mental lapse on Mead’s part which he discovered the moment it was too late, and then, being too cowardly to admit his fault, and having so much at stake, he took care to make detection impossible. It may have been that, but my idea is rather that probably it was neither quite pure accident nor pure design. I can imagine Mead meanly pluming himself over the fact that the life of this man who stands in his way, and whom he must cordially dislike, lies in his power. I can imagine the idea becoming an obsession as he dwells on it. A dozen times with his hand on the lever he lets his mind explore the possibilities of a moment’s defection. Then one day he pulls the signal off in sheer bravado — and hastily puts it at danger again. He may have done it once or he may have done it oftener before he was caught in a fatal moment of irresolution. The chances are about even that the engine-driver would be killed. In any case he would be disgraced, for it is easier on the face of it to believe that a man might run past a danger signal in absentmindedness, without noticing it, than that a man should pull off a signal and replace it without being conscious of his actions.”

“The fireman was killed. Does your theory involve the certainty of the fireman being killed, Louis?”

“No,” said Carlyle. “The fireman is a difficulty, but looking at it from Mead’s point of view — whether he has been guilty of an error or a crime — it resolves itself into this: First, the fireman may be killed. Second, he may not notice the signal at all. Third, in any case he will loyally corroborate his driver and the good old jury will discount that.”

Carrados smoked thoughtfully, his open, sightless eyes merely appearing to be set in a tranquil gaze across the room.

“It would not be an improbable explanation,” he said presently. “Ninety-nine men out of a hundred would say: ‘People do not do these things.’ But you and I, who have in our different ways studied criminology, know that they sometimes do, or else there would be no curious crimes. What have you done on that line?”

To anyone who could see, Mr Carlyle’s expression conveyed an answer.

“You are behind the scenes, Max. What was there for me to do? Still I must do something for my money. Well, I have had a very close inquiry made confidentially among the men. There might be a whisper of one of them knowing more than had come out — a man restrained by friendship, or enmity, or even grade jealousy. Nothing came of that. Then there was the remote chance that some private person had noticed the signal without attaching any importance to it then, one who would be able to identify it still by something associated with the time. I went over the line myself. Opposite the signal the line on one side is shut in by a high blank wall; on the other side are houses, but coming below the butt-end of a scullery the signal does not happen to be visible from any road or from any window.”

“My poor Louis!” said Carrados, in friendly ridicule. “You were at the end of your tether?”

“I was,” admitted Carlyle. “And now that you know the sort of job it is I don’t suppose that you are keen on wasting your time over it.”

“That would hardly be fair, would it?” said Carrados reasonably. “No, Louis, I will take over your honest old driver and your greasy young signalman and your fatal signal that cannot be seen from anywhere.”

“But it is an important point for you to remember, Max, that although the signal cannot be seen from the box, if the mechanism had gone wrong, or anyone tampered with the arm, the automatic indicator would at once have told Mead that the green light was showing. Oh, I have gone very thoroughly into the technical points, I assure you.”

“I must do so too,” commented Mr Carrados gravely.

“For that matter, if there is anything you want to know, I dare say that I can tell you,” suggested his visitor. “It might save your time.”

“True,” acquiesced Carrados. “I should like to know whether anyone belonging to the houses that bound the line there came of age or got married on the twenty-sixth of November.”

Mr Carlyle looked across curiously at his host.

“I really do not know, Max,” he replied, in his crisp, precise way. “What on earth has that got to do with it, may I inquire?”

“The only explanation of the Pont St Lin swing-bridge disaster of ‘75 was the reflection of a green bengal light on a cottage window.”

Mr Carlyle smiled his indulgence privately.

“My dear chap, you mustn’t let your retentive memory of obscure happenings run away with you,” he remarked wisely. “In nine cases out of ten the obvious explanation is the true one. The difficulty, as here, lies in proving it. Now, you would like to see these men?”

“I expect so; in any case, I will see Hutchins first.”

“Both live in Holloway. Shall I ask Hutchins to come here to see you — say to-morrow? He is doing nothing.”

“No,” replied Carrados. “To-morrow I must call on my brokers and my time may be filled up.”

“Quite right; you mustn’t neglect your own affairs for this — experiment,” assented Carlyle.

“Besides, I should prefer to drop in on Hutchins at his own home. Now, Louis, enough of the honest old man for one night. I have a lovely thing by Eumenes that I want to show you. To-day is — Tuesday. Come to dinner on Sunday and pour the vials of your ridicule on my want of success.”

“That’s an amiable way of putting it,” replied Carlyle. “All right, I will.”

Two hours later Carrados was again in his study, apparently, for a wonder, sitting idle. Sometimes he smiled to himself, and once or twice he laughed a little, but for the most part his pleasant, impassive face reflected no emotion and he sat with his useless eyes tranquilly fixed on an unseen distance. It was a fantastic caprice of the man to mock his sightlessness by a parade of light, and under the soft brilliance of a dozen electric brackets the room was as bright as day. At length he stood up and rang the bell.

“I suppose Mr Greatorex isn’t still here by any chance, Parkinson?” he asked, referring to his secretary.

“I think not, sir, but I will ascertain,” replied the man.

“Never mind. Go to his room and bring me the last two files of The Times. Now” — when he returned— “turn to the earliest you have there. The date?”

“November the second.”

“That will do. Find the Money Market; it will be in the Supplement. Now look down the columns until you come to British Railways.”

“I have it, sir.”

“Central and Suburban. Read the closing price and the change.”

“Central and Suburban Ordinary, 66-1/2-67-1/2, fall 1/8. Preferred Ordinary, 81-81-1/2, no change. Deferred Ordinary, 27-1/2-27-3/4, fall 1/4. That is all, sir.”

“Now take a paper about a week on. Read the Deferred only.”

“27-27-1/4, no change.”

“Another week.”

“29-1/2-30, rise 5/8.”

“Another.”

“31-1/2-32-1/2, rise 1.”

“Very good. Now on Tuesday the twenty-seventh November.”

“31-7/8-32-3/4, rise 1/2.”

“Yes. The next day.”

“24-1/2-23-1/2, fall 9.”

“Quite so, Parkinson. There had been an accident, you see.”

“Yes, sir. Very unpleasant accident. Jane knows a person whose sister’s young man has a cousin who had his arm torn off in it — torn off at the socket, she says, sir. It seems to bring it home to one, sir.”

“That is all. Stay — in the paper you have, look down the first money column and see if there is any reference to the Central and Suburban.”

“Yes, sir. ‘City and Suburbans, which after their late depression on the projected extension of the motor bus service, had been steadily creeping up on the abandonment of the scheme, and as a result of their own excellent traffic returns, suffered a heavy slump through the lamentable accident of Thursday night. The Deferred in particular at one time fell eleven points as it was felt that the possible dividend, with which rumour has of late been busy, was now out of the question.’”

“Yes; that is all. Now you can take the papers back. And let it be a warning to you, Parkinson, not to invest your savings in speculative railway deferreds.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir, I will endeavour to remember.” He lingered for a moment as he shook the file of papers level. “I may say, sir, that I have my eye on a small block of cottage property at Acton. But even cottage property scarcely seems safe from legislative depredation now, sir.”

The next day Mr Carrados called on his brokers in the city. It is to be presumed that he got through his private business quicker than he expected, for after leaving Austin Friars he continued his journey to Holloway, where he found Hutchins at home and sitting morosely before his kitchen fire. Rightly assuming that his luxuriant car would involve him in a certain amount of public attention in Klondyke Street, the blind man dismissed it some distance from the house, and walked the rest of the way, guided by the almost imperceptible touch of Parkinson’s arm.

“Here is a gentleman to see you, father,” explained Miss Hutchins, who had come to the door. She divined the relative positions of the two visitors at a glance.

“Then why don’t you take him into the parlour?” grumbled the ex-driver. His face was a testimonial of hard work and general sobriety but at the moment one might hazard from his voice and manner that he had been drinking earlier in the day.

“I don’t think that the gentleman would be impressed by the difference between our parlour and our kitchen,” replied the girl quaintly, “and it is warmer here.”

“What’s the matter with the parlour now?” demanded her father sourly. “It was good enough for your mother and me. It used to be good enough for you.”

“There is nothing the matter with it, nor with the kitchen either.” She turned impassively to the two who had followed her along the narrow passage. “Will you go in, sir?”

“I don’t want to see no gentleman,” cried Hutchins noisily. “Unless” — his manner suddenly changed to one of pitiable anxiety— “unless you’re from the Company, sir, to — to — —”

“No; I have come on Mr Carlyle’s behalf,” replied Carrados, walking to a chair as though he moved by a kind of instinct.

Hutchins laughed his wry contempt.

“Mr Carlyle!” he reiterated; “Mr Carlyle! Fat lot of good he’s been. Why don’t he do something for his money?”

“He has,” replied Carrados, with imperturbable good-humour; “he has sent me. Now, I want to ask you a few questions.”

“A few questions!” roared the irate man. “Why, blast it, I have done nothing else but answer questions for a month. I didn’t pay Mr Carlyle to ask me questions; I can get enough of that for nixes. Why don’t you go and ask Mr Herbert Ananias Mead your few questions — then you might find out something.”

There was a slight movement by the door and Carrados knew that the girl had quietly left the room.

“You saw that, sir?” demanded the father, diverted to a new line of bitterness. “You saw that girl — my own daughter, that I’ve worked for all her life?”

“No,” replied Carrados.

“The girl that’s just gone out — she’s my daughter,” explained Hutchins.

“I know, but I did not see her. I see nothing. I am blind.”

“Blind!” exclaimed the old fellow, sitting up in startled wonderment. “You mean it, sir? You walk all right and you look at me as if you saw me. You’re kidding surely.”

“No,” smiled Carrados. “It’s quite right.”

“Then it’s a funny business, sir — you what are blind expecting to find something that those with their eyes couldn’t,” ruminated Hutchins sagely.

“There are things that you can’t see with your eyes, Hutchins.”

“Perhaps you are right, sir. Well, what is it you want to know?”

“Light a cigar first,” said the blind man, holding out his case and waiting until the various sounds told him that his host was smoking contentedly. “The train you were driving at the time of the accident was the six-twenty-seven from Notcliff. It stopped everywhere until it reached Lambeth Bridge, the chief London station of your line. There it became something of an express, and leaving Lambeth Bridge at seven-eleven, should not stop again until it fetched Swanstead on Thames, eleven miles out, at seven-thirty-four. Then it stopped on and off from Swanstead to Ingerfield, the terminus of that branch, which it reached at eight-five.”

Hutchins nodded, and then, remembering, said: “That’s right, sir.”

“That was your business all day — running between Notcliff and Ingerfield?”

“Yes, sir. Three journeys up and three down mostly.”

“With the same stops on all the down journeys?”

“No. The seven-eleven is the only one that does a run from the Bridge to Swanstead. You see, it is just on the close of the evening rush, as they call it. A good many late business gentlemen living at Swanstead use the seven-eleven regular. The other journeys we stop at every station to Lambeth Bridge, and then here and there beyond.”

“There are, of course, other trains doing exactly the same journey — a service, in fact?”

“Yes, sir. About six.”

“And do any of those — say, during the rush — do any of those run non-stop from Lambeth to Swanstead?”

Hutchins reflected a moment. All the choler and restlessness had melted out of the man’s face. He was again the excellent artisan, slow but capable and self-reliant.

“That I couldn’t definitely say, sir. Very few short-distance trains pass the junction, but some of those may. A guide would show us in a minute but I haven’t got one.”

“Never mind. You said at the inquest that it was no uncommon thing for you to be pulled up at the ‘stop’ signal east of Knight’s Cross Station. How often would that happen — only with the seven-eleven, mind.”

“Perhaps three times a week; perhaps twice.”

“The accident was on a Thursday. Have you noticed that you were pulled up oftener on a Thursday than on any other day?”

A smile crossed the driver’s face at the question.

“You don’t happen to live at Swanstead yourself, sir?” he asked in reply.

“No,” admitted Carrados. “Why?”

“Well, sir, we were always pulled up on Thursday; practically always, you may say. It got to be quite a saying among those who used the train regular; they used to look out for it.”

Carrados’s sightless eyes had the one quality of concealing emotion supremely. “Oh,” he commented softly, “always; and it was quite a saying, was it? And why was it always so on Thursday?”

“It had to do with the early closing, I’m told. The suburban traffic was a bit different. By rights we ought to have been set back two minutes for that day, but I suppose it wasn’t thought worth while to alter us in the time-table, so we most always had to wait outside Three Deep tunnel for a west-bound electric to make good.”

“You were prepared for it then?”

“Yes, sir, I was,” said Hutchins, reddening at some recollection, “and very down about it was one of the jury over that. But, mayhap once in three months, I did get through even on a Thursday, and it’s not for me to question whether things are right or wrong just because they are not what I may expect. The signals are my orders, sir — stop! go on! and it’s for me to obey, as you would a general on the field of battle. What would happen otherwise! It was nonsense what they said about going cautious; and the man who started it was a barber who didn’t know the difference between a ‘distance’ and a ‘stop’ signal down to the minute they gave their verdict. My orders, sir, given me by that signal, was ‘Go right ahead and keep to your running time!’”

Carrados nodded a soothing assent. “That is all, I think,” he remarked.

“All!” exclaimed Hutchins in surprise. “Why, sir, you can’t have got much idea of it yet.”

“Quite enough. And I know it isn’t pleasant for you to be taken along the same ground over and over again.”

The man moved awkwardly in his chair and pulled nervously at his grizzled beard.

“You mustn’t take any notice of what I said just now, sir,” he apologized. “You somehow make me feel that something may come of it; but I’ve been badgered about and accused and cross-examined from one to another of them these weeks till it’s fairly made me bitter against everything. And now they talk of putting me in a lavatory — me that has been with the company for five and forty years and on the foot-plate thirty-two — a man suspected of running past a danger signal.”

“You have had a rough time, Hutchins; you will have to exercise your patience a little longer yet,” said Carrados sympathetically.

“You think something may come of it, sir? You think you will be able to clear me? Believe me, sir, if you could give me something to look forward to it might save me from — —” He pulled himself up and shook his head sorrowfully. “I’ve been near it,” he added simply.

Carrados reflected and took his resolution.

“To-day is Wednesday. I think you may hope to hear something from your general manager towards the middle of next week.”

“Good God, sir! You really mean that?”

“In the interval show your good sense by behaving reasonably. Keep civilly to yourself and don’t talk. Above all” — he nodded towards a quart jug that stood on the table between them, an incident that filled the simple-minded engineer with boundless wonder when he recalled it afterwards— “above all, leave that alone.”

Hutchins snatched up the vessel and brought it crashing down on the hearthstone, his face shining with a set resolution.

“I’ve done with it, sir. It was the bitterness and despair that drove me to that. Now I can do without it.”

The door was hastily opened and Miss Hutchins looked anxiously from her father to the visitors and back again.

“Oh, whatever is the matter?” she exclaimed. “I heard a great crash.”

“This gentleman is going to clear me, Meg, my dear,” blurted out the old man irrepressibly. “And I’ve done with the drink for ever.”

“Hutchins! Hutchins!” said Carrados warningly.

“My daughter, sir; you wouldn’t have her not know?” pleaded Hutchins, rather crest-fallen. “It won’t go any further.”

Carrados laughed quietly to himself as he felt Margaret Hutchins’s startled and questioning eyes attempting to read his mind. He shook hands with the engine-driver without further comment, however, and walked out into the commonplace little street under Parkinson’s unobtrusive guidance.

“Very nice of Miss Hutchins to go into half-mourning, Parkinson,” he remarked as they went along. “Thoughtful, and yet not ostentatious.”

“Yes, sir,” agreed Parkinson, who had long ceased to wonder at his master’s perceptions.

“The Romans, Parkinson, had a saying to the effect that gold carries no smell. That is a pity sometimes. What jewellery did Miss Hutchins wear?”

“Very little, sir. A plain gold brooch representing a merry-thought — the merry-thought of a sparrow, I should say, sir. The only other article was a smooth-backed gun-metal watch, suspended from a gun-metal bow.”

“Nothing showy or expensive, eh?”

“Oh dear no, sir. Quite appropriate for a young person of her position.”

“Just what I should have expected.” He slackened his pace. “We are passing a hoarding, are we not?”

“Yes, sir.”

“We will stand here a moment. Read me the letterpress of the poster before us.”

“This ‘Oxo’ one, sir?”

“Yes.”

“‘Oxo,’ sir.”

Carrados was convulsed with silent laughter. Parkinson had infinitely more dignity and conceded merely a tolerant recognition of the ludicrous.

“That was a bad shot, Parkinson,” remarked his master when he could speak. “We will try another.”

For three minutes, with scrupulous conscientiousness on the part of the reader and every appearance of keen interest on the part of the hearer, there were set forth the particulars of a sale by auction of superfluous timber and builders’ material.

“That will do,” said Carrados, when the last detail had been reached. “We can be seen from the door of No. 107 still?”

“Yes, sir.”

“No indication of anyone coming to us from there?”

“No, sir.”

Carrados walked thoughtfully on again. In the Holloway Road they rejoined the waiting motor car. “Lambeth Bridge Station,” was the order the driver received.

From the station the car was sent on home and Parkinson was instructed to take two first-class singles for Richmond, which could be reached by changing at Stafford Road. The “evening rush” had not yet commenced and they had no difficulty in finding an empty carriage when the train came in.

Parkinson was kept busy that journey describing what he saw at various points between Lambeth Bridge and Knight’s Cross. For a quarter of a mile Carrados’s demands on the eyes and the memory of his remarkable servant were wide and incessant. Then his questions ceased. They had passed the “stop” signal, east of Knight’s Cross Station.

The following afternoon they made the return journey as far as Knight’s Cross. This time, however, the surroundings failed to interest Carrados. “We are going to look at some rooms,” was the information he offered on the subject, and an imperturbable “Yes, sir” had been the extent of Parkinson’s comment on the unusual proceeding. After leaving the station they turned sharply along a road that ran parallel with the line, a dull thoroughfare of substantial, elderly houses that were beginning to sink into decrepitude. Here and there a corner residence displayed the brass plate of a professional occupant, but for the most part they were given up to the various branches of second-rate apartment letting.

“The third house after the one with the flagstaff,” said Carrados.

Parkinson rang the bell, which was answered by a young servant, who took an early opportunity of assuring them that she was not tidy as it was rather early in the afternoon. She informed Carrados, in reply to his inquiry, that Miss Chubb was at home, and showed them into a melancholy little sitting-room to await her appearance.

“I shall be ‘almost’ blind here, Parkinson,” remarked Carrados, walking about the room. “It saves explanation.”

“Very good, sir,” replied Parkinson.

Five minutes later, an interval suggesting that Miss Chubb also found it rather early in the afternoon, Carrados was arranging to take rooms for his attendant and himself for the short time that he would be in London, seeing an oculist.

“One bedroom, mine, must face north,” he stipulated. “It has to do with the light.”

Miss Chubb replied that she quite understood. Some gentlemen, she added, had their requirements, others their fancies. She endeavoured to suit all. The bedroom she had in view from the first did face north. She would not have known, only the last gentleman, curiously enough, had made the same request.

“A sufferer like myself?” inquired Carrados affably.

Miss Chubb did not think so. In his case she regarded it merely as a fancy. He had said that he could not sleep on any other side. She had had to turn out of her own room to accommodate him, but if one kept an apartment-house one had to be adaptable; and Mr Ghoosh was certainly very liberal in his ideas.

“Ghoosh? An Indian gentleman, I presume?” hazarded Carrados.

It appeared that Mr Ghoosh was an Indian. Miss Chubb confided that at first she had been rather perturbed at the idea of taking in “a black man,” as she confessed to regarding him. She reiterated, however, that Mr Ghoosh proved to be “quite the gentleman.” Five minutes of affability put Carrados in full possession of Mr Ghoosh’s manner of life and movements — the dates of his arrival and departure, his solitariness and his daily habits.

“This would be the best bedroom,” said Miss Chubb.

It was a fair-sized room on the first floor. The window looked out on to the roof of an outbuilding; beyond, the deep cutting of the railway line. Opposite stood the dead wall that Mr Carlyle had spoken of.

Carrados “looked” round the room with the discriminating glance that sometimes proved so embarrassing to those who knew him.

“I have to take a little daily exercise,” he remarked, walking to the window and running his hand up the woodwork. “You will not mind my fixing a ‘developer’ here, Miss Chubb — a few small screws?”

Miss Chubb thought not. Then she was sure not. Finally she ridiculed the idea of minding with scorn.

“If there is width enough,” mused Carrados, spanning the upright critically. “Do you happen to have a wooden foot-rule convenient?”

“Well, to be sure!” exclaimed Miss Chubb, opening a rapid succession of drawers until she produced the required article. “When we did out this room after Mr Ghoosh, there was this very ruler among the things that he hadn’t thought worth taking. This is what you require, sir?”

“Yes,” replied Carrados, accepting it, “I think this is exactly what I require.” It was a common new white-wood rule, such as one might buy at any small stationer’s for a penny. He carelessly took off the width of the upright, reading the figures with a touch; and then continued to run a finger-tip delicately up and down the edges of the instrument.

“Four and seven-eighths,” was his unspoken conclusion.

“I hope it will do, sir.”

“Admirably,” replied Carrados. “But I haven’t reached the end of my requirements yet, Miss Chubb.”

“No, sir?” said the landlady, feeling that it would be a pleasure to oblige so agreeable a gentleman, “what else might there be?”

“Although I can see very little I like to have a light, but not any kind of light. Gas I cannot do with. Do you think that you would be able to find me an oil lamp?”

“Certainly, sir. I got out a very nice brass lamp that I have specially for Mr Ghoosh. He read a good deal of an evening and he preferred a lamp.”

“That is very convenient. I suppose it is large enough to burn for a whole evening?”

“Yes, indeed. And very particular he was always to have it filled every day.”

“A lamp without oil is not very useful,” smiled Carrados, following her towards another room, and absentmindedly slipping the foot-rule into his pocket.

Whatever Parkinson thought of the arrangement of going into second-rate apartments in an obscure street it is to be inferred that his devotion to his master was sufficient to overcome his private emotions as a self-respecting “man.” At all events, as they were approaching the station he asked, and without a trace of feeling, whether there were any orders for him with reference to the proposed migration.

“None, Parkinson,” replied his master. “We must be satisfied with our present quarters.”

“I beg your pardon, sir,” said Parkinson, with some constraint. “I understood that you had taken the rooms for a week certain.”

“I am afraid that Miss Chubb will be under the same impression. Unforeseen circumstances will prevent our going, however. Mr Greatorex must write to-morrow, enclosing a cheque, with my regrets, and adding a penny for this ruler which I seem to have brought away with me. It, at least, is something for the money.”

Parkinson may be excused for not attempting to understand the course of events.

“Here is your train coming in, sir,” he merely said.

“We will let it go and wait for another. Is there a signal at either end of the platform?”

“Yes, sir; at the further end.”

“Let us walk towards it. Are there any of the porters or officials about here?”

“No, sir; none.”

“Take this ruler. I want you to go up the steps — there are steps up the signal, by the way?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I want you to measure the glass of the lamp. Do not go up any higher than is necessary, but if you have to stretch be careful not to mark on the measurement with your nail, although the impulse is a natural one. That has been done already.”

Parkinson looked apprehensively around and about. Fortunately the part was a dark and unfrequented spot and everyone else was moving towards the exit at the other end of the platform. Fortunately, also, the signal was not a high one.

“As near as I can judge on the rounded surface, the glass is four and seven-eighths across,” reported Parkinson.

“Thank you,” replied Carrados, returning the measure to his pocket, “four and seven-eighths is quite near enough. Now we will take the next train back.”

Sunday evening came, and with it Mr Carlyle to The Turrets at the appointed hour. He brought to the situation a mind poised for any eventuality and a trenchant eye. As the time went on and the impenetrable Carrados made no allusion to the case, Carlyle’s manner inclined to a waggish commiseration of his host’s position. Actually, he said little, but the crisp precision of his voice when the path lay open to a remark of any significance left little to be said.

It was not until they had finished dinner and returned to the library that Carrados gave the slightest hint of anything unusual being in the air. His first indication of coming events was to remove the key from the outside to the inside of the door.

“What are you doing, Max?” demanded Mr Carlyle, his curiosity overcoming the indirect attitude.

“You have been very entertaining, Louis,” replied his friend, “but Parkinson should be back very soon now and it is as well to be prepared. Do you happen to carry a revolver?”

“Not when I come to dine with you, Max,” replied Carlyle, with all the aplomb he could muster. “Is it usual?”

Carrados smiled affectionately at his guest’s agile recovery and touched the secret spring of a drawer in an antique bureau by his side. The little hidden receptacle shot smoothly out, disclosing a pair of dull-blued pistols.

“To-night, at all events, it might be prudent,” he replied, handing one to Carlyle and putting the other into his own pocket. “Our man may be here at any minute, and we do not know in what temper he will come.”

“Our man!” exclaimed Carlyle, craning forward in excitement. “Max! you don’t mean to say that you have got Mead to admit it?”

“No one has admitted it,” said Carrados. “And it is not Mead.”

“Not Mead.... Do you mean that Hutchins —— ?”

“Neither Mead nor Hutchins. The man who tampered with the signal — for Hutchins was right and a green light was exhibited — is a young Indian from Bengal. His name is Drishna and he lives at Swanstead.”

Mr Carlyle stared at his friend between sheer surprise and blank incredulity.

“You really mean this, Carrados?” he said.

“My fatal reputation for humour!” smiled Carrados. “If I am wrong, Louis, the next hour will expose it.”

“But why — why — why? The colossal villainy, the unparalleled audacity!” Mr Carlyle lost himself among incredulous superlatives and could only stare.

“Chiefly to get himself out of a disastrous speculation,” replied Carrados, answering the question. “If there was another motive — or at least an incentive — which I suspect, doubtless we shall hear of it.”

“All the same, Max, I don’t think that you have treated me quite fairly,” protested Carlyle, getting over his first surprise and passing to a sense of injury. “Here we are and I know nothing, absolutely nothing, of the whole affair.”

“We both have our ideas of pleasantry, Louis,” replied Carrados genially. “But I dare say you are right and perhaps there is still time to atone.” In the fewest possible words he outlined the course of his investigations. “And now you know all that is to be known until Drishna arrives.”

“But will he come?” questioned Carlyle doubtfully. “He may be suspicious.”

“Yes, he will be suspicious.”

“Then he will not come.”

“On the contrary, Louis, he will come because my letter will make him suspicious. He is coming; otherwise Parkinson would have telephoned me at once and we should have had to take other measures.”

“What did you say, Max?” asked Carlyle curiously.

“I wrote that I was anxious to discuss an Indo-Scythian inscription with him, and sent my car in the hope that he would be able to oblige me.”

“But is he interested in Indo-Scythian inscriptions?”

“I haven’t the faintest idea,” admitted Carrados, and Mr Carlyle was throwing up his hands in despair when the sound of a motor car wheels softly kissing the gravel surface of the drive outside brought him to his feet.

“By gad, you are right, Max!” he exclaimed, peeping through the curtains. “There is a man inside.”

“Mr Drishna,” announced Parkinson, a minute later.

The visitor came into the room with leisurely self-possession that might have been real or a desperate assumption. He was a slightly built young man of about twenty-five, with black hair and eyes, a small, carefully trained moustache, and a dark olive skin. His physiognomy was not displeasing, but his expression had a harsh and supercilious tinge. In attire he erred towards the immaculately spruce.

“Mr Carrados?” he said inquiringly.

Carrados, who had risen, bowed slightly without offering his hand.

“This gentleman,” he said, indicating his friend, “is Mr Carlyle, the celebrated private detective.”

The Indian shot a very sharp glance at the object of this description. Then he sat down.

“You wrote me a letter, Mr Carrados,” he remarked, in English that scarcely betrayed any foreign origin, “a rather curious letter, I may say. You asked me about an ancient inscription. I know nothing of antiquities; but I thought, as you had sent, that it would be more courteous if I came and explained this to you.”

“That was the object of my letter,” replied Carrados.

“You wished to see me?” said Drishna, unable to stand the ordeal of the silence that Carrados imposed after his remark.

“When you left Miss Chubb’s house you left a ruler behind.” One lay on the desk by Carrados and he took it up as he spoke.

“I don’t understand what you are talking about,” said Drishna guardedly. “You are making some mistake.”

“The ruler was marked at four and seven-eighths inches — the measure of the glass of the signal lamp outside.”

The unfortunate young man was unable to repress a start. His face lost its healthy tone. Then, with a sudden impulse, he made a step forward and snatched the object from Carrados’s hand.

“If it is mine I have a right to it,” he exclaimed, snapping the ruler in two and throwing it on to the back of the blazing fire. “It is nothing.”

“Pardon me, I did not say that the one you have so impetuously disposed of was yours. As a matter of fact, it was mine. Yours is — elsewhere.”

“Wherever it is you have no right to it if it is mine,” panted Drishna, with rising excitement. “You are a thief, Mr Carrados. I will not stay any longer here.”

He jumped up and turned towards the door. Carlyle made a step forward, but the precaution was unnecessary.

“One moment, Mr Drishna,” interposed Carrados, in his smoothest tones. “It is a pity, after you have come so far, to leave without hearing of my investigations in the neighbourhood of Shaftesbury Avenue.”

Drishna sat down again.

“As you like,” he muttered. “It does not interest me.”

“I wanted to obtain a lamp of a certain pattern,” continued Carrados. “It seemed to me that the simplest explanation would be to say that I wanted it for a motor car. Naturally I went to Long Acre. At the first shop I said: ‘Wasn’t it here that a friend of mine, an Indian gentleman, recently had a lamp made with a green glass that was nearly five inches across?’ No, it was not there but they could make me one. At the next shop the same; at the third, and fourth, and so on. Finally my persistence was rewarded. I found the place where the lamp had been made, and at the cost of ordering another I obtained all the details I wanted. It was news to them, the shopman informed me, that in some parts of India green was the danger colour and therefore tail lamps had to show a green light. The incident made some impression on him and he would be able to identify their customer — who paid in advance and gave no address — among a thousand of his countrymen. Do I succeed in interesting you, Mr Drishna?”

“Do you?” replied Drishna, with a languid yawn. “Do I look interested?”

“You must make allowance for my unfortunate blindness,” apologized Carrados, with grim irony.

“Blindness!” exclaimed Drishna, dropping his affectation of unconcern as though electrified by the word, “do you mean — really blind — that you do not see me?”

“Alas, no,” admitted Carrados.

The Indian withdrew his right hand from his coat pocket and with a tragic gesture flung a heavy revolver down on the table between them.

“I have had you covered all the time, Mr Carrados, and if I had wished to go and you or your friend had raised a hand to stop me, it would have been at the peril of your lives,” he said, in a voice of melancholy triumph. “But what is the use of defying fate, and who successfully evades his destiny? A month ago I went to see one of our people who reads the future and sought to know the course of certain events. ‘You need fear no human eye,’ was the message given to me. Then she added: ‘But when the sightless sees the unseen, make your peace with Yama.’ And I thought she spoke of the Great Hereafter!”

“This amounts to an admission of your guilt,” exclaimed Mr Carlyle practically.

“I bow to the decree of fate,” replied Drishna. “And it is fitting to the universal irony of existence that a blind man should be the instrument. I don’t imagine, Mr Carlyle,” he added maliciously, “that you, with your eyes, would ever have brought that result about.”

“You are a very cold-blooded young scoundrel, sir!” retorted Mr Carlyle. “Good heavens! do you realize that you are responsible for the death of scores of innocent men and women?”

“Do you realise, Mr Carlyle, that you and your Government and your soldiers are responsible for the death of thousands of innocent men and women in my country every day? If England was occupied by the Germans who quartered an army and an administration with their wives and their families and all their expensive paraphernalia on the unfortunate country until the whole nation was reduced to the verge of famine, and the appointment of every new official meant the callous death sentence on a thousand men and women to pay his salary, then if you went to Berlin and wrecked a train you would be hailed a patriot. What Boadicea did and — and Samson, so have I. If they were heroes, so am I.”

“Well, upon my word!” cried the highly scandalized Carlyle, “what next! Boadicea was a — er — semi-legendary person, whom we may possibly admire at a distance. Personally, I do not profess to express an opinion. But Samson, I would remind you, is a Biblical character. Samson was mocked as an enemy. You, I do not doubt, have been entertained as a friend.”

“And haven’t I been mocked and despised and sneered at every day of my life here by your supercilious, superior, empty-headed men?” flashed back Drishna, his eyes leaping into malignity and his voice trembling with sudden passion. “Oh! how I hated them as I passed them in the street and recognized by a thousand petty insults their lordly English contempt for me as an inferior being — a nigger. How I longed with Caligula that a nation had a single neck that I might destroy it at one blow. I loathe you in your complacent hypocrisy, Mr Carlyle, despise and utterly abominate you from an eminence of superiority that you can never even understand.”

“I think we are getting rather away from the point, Mr Drishna,” interposed Carrados, with the impartiality of a judge. “Unless I am misinformed, you are not so ungallant as to include everyone you have met here in your execration?”

“Ah, no,” admitted Drishna, descending into a quite ingenuous frankness. “Much as I hate your men I love your women. How is it possible that a nation should be so divided — its men so dull-witted and offensive, its women so quick, sympathetic and capable of appreciating?”

“But a little expensive, too, at times?” suggested Carrados.

Drishna sighed heavily.

“Yes; it is incredible. It is the generosity of their large nature. My allowance, though what most of you would call noble, has proved quite inadequate. I was compelled to borrow money and the interest became overwhelming. Bankruptcy was impracticable because I should have then been recalled by my people, and much as I detest England a certain reason made the thought of leaving it unbearable.”

“Connected with the Arcady Theatre?”

“You know? Well, do not let us introduce the lady’s name. In order to restore myself I speculated on the Stock Exchange. My credit was good through my father’s position and the standing of the firm to which I am attached. I heard on reliable authority, and very early, that the Central and Suburban, and the Deferred especially, was safe to fall heavily, through a motor bus amalgamation that was then a secret. I opened a bear account and sold largely. The shares fell, but only fractionally, and I waited. Then, unfortunately, they began to go up. Adverse forces were at work and rumours were put about. I could not stand the settlement, and in order to carry over an account I was literally compelled to deal temporarily with some securities that were not technically my own property.”

“Embezzlement, sir,” commented Mr Carlyle icily. “But what is embezzlement on the top of wholesale murder!”

“That is what it is called. In my case, however, it was only to be temporary. Unfortunately, the rise continued. Then, at the height of my despair, I chanced to be returning to Swanstead rather earlier than usual one evening, and the train was stopped at a certain signal to let another pass. There was conversation in the carriage and I learned certain details. One said that there would be an accident some day, and so forth. In a flash — as by an inspiration — I saw how the circumstance might be turned to account. A bad accident and the shares would certainly fall and my position would be retrieved. I think Mr Carrados has somehow learned the rest.”

“Max,” said Mr Carlyle, with emotion, “is there any reason why you should not send your man for a police officer and have this monster arrested on his own confession without further delay?”

“Pray do so, Mr Carrados,” acquiesced Drishna. “I shall certainly be hanged, but the speech I shall prepare will ring from one end of India to the other; my memory will be venerated as that of a martyr; and the emancipation of my motherland will be hastened by my sacrifice.”

“In other words,” commented Carrados, “there will be disturbances at half-a-dozen disaffected places, a few unfortunate police will be clubbed to death, and possibly worse things may happen. That does not suit us, Mr Drishna.”

“And how do you propose to prevent it?” asked Drishna, with cool assurance.

“It is very unpleasant being hanged on a dark winter morning; very cold, very friendless, very inhuman. The long trial, the solitude and the confinement, the thoughts of the long sleepless night before, the hangman and the pinioning and the noosing of the rope, are apt to prey on the imagination. Only a very stupid man can take hanging easily.”

“What do you want me to do instead, Mr Carrados?” asked Drishna shrewdly.

Carrados’s hand closed on the weapon that still lay on the table between them. Without a word he pushed it across.

“I see,” commented Drishna, with a short laugh and a gleaming eye. “Shoot myself and hush it up to suit your purpose. Withhold my message to save the exposures of a trial, and keep the flame from the torch of insurrectionary freedom.”

“Also,” interposed Carrados mildly, “to save your worthy people a good deal of shame, and to save the lady who is nameless the unpleasant necessity of relinquishing the house and the income which you have just settled on her. She certainly would not then venerate your memory.”

“What is that?”

“The transaction which you carried through was based on a felony and could not be upheld. The firm you dealt with will go to the courts, and the money, being directly traceable, will be held forfeit as no good consideration passed.”

“Max!” cried Mr Carlyle hotly, “you are not going to let this scoundrel cheat the gallows after all?”

“The best use you can make of the gallows is to cheat it, Louis,” replied Carrados. “Have you ever reflected what human beings will think of us a hundred years hence?”

“Oh, of course I’m not really in favour of hanging,” admitted Mr Carlyle.

“Nobody really is. But we go on hanging. Mr Drishna is a dangerous animal who for the sake of pacific animals must cease to exist. Let his barbarous exploit pass into oblivion with him. The disadvantages of spreading it broadcast immeasurably outweigh the benefits.”

“I have considered,” announced Drishna. “I will do as you wish.”

“Very well,” said Carrados. “Here is some plain notepaper. You had better write a letter to someone saying that the financial difficulties in which you are involved make life unbearable.”

“But there are no financial difficulties — now.”

“That does not matter in the least. It will be put down to an hallucination and taken as showing the state of your mind.”

“But what guarantee have we that he will not escape?” whispered Mr Carlyle.

“He cannot escape,” replied Carrados tranquilly. “His identity is too clear.”

“I have no intention of trying to escape,” put in Drishna, as he wrote. “You hardly imagine that I have not considered this eventuality, do you?”

“All the same,” murmured the ex-lawyer, “I should like to have a jury behind me. It is one thing to execute a man morally; it is another to do it almost literally.”

“Is that all right?” asked Drishna, passing across the letter he had written.

Carrados smiled at this tribute to his perception.

“Quite excellent,” he replied courteously. “There is a train at nine-forty. Will that suit you?”

Drishna nodded and stood up. Mr Carlyle had a very uneasy feeling that he ought to do something but could not suggest to himself what.

The next moment he heard his friend heartily thanking the visitor for the assistance he had been in the matter of the Indo-Scythian inscription, as they walked across the hall together. Then a door closed.

“I believe that there is something positively uncanny about Max at times,” murmured the perturbed gentleman to himself.


THE TRAGEDY AT BROOKBEND COTTAGE
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“MAX,” SAID MR Carlyle, when Parkinson had closed the door behind him, “this is Lieutenant Hollyer, whom you consented to see.”

“To hear,” corrected Carrados, smiling straight into the healthy and rather embarrassed face of the stranger before him. “Mr Hollyer knows of my disability?”

“Mr Carlyle told me,” said the young man, “but, as a matter of fact, I had heard of you before, Mr Carrados, from one of our men. It was in connexion with the foundering of the Ivan Saratov.”

Carrados wagged his head in good-humoured resignation.

“And the owners were sworn to inviolable secrecy!” he exclaimed. “Well, it is inevitable, I suppose. Not another scuttling case, Mr Hollyer?”

“No, mine is quite a private matter,” replied the lieutenant. “My sister, Mrs Creake — but Mr Carlyle would tell you better than I can. He knows all about it.”

“No, no; Carlyle is a professional. Let me have it in the rough, Mr Hollyer. My ears are my eyes, you know.”

“Very well, sir. I can tell you what there is to tell, right enough, but I feel that when all’s said and done it must sound very little to another, although it seems important enough to me.”

“We have occasionally found trifles of significance ourselves,” said Carrados encouragingly. “Don’t let that deter you.”

This was the essence of Lieutenant Hollyer’s narrative:

“I have a sister, Millicent, who is married to a man called Creake. She is about twenty-eight now and he is at least fifteen years older. Neither my mother (who has since died), nor I, cared very much about Creake. We had nothing particular against him, except, perhaps, the moderate disparity of age, but none of us appeared to have anything in common. He was a dark, taciturn man, and his moody silence froze up conversation. As a result, of course, we didn’t see much of each other.”

“This, you must understand, was four or five years ago, Max,” interposed Mr Carlyle officiously.

Carrados maintained an uncompromising silence. Mr Carlyle blew his nose and contrived to impart a hurt significance into the operation. Then Lieutenant Hollyer continued:

“Millicent married Creake after a very short engagement. It was a frightfully subdued wedding — more like a funeral to me. The man professed to have no relations and apparently he had scarcely any friends or business acquaintances. He was an agent for something or other and had an office off Holborn. I suppose he made a living out of it then, although we knew practically nothing of his private affairs, but I gather that it has been going down since, and I suspect that for the past few years they have been getting along almost entirely on Millicent’s little income. You would like the particulars of that?”

“Please,” assented Carrados.

“When our father died about seven years ago, he left three thousand pounds. It was invested in Canadian stock and brought in a little over a hundred a year. By his will my mother was to have the income of that for life and on her death it was to pass to Millicent, subject to the payment of a lump sum of five hundred pounds to me. But my father privately suggested to me that if I should have no particular use for the money at the time, he would propose my letting Millicent have the income of it until I did want it, as she would not be particularly well off. You see, Mr Carrados, a great deal more had been spent on my education and advancement than on her; I had my pay, and, of course, I could look out for myself better than a girl could.”

“Quite so,” agreed Carrados.

“Therefore I did nothing about that,” continued the lieutenant. “Three years ago I was over again but I did not see much of them. They were living in lodgings. That was the only time since the marriage that I have seen them until last week. In the meanwhile our mother had died and Millicent had been receiving her income. She wrote me several letters at the time. Otherwise we did not correspond much, but about a year ago she sent me their new address — Brookbend Cottage, Mulling Common — a house that they had taken. When I got two months’ leave I invited myself there as a matter of course, fully expecting to stay most of my time with them, but I made an excuse to get away after a week. The place was dismal and unendurable, the whole life and atmosphere indescribably depressing.” He looked round with an instinct of caution, leaned forward earnestly, and dropped his voice. “Mr Carrados, it is my absolute conviction that Creake is only waiting for a favourable opportunity to murder Millicent.”

“Go on,” said Carrados quietly. “A week of the depressing surroundings of Brookbend Cottage would not alone convince you of that, Mr Hollyer.”

“I am not so sure,” declared Hollyer doubtfully. “There was a feeling of suspicion and — before me — polite hatred that would have gone a good way towards it. All the same there was something more definite. Millicent told me this the day after I went there. There is no doubt that a few months ago Creake deliberately planned to poison her with some weed-killer. She told me the circumstances in a rather distressed moment, but afterwards she refused to speak of it again — even weakly denied it — and, as a matter of fact, it was with the greatest difficulty that I could get her at any time to talk about her husband or his affairs. The gist of it was that she had the strongest suspicion that Creake doctored a bottle of stout which he expected she would drink for her supper when she was alone. The weed-killer, properly labelled, but also in a beer bottle, was kept with other miscellaneous liquids in the same cupboard as the beer but on a high shelf. When he found that it had miscarried he poured away the mixture, washed out the bottle and put in the dregs from another. There is no doubt in my mind that if he had come back and found Millicent dead or dying he would have contrived it to appear that she had made a mistake in the dark and drunk some of the poison before she found out.”

“Yes,” assented Carrados. “The open way; the safe way.”

“You must understand that they live in a very small style, Mr Carrados, and Millicent is almost entirely in the man’s power. The only servant they have is a woman who comes in for a few hours every day. The house is lonely and secluded. Creake is sometimes away for days and nights at a time, and Millicent, either through pride or indifference, seems to have dropped off all her old friends and to have made no others. He might poison her, bury the body in the garden, and be a thousand miles away before anyone began even to inquire about her. What am I to do, Mr Carrados?”

“He is less likely to try poison than some other means now,” pondered Carrados. “That having failed, his wife will always be on her guard. He may know, or at least suspect, that others know. No.... The common-sense precaution would be for your sister to leave the man, Mr Hollyer. She will not?”

“No,” admitted Hollyer, “she will not. I at once urged that.” The young man struggled with some hesitation for a moment and then blurted out: “The fact is, Mr Carrados, I don’t understand Millicent. She is not the girl she was. She hates Creake and treats him with a silent contempt that eats into their lives like acid, and yet she is so jealous of him that she will let nothing short of death part them. It is a horrible life they lead. I stood it for a week and I must say, much as I dislike my brother-in-law, that he has something to put up with. If only he got into a passion like a man and killed her it wouldn’t be altogether incomprehensible.”

“That does not concern us,” said Carrados. “In a game of this kind one has to take sides and we have taken ours. It remains for us to see that our side wins. You mentioned jealousy, Mr Hollyer. Have you any idea whether Mrs Creake has real ground for it?”

“I should have told you that,” replied Lieutenant Hollyer. “I happened to strike up with a newspaper man whose office is in the same block as Creake’s. When I mentioned the name he grinned. ‘Creake,’ he said, ‘oh, he’s the man with the romantic typist, isn’t he?’ ‘Well, he’s my brother-in-law,’ I replied. ‘What about the typist?’ Then the chap shut up like a knife. ‘No, no,’ he said, ‘I didn’t know he was married. I don’t want to get mixed up in anything of that sort. I only said that he had a typist. Well, what of that? So have we; so has everyone.’ There was nothing more to be got out of him, but the remark and the grin meant — well, about as usual, Mr Carrados.”

Carrados turned to his friend.

“I suppose you know all about the typist by now, Louis?”

“We have had her under efficient observation, Max,” replied Mr Carlyle, with severe dignity.

“Is she unmarried?”

“Yes; so far as ordinary repute goes, she is.”

“That is all that is essential for the moment. Mr Hollyer opens up three excellent reasons why this man might wish to dispose of his wife. If we accept the suggestion of poisoning — though we have only a jealous woman’s suspicion for it — we add to the wish the determination. Well, we will go forward on that. Have you got a photograph of Mr Creake?”

The lieutenant took out his pocket-book.

“Mr Carlyle asked me for one. Here is the best I could get.”

Carrados rang the bell.

“This, Parkinson,” he said, when the man appeared, “is a photograph of a Mr —— What first name, by the way?”

“Austin,” put in Hollyer, who was following everything with a boyish mixture of excitement and subdued importance.

“ — of a Mr Austin Creake. I may require you to recognize him.”

Parkinson glanced at the print and returned it to his master’s hand.

“May I inquire if it is a recent photograph of the gentleman, sir?” he asked.

“About six years ago,” said the lieutenant, taking in this new actor in the drama with frank curiosity. “But he is very little changed.”

“Thank you, sir. I will endeavour to remember Mr Creake, sir.”

Lieutenant Hollyer stood up as Parkinson left the room. The interview seemed to be at an end.

“Oh, there’s one other matter,” he remarked. “I am afraid that I did rather an unfortunate thing while I was at Brookbend. It seemed to me that as all Millicent’s money would probably pass into Creake’s hands sooner or later I might as well have my five hundred pounds, if only to help her with afterwards. So I broached the subject and said that I should like to have it now as I had an opportunity for investing.”

“And you think?”

“It may possibly influence Creake to act sooner than he otherwise might have done. He may have got possession of the principal even and find it very awkward to replace it.”

“So much the better. If your sister is going to be murdered it may as well be done next week as next year so far as I am concerned. Excuse my brutality, Mr Hollyer, but this is simply a case to me and I regard it strategically. Now Mr Carlyle’s organization can look after Mrs Creake for a few weeks but it cannot look after her for ever. By increasing the immediate risk we diminish the permanent risk.”

“I see,” agreed Hollyer. “I’m awfully uneasy but I’m entirely in your hands.”

“Then we will give Mr Creake every inducement and every opportunity to get to work. Where are you staying now?”

“Just now with some friends at St Albans.”

“That is too far.” The inscrutable eyes retained their tranquil depth but a new quality of quickening interest in the voice made Mr Carlyle forget the weight and burden of his ruffled dignity. “Give me a few minutes, please. The cigarettes are behind you, Mr Hollyer.” The blind man walked to the window and seemed to look out over the cypress-shaded lawn. The lieutenant lit a cigarette and Mr Carlyle picked up Punch. Then Carrados turned round again.

“You are prepared to put your own arrangements aside?” he demanded of his visitor.

“Certainly.”

“Very well. I want you to go down now — straight from here — to Brookbend Cottage. Tell your sister that your leave is unexpectedly cut short and that you sail to-morrow.”

“The Martian?”

“No, no; the Martian doesn’t sail. Look up the movements on your way there and pick out a boat that does. Say you are transferred. Add that you expect to be away only two or three months and that you really want the five hundred pounds by the time of your return. Don’t stay in the house long, please.”

“I understand, sir.”

“St Albans is too far. Make your excuse and get away from there to-day. Put up somewhere in town, where you will be in reach of the telephone. Let Mr Carlyle and myself know where you are. Keep out of Creake’s way. I don’t want actually to tie you down to the house, but we may require your services. We will let you know at the first sign of anything doing and if there is nothing to be done we must release you.”

“I don’t mind that. Is there nothing more that I can do now?”

“Nothing. In going to Mr Carlyle you have done the best thing possible; you have put your sister into the care of the shrewdest man in London.” Whereat the object of this quite unexpected eulogy found himself becoming covered with modest confusion.

“Well, Max?” remarked Mr Carlyle tentatively when they were alone.

“Well, Louis?”

“Of course it wasn’t worth while rubbing it in before young Hollyer, but, as a matter of fact, every single man carries the life of any other man — only one, mind you — in his hands, do what you will.”

“Provided he doesn’t bungle,” acquiesced Carrados.

“Quite so.”

“And also that he is absolutely reckless of the consequences.”

“Of course.”

“Two rather large provisos. Creake is obviously susceptible to both. Have you seen him?”

“No. As I told you, I put a man on to report his habits in town. Then, two days ago, as the case seemed to promise some interest — for he certainly is deeply involved with the typist, Max, and the thing might take a sensational turn any time — I went down to Mulling Common myself. Although the house is lonely it is on the electric tram route. You know the sort of market garden rurality that about a dozen miles out of London offers — alternate bricks and cabbages. It was easy enough to get to know about Creake locally. He mixes with no one there, goes into town at irregular times but generally every day, and is reputed to be devilish hard to get money out of. Finally I made the acquaintance of an old fellow who used to do a day’s gardening at Brookbend occasionally. He has a cottage and a garden of his own with a greenhouse, and the business cost me the price of a pound of tomatoes.”

“Was it — a profitable investment?”

“As tomatoes, yes; as information, no. The old fellow had the fatal disadvantage from our point of view of labouring under a grievance. A few weeks ago Creake told him that he would not require him again as he was going to do his own gardening in future.”

“That is something, Louis.”

“If only Creake was going to poison his wife with hyoscyamine and bury her, instead of blowing her up with a dynamite cartridge and claiming that it came in among the coal.”

“True, true. Still — —”

“However, the chatty old soul had a simple explanation for everything that Creake did. Creake was mad. He had even seen him flying a kite in his garden where it was bound to get wrecked among the trees. ‘A lad of ten would have known better,’ he declared. And certainly the kite did get wrecked, for I saw it hanging over the road myself. But that a sane man should spend his time ‘playing with a toy’ was beyond him.”

“A good many men have been flying kites of various kinds lately,” said Carrados. “Is he interested in aviation?”

“I dare say. He appears to have some knowledge of scientific subjects. Now what do you want me to do, Max?”

“Will you do it?”

“Implicitly — subject to the usual reservations.”

“Keep your man on Creake in town and let me have his reports after you have seen them. Lunch with me here now. ‘Phone up to your office that you are detained on unpleasant business and then give the deserving Parkinson an afternoon off by looking after me while we take a motor run round Mulling Common. If we have time we might go on to Brighton, feed at the ‘Ship,’ and come back in the cool.”

“Amiable and thrice lucky mortal,” sighed Mr Carlyle, his glance wandering round the room.

But, as it happened, Brighton did not figure in that day’s itinerary. It had been Carrados’s intention merely to pass Brookbend Cottage on this occasion, relying on his highly developed faculties, aided by Mr Carlyle’s description, to inform him of the surroundings. A hundred yards before they reached the house he had given an order to his chauffeur to drop into the lowest speed and they were leisurely drawing past when a discovery by Mr Carlyle modified their plans.

“By Jupiter!” that gentleman suddenly exclaimed, “there’s a board up, Max. The place is to be let.”

Carrados picked up the tube again. A couple of sentences passed and the car stopped by the roadside, a score of paces past the limit of the garden. Mr Carlyle took out his notebook and wrote down the address of a firm of house agents.

“You might raise the bonnet and have a look at the engines, Harris,” said Carrados. “We want to be occupied here for a few minutes.”

“This is sudden; Hollyer knew nothing of their leaving,” remarked Mr Carlyle.

“Probably not for three months yet. All the same, Louis, we will go on to the agents and get a card to view, whether we use it to-day or not.”

A thick hedge, in its summer dress effectively screening the house beyond from public view, lay between the garden and the road. Above the hedge showed an occasional shrub; at the corner nearest to the car a chestnut flourished. The wooden gate, once white; which they had passed, was grimed and rickety. The road itself was still the unpretentious country lane that the advent of the electric car had found it. When Carrados had taken in these details there seemed little else to notice. He was on the point of giving Harris the order to go on when his ear caught a trivial sound.

“Someone is coming out of the house, Louis,” he warned his friend. “It may be Hollyer, but he ought to have gone by this time.”

“I don’t hear anyone,” replied the other, but as he spoke a door banged noisily and Mr Carlyle slipped into another seat and ensconced himself behind a copy of The Globe.

“Creake himself,” he whispered across the car, as a man appeared at the gate. “Hollyer was right; he is hardly changed. Waiting for a car, I suppose.”

But a car very soon swung past them from the direction in which Mr Creake was looking and it did not interest him. For a minute or two longer he continued to look expectantly along the road. Then he walked slowly up the drive back to the house.

“We will give him five or ten minutes,” decided Carrados. “Harris is behaving very naturally.”

Before even the shorter period had run out they were repaid. A telegraph-boy cycled leisurely along the road, and, leaving his machine at the gate, went up to the cottage. Evidently there was no reply, for in less than a minute he was trundling past them back again. Round the bend an approaching tram clanged its bell noisily, and, quickened by the warning sound, Mr Creake again appeared, this time with a small portmanteau in his hand. With a backward glance he hurried on towards the next stopping-place, and, boarding the car as it slackened down, he was carried out of their knowledge.

“Very convenient of Mr Creake,” remarked Carrados, with quiet satisfaction. “We will now get the order and go over the house in his absence. It might be useful to have a look at the wire as well.”

“It might, Max,” acquiesced Mr Carlyle a little dryly. “But if it is, as it probably is, in Creake’s pocket, how do you propose to get it?”

“By going to the post office, Louis.”

“Quite so. Have you ever tried to see a copy of a telegram addressed to someone else?”

“I don’t think I have ever had occasion yet,” admitted Carrados. “Have you?”

“In one or two cases I have perhaps been an accessory to the act. It is generally a matter either of extreme delicacy or considerable expenditure.”

“Then for Hollyer’s sake we will hope for the former here.” And Mr Carlyle smiled darkly and hinted that he was content to wait for a friendly revenge.

A little later, having left the car at the beginning of the straggling High Street, the two men called at the village post office. They had already visited the house agent and obtained an order to view Brookbend Cottage, declining, with some difficulty, the clerk’s persistent offer to accompany them. The reason was soon forthcoming. “As a matter of fact,” explained the young man, “the present tenant is under our notice to leave.”

“Unsatisfactory, eh?” said Carrados encouragingly.

“He’s a corker,” admitted the clerk, responding to the friendly tone. “Fifteen months and not a doit of rent have we had. That’s why I should have liked — —”

“We will make every allowance,” replied Carrados.

The post office occupied one side of a stationer’s shop. It was not without some inward trepidation that Mr Carlyle found himself committed to the adventure. Carrados, on the other hand, was the personification of bland unconcern.

“You have just sent a telegram to Brookbend Cottage,” he said to the young lady behind the brasswork lattice. “We think it may have come inaccurately and should like a repeat.” He took out his purse. “What is the fee?”

The request was evidently not a common one. “Oh,” said the girl uncertainly, “wait a minute, please.” She turned to a pile of telegram duplicates behind the desk and ran a doubtful finger along the upper sheets. “I think this is all right. You want it repeated?”

“Please.” Just a tinge of questioning surprise gave point to the courteous tone.

“It will be fourpence. If there is an error the amount will be refunded.”

Carrados put down a coin and received his change.

“Will it take long?” he inquired carelessly, as he pulled on his glove.

“You will most likely get it within a quarter of an hour,” she replied.

“Now you’ve done it,” commented Mr Carlyle, as they walked back to their car. “How do you propose to get that telegram, Max?”

“Ask for it,” was the laconic explanation.

And, stripping the artifice of any elaboration, he simply asked for it and got it. The car, posted at a convenient bend in the road, gave him a warning note as the telegraph-boy approached. Then Carrados took up a convincing attitude with his hand on the gate while Mr Carlyle lent himself to the semblance of a departing friend. That was the inevitable impression when the boy rode up.

“Creake, Brookbend Cottage?” inquired Carrados, holding out his hand, and without a second thought the boy gave him the envelope and rode away on the assurance that there would be no reply.

“Some day, my friend,” remarked Mr Carlyle, looking nervously towards the unseen house, “your ingenuity will get you into a tight corner.”

“Then my ingenuity must get me out again,” was the retort. “Let us have our ‘view’ now. The telegram can wait.”

An untidy workwoman took their order and left them standing at the door. Presently a lady whom they both knew to be Mrs Creake appeared.

“You wish to see over the house?” she said, in a voice that was utterly devoid of any interest. Then, without waiting for a reply, she turned to the nearest door and threw it open.

“This is the drawing-room,” she said, standing aside.

They walked into a sparsely furnished, damp-smelling room and made a pretence of looking round, while Mrs Creake remained silent and aloof.

“The dining-room,” she continued, crossing the narrow hall and opening another door.

Mr Carlyle ventured a genial commonplace in the hope of inducing conversation. The result was not encouraging. Doubtless they would have gone through the house under the same frigid guidance had not Carrados been at fault in a way that Mr Carlyle had never known him fail before. In crossing the hall he stumbled over a mat and almost fell.

“Pardon my clumsiness,” he said to the lady. “I am, unfortunately, quite blind. But,” he added, with a smile, to turn off the mishap, “even a blind man must have a house.”

The man who had eyes was surprised to see a flood of colour rush into Mrs Creake’s face.

“Blind!” she exclaimed, “oh, I beg your pardon. Why did you not tell me? You might have fallen.”

“I generally manage fairly well,” he replied. “But, of course, in a strange house — —”

She put her hand on his arm very lightly.

“You must let me guide you, just a little,” she said.

The house, without being large, was full of passages and inconvenient turnings. Carrados asked an occasional question and found Mrs Creake quite amiable without effusion. Mr Carlyle followed them from room to room in the hope, though scarcely the expectation, of learning something that might be useful.

“This is the last one. It is the largest bedroom,” said their guide. Only two of the upper rooms were fully furnished and Mr Carlyle at once saw, as Carrados knew without seeing, that this was the one which the Creakes occupied.

“A very pleasant outlook,” declared Mr Carlyle.

“Oh, I suppose so,” admitted the lady vaguely. The room, in fact, looked over the leafy garden and the road beyond. It had a French window opening on to a small balcony, and to this, under the strange influence that always attracted him to light, Carrados walked.

“I expect that there is a certain amount of repair needed?” he said, after standing there a moment.

“I am afraid there would be,” she confessed.

“I ask because there is a sheet of metal on the floor here,” he continued. “Now that, in an old house, spells dry rot to the wary observer.”

“My husband said that the rain, which comes in a little under the window, was rotting the boards there,” she replied. “He put that down recently. I had not noticed anything myself.”

It was the first time she had mentioned her husband; Mr Carlyle pricked up his ears.

“Ah, that is a less serious matter,” said Carrados. “May I step out on to the balcony?”

“Oh yes, if you like to.” Then, as he appeared to be fumbling at the catch, “Let me open it for you.”

But the window was already open, and Carrados, facing the various points of the compass, took in the bearings.

“A sunny, sheltered corner,” he remarked. “An ideal spot for a deck-chair and a book.”

She shrugged her shoulders half contemptuously.

“I dare say,” she replied, “but I never use it.”

“Sometimes, surely,” he persisted mildly. “It would be my favourite retreat. But then — —”

“I was going to say that I had never even been out on it, but that would not be quite true. It has two uses for me, both equally romantic; I occasionally shake a duster from it, and when my husband returns late without his latchkey he wakes me up and I come out here and drop him mine.”

Further revelation of Mr Creake’s nocturnal habits was cut off, greatly to Mr Carlyle’s annoyance, by a cough of unmistakable significance from the foot of the stairs. They had heard a trade cart drive up to the gate, a knock at the door, and the heavy-footed woman tramp along the hall.

“Excuse me a minute, please,” said Mrs Creake.

“Louis,” said Carrados, in a sharp whisper, the moment they were alone, “stand against the door.”

With extreme plausibility Mr Carlyle began to admire a picture so situated that while he was there it was impossible to open the door more than a few inches. From that position he observed his confederate go through the curious procedure of kneeling down on the bedroom floor and for a full minute pressing his ear to the sheet of metal that had already engaged his attention. Then he rose to his feet, nodded, dusted his trousers, and Mr Carlyle moved to a less equivocal position.

“What a beautiful rose-tree grows up your balcony,” remarked Carrados, stepping into the room as Mrs Creake returned. “I suppose you are very fond of gardening?”

“I detest it,” she replied.

“But this Glorie, so carefully trained —— ?”

“Is it?” she replied. “I think my husband was nailing it up recently.” By some strange fatality Carrados’s most aimless remarks seemed to involve the absent Mr Creake. “Do you care to see the garden?”

The garden proved to be extensive and neglected. Behind the house was chiefly orchard. In front, some semblance of order had been kept up; here it was lawn and shrubbery, and the drive they had walked along. Two things interested Carrados: the soil at the foot of the balcony, which he declared on examination to be particularly suitable for roses, and the fine chestnut-tree in the corner by the road.

As they walked back to the car Mr Carlyle lamented that they had learned so little of Creake’s movements.

“Perhaps the telegram will tell us something,” suggested Carrados. “Read it, Louis.”

Mr Carlyle cut open the envelope, glanced at the enclosure, and in spite of his disappointment could not restrain a chuckle.

“My poor Max,” he explained, “you have put yourself to an amount of ingenious trouble for nothing. Creake is evidently taking a few days’ holiday and prudently availed himself of the Meteorological Office forecast before going. Listen: ‘Immediate prospect for London warm and settled. Further outlook cooler but fine.’ Well, well; I did get a pound of tomatoes for my fourpence.”

“You certainly scored there, Louis,” admitted Carrados, with humorous appreciation. “I wonder,” he added speculatively, “whether it is Creake’s peculiar taste usually to spend his week-end holiday in London.”

“Eh?” exclaimed Mr Carlyle, looking at the words again, “by gad, that’s rum, Max. They go to Weston-super-Mare. Why on earth should he want to know about London?”

“I can make a guess, but before we are satisfied I must come here again. Take another look at that kite, Louis. Are there a few yards of string hanging loose from it?”

“Yes, there are.”

“Rather thick string — unusually thick for the purpose?”

“Yes; but how do you know?”

As they drove home again Carrados explained, and Mr Carlyle sat aghast, saying incredulously: “Good God, Max, is it possible?”

An hour later he was satisfied that it was possible. In reply to his inquiry someone in his office telephoned him the information that “they” had left Paddington by the four-thirty for Weston.

It was more than a week after his introduction to Carrados that Lieutenant Hollyer had a summons to present himself at The Turrets again. He found Mr Carlyle already there and the two friends awaiting his arrival.

“I stayed in all day after hearing from you this morning, Mr Carrados,” he said, shaking hands. “When I got your second message I was all ready to walk straight out of the house. That’s how I did it in the time. I hope everything is all right?”

“Excellent,” replied Carrados. “You’d better have something before we start. We probably have a long and perhaps an exciting night before us.”

“And certainly a wet one,” assented the lieutenant. “It was thundering over Mulling way as I came along.”

“That is why you are here,” said his host. “We are waiting for a certain message before we start, and in the meantime you may as well understand what we expect to happen. As you saw, there is a thunderstorm coming on. The Meteorological Office morning forecast predicted it for the whole of London if the conditions remained. That was why I kept you in readiness. Within an hour it is now inevitable that we shall experience a deluge. Here and there damage will be done to trees and buildings; here and there a person will probably be struck and killed.”

“Yes.”

“It is Mr Creake’s intention that his wife should be among the victims.”

“I don’t exactly follow,” said Hollyer, looking from one man to the other. “I quite admit that Creake would be immensely relieved if such a thing did happen, but the chance is surely an absurdly remote one.”

“Yet unless we intervene it is precisely what a coroner’s jury will decide has happened. Do you know whether your brother-in-law has any practical knowledge of electricity, Mr Hollyer?”

“I cannot say. He was so reserved, and we really knew so little of him — —”

“Yet in 1896 an Austin Creake contributed an article on ‘Alternating Currents’ to the American Scientific World. That would argue a fairly intimate acquaintanceship.”

“But do you mean that he is going to direct a flash of lightning?”

“Only into the minds of the doctor who conducts the post-mortem, and the coroner. This storm, the opportunity for which he has been waiting for weeks, is merely the cloak to his act. The weapon which he has planned to use — scarcely less powerful than lightning but much more tractable — is the high voltage current of electricity that flows along the tram wire at his gate.”

“Oh!” exclaimed Lieutenant Hollyer, as the sudden revelation struck him.

“Some time between eleven o’clock to-night — about the hour when your sister goes to bed — and one-thirty in the morning — the time up to which he can rely on the current — Creake will throw a stone up at the balcony window. Most of his preparation has long been made; it only remains for him to connect up a short length to the window handle and a longer one at the other end to tap the live wire. That done, he will wake his wife in the way I have said. The moment she moves the catch of the window — and he has carefully filed its parts to ensure perfect contact — she will be electrocuted as effectually as if she sat in the executioner’s chair in Sing Sing prison.”

“But what are we doing here!” exclaimed Hollyer, starting to his feet, pale and horrified. “It is past ten now and anything may happen.”

“Quite natural, Mr Hollyer,” said Carrados reassuringly, “but you need have no anxiety. Creake is being watched, the house is being watched, and your sister is as safe as if she slept to-night in Windsor Castle. Be assured that whatever happens he will not be allowed to complete his scheme; but it is desirable to let him implicate himself to the fullest limit. Your brother-in-law, Mr Hollyer, is a man with a peculiar capacity for taking pains.”

“He is a damned cold-blooded scoundrel!” exclaimed the young officer fiercely. “When I think of Millicent five years ago — —”

“Well, for that matter, an enlightened nation has decided that electrocution is the most humane way of removing its superfluous citizens,” suggested Carrados mildly. “He is certainly an ingenious-minded gentleman. It is his misfortune that in Mr Carlyle he was fated to be opposed by an even subtler brain — —”

“No, no! Really, Max!” protested the embarrassed gentleman.

“Mr Hollyer will be able to judge for himself when I tell him that it was Mr Carlyle who first drew attention to the significance of the abandoned kite,” insisted Carrados firmly. “Then, of course, its object became plain to me — as indeed to anyone. For ten minutes, perhaps, a wire must be carried from the overhead line to the chestnut-tree. Creake has everything in his favour, but it is just within possibility that the driver of an inopportune tram might notice the appendage. What of that? Why, for more than a week he has seen a derelict kite with its yards of trailing string hanging in the tree. A very calculating mind, Mr Hollyer. It would be interesting to know what line of action Mr Creake has mapped out for himself afterwards. I expect he has half-a-dozen artistic little touches up his sleeve. Possibly he would merely singe his wife’s hair, burn her feet with a red-hot poker, shiver the glass of the French window, and be content with that to let well alone. You see, lightning is so varied in its effects that whatever he did or did not do would be right. He is in the impregnable position of the body showing all the symptoms of death by lightning shock and nothing else but lightning to account for it — a dilated eye, heart contracted in systole, bloodless lungs shrunk to a third the normal weight, and all the rest of it. When he has removed a few outward traces of his work Creake might quite safely ‘discover’ his dead wife and rush off for the nearest doctor. Or he may have decided to arrange a convincing alibi, and creep away, leaving the discovery to another. We shall never know; he will make no confession.”

“I wish it was well over,” admitted Hollyer. “I’m not particularly jumpy, but this gives me a touch of the creeps.”

“Three more hours at the worst, Lieutenant,” said Carrados cheerfully. “Ah-ha, something is coming through now.”

He went to the telephone and received a message from one quarter; then made another connection and talked for a few minutes with someone else.

“Everything working smoothly,” he remarked between times over his shoulder. “Your sister has gone to bed, Mr Hollyer.”

Then he turned to the house telephone and distributed his orders.

“So we,” he concluded, “must get up.”

By the time they were ready a large closed motor car was waiting. The lieutenant thought he recognized Parkinson in the well-swathed form beside the driver, but there was no temptation to linger for a second on the steps. Already the stinging rain had lashed the drive into the semblance of a frothy estuary; all round the lightning jagged its course through the incessant tremulous glow of more distant lightning, while the thunder only ceased its muttering to turn at close quarters and crackle viciously.

“One of the few things I regret missing,” remarked Carrados tranquilly; “but I hear a good deal of colour in it.”

The car slushed its way down to the gate, lurched a little heavily across the dip into the road, and, steadying as it came upon the straight, began to hum contentedly along the deserted highway.

“We are not going direct?” suddenly inquired Hollyer, after they had travelled perhaps half-a-dozen miles. The night was bewildering enough but he had the sailor’s gift for location.

“No; through Hunscott Green and then by a field-path to the orchard at the back,” replied Carrados. “Keep a sharp look out for the man with the lantern about here, Harris,” he called through the tube.

“Something flashing just ahead, sir,” came the reply, and the car slowed down and stopped.

Carrados dropped the near window as a man in glistening waterproof stepped from the shelter of a lich-gate and approached.

“Inspector Beedel, sir,” said the stranger, looking into the car.

“Quite right, Inspector,” said Carrados. “Get in.”

“I have a man with me, sir.”

“We can find room for him as well.”

“We are very wet.”

“So shall we all be soon.”

The lieutenant changed his seat and the two burly forms took places side by side. In less than five minutes the car stopped again, this time in a grassy country lane.

“Now we have to face it,” announced Carrados. “The inspector will show us the way.”

The car slid round and disappeared into the night, while Beedel led the party to a stile in the hedge. A couple of fields brought them to the Brookbend boundary. There a figure stood out of the black foliage, exchanged a few words with their guide and piloted them along the shadows of the orchard to the back door of the house.

“You will find a broken pane near the catch of the scullery window,” said the blind man.

“Right, sir,” replied the inspector. “I have it. Now who goes through?”

“Mr Hollyer will open the door for us. I’m afraid you must take off your boots and all wet things, Lieutenant. We cannot risk a single spot inside.”

They waited until the back door opened, then each one divested himself in a similar manner and passed into the kitchen, where the remains of a fire still burned. The man from the orchard gathered together the discarded garments and disappeared again.

Carrados turned to the lieutenant.

“A rather delicate job for you now, Mr Hollyer. I want you to go up to your sister, wake her, and get her into another room with as little fuss as possible. Tell her as much as you think fit and let her understand that her very life depends on absolute stillness when she is alone. Don’t be unduly hurried, but not a glimmer of a light, please.”

Ten minutes passed by the measure of the battered old alarum on the dresser shelf before the young man returned.

“I’ve had rather a time of it,” he reported, with a nervous laugh, “but I think it will be all right now. She is in the spare room.”

“Then we will take our places. You and Parkinson come with me to the bedroom. Inspector, you have your own arrangements. Mr Carlyle will be with you.”

They dispersed silently about the house. Hollyer glanced apprehensively at the door of the spare room as they passed it but within was as quiet as the grave. Their room lay at the other end of the passage.

“You may as well take your place in the bed now, Hollyer,” directed Carrados when they were inside and the door closed. “Keep well down among the clothes. Creake has to get up on the balcony, you know, and he will probably peep through the window, but he dare come no farther. Then when he begins to throw up stones slip on this dressing-gown of your sister’s. I’ll tell you what to do after.”

The next sixty minutes drew out into the longest hour that the lieutenant had ever known. Occasionally he heard a whisper pass between the two men who stood behind the window curtains, but he could see nothing. Then Carrados threw a guarded remark in his direction.

“He is in the garden now.”

Something scraped slightly against the outer wall. But the night was full of wilder sounds, and in the house the furniture and the boards creaked and sprung between the yawling of the wind among the chimneys, the rattle of the thunder and the pelting of the rain. It was a time to quicken the steadiest pulse, and when the crucial moment came, when a pebble suddenly rang against the pane with a sound that the tense waiting magnified into a shivering crash, Hollyer leapt from the bed on the instant.

“Easy, easy,” warned Carrados feelingly. “We will wait for another knock.” He passed something across. “Here is a rubber glove. I have cut the wire but you had better put it on. Stand just for a moment at the window, move the catch so that it can blow open a little, and drop immediately. Now.”

Another stone had rattled against the glass. For Hollyer to go through his part was the work merely of seconds, and with a few touches Carrados spread the dressing-gown to more effective disguise about the extended form. But an unforeseen and in the circumstances rather horrible interval followed, for Creake, in accordance with some detail of his never-revealed plan, continued to shower missile after missile against the panes until even the unimpressionable Parkinson shivered.

“The last act,” whispered Carrados, a moment after the throwing had ceased. “He has gone round to the back. Keep as you are. We take cover now.” He pressed behind the arras of an extemporized wardrobe, and the spirit of emptiness and desolation seemed once more to reign over the lonely house.

From half-a-dozen places of concealment ears were straining to catch the first guiding sound. He moved very stealthily, burdened, perhaps, by some strange scruple in the presence of the tragedy that he had not feared to contrive, paused for a moment at the bedroom door, then opened it very quietly, and in the fickle light read the consummation of his hopes.

“At last!” they heard the sharp whisper drawn from his relief. “At last!”

He took another step and two shadows seemed to fall upon him from behind, one on either side. With primitive instinct a cry of terror and surprise escaped him as he made a desperate movement to wrench himself free, and for a short second he almost succeeded in dragging one hand into a pocket. Then his wrists slowly came together and the handcuffs closed.

“I am Inspector Beedel,” said the man on his right side. “You are charged with the attempted murder of your wife, Millicent Creake.”

“You are mad,” retorted the miserable creature, falling into a desperate calmness. “She has been struck by lightning.”

“No, you blackguard, she hasn’t,” wrathfully exclaimed his brother-in-law, jumping up. “Would you like to see her?”

“I also have to warn you,” continued the inspector impassively, “that anything you say may be used as evidence against you.”

A startled cry from the farther end of the passage arrested their attention.

“Mr Carrados,” called Hollyer, “oh, come at once.”

At the open door of the other bedroom stood the lieutenant, his eyes still turned towards something in the room beyond, a little empty bottle in his hand.

“Dead!” he exclaimed tragically, with a sob, “with this beside her. Dead just when she would have been free of the brute.”

The blind man passed into the room, sniffed the air, and laid a gentle hand on the pulseless heart.

“Yes,” he replied. “That, Hollyer, does not always appeal to the woman, strange to say.”


THE CLEVER MRS STRAITHWAITE
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MR CARLYLE HAD arrived at The Turrets in the very best possible spirits. Everything about him, from his immaculate white spats to the choice gardenia in his buttonhole, from the brisk decision with which he took the front-door steps to the bustling importance with which he had positively brushed Parkinson aside at the door of the library, proclaimed consequence and the extremely good terms on which he stood with himself.

“Prepare yourself, Max,” he exclaimed. “If I hinted at a case of exceptional delicacy that will certainly interest you by its romantic possibilities —— ?”

“I should have the liveliest misgivings. Ten to one it would be a jewel mystery,” hazarded Carrados, as his friend paused with the point of his communication withheld, after the manner of a quizzical youngster with a promised bon-bon held behind his back. “If you made any more of it I should reluctantly be forced to the conclusion that the case involved a society scandal connected with a priceless pearl necklace.”

Mr Carlyle’s face fell.

“Then it is in the papers, after all?” he said, with an air of disappointment.

“What is in the papers, Louis?”

“Some hint of the fraudulent insurance of the Hon. Mrs Straithwaite’s pearl necklace,” replied Carlyle.

“Possibly,” admitted Carrados. “But so far I have not come across it.”

Mr Carlyle stared at his friend, and marching up to the table brought his hand down on it with an arresting slap.

“Then what in the name of goodness are you talking about, may I ask?” he demanded caustically. “If you know nothing of the Straithwaite affair, Max, what other pearl necklace case are you referring to?”

Carrados assumed the air of mild deprecation with which he frequently apologized for a blind man venturing to make a discovery.

“A philosopher once made the remark — —”

“Had it anything to do with Mrs Straithwaite’s — the Hon. Mrs Straithwaite’s — pearl necklace? And let me warn you, Max, that I have read a good deal both of Mill and Spencer at odd times.”

“It was neither Mill nor Spencer. He had a German name, so I will not mention it. He made the observation, which, of course, we recognize as an obvious commonplace when once it has been expressed, that in order to have an accurate knowledge of what a man will do on any occasion it is only necessary to study a single characteristic action of his.”

“Utterly impracticable,” declared Mr Carlyle.

“I therefore knew that when you spoke of a case of exceptional interest to me, what you really meant, Louis, was a case of exceptional interest to you.”

Mr Carlyle’s sudden thoughtful silence seemed to admit that possibly there might be something in the point.

“By applying, almost unconsciously, the same useful rule, I became aware that a mystery connected with a valuable pearl necklace and a beautiful young society belle would appeal the most strongly to your romantic imagination.”

“Romantic! I, romantic? Thirty-five and a private inquiry agent! You are — positively feverish, Max.”

“Incurably romantic — or you would have got over it by now: the worst kind.”

“Max, this may prove a most important and interesting case. Will you be serious and discuss it?”

“Jewel cases are rarely either important or interesting. Pearl necklace mysteries, in nine cases out of ten, spring from the miasma of social pretence and vapid competition and only concern people who do not matter in the least. The only attractive thing about them is the name. They are so barren of originality that a criminological Linnæus could classify them with absolute nicety. I’ll tell you what, we’ll draw up a set of tables giving the solution to every possible pearl necklace case for the next twenty-one years.”

“We will do any mortal thing you like, Max, if you will allow Parkinson to administer a bromo-seltzer and then enable me to meet the officials of the Direct Insurance without a blush.”

For three minutes Carrados picked his unerring way among the furniture as he paced the room silently but with irresolution in his face. Twice his hand went to a paper-covered book lying on his desk, and twice he left it untouched.

“Have you ever been in the lion-house at feeding-time, Louis?” he demanded abruptly.

“In the very remote past, possibly,” admitted Mr Carlyle guardedly.

“As the hour approaches it is impossible to interest the creatures with any other suggestion than that of raw meat. You came a day too late, Louis.” He picked up the book and skimmed it adroitly into Mr Carlyle’s hands. “I have already scented the gore, and tasted in imagination the joy of tearing choice morsels from other similarly obsessed animals.”

“‘Catalogue des monnaies grecques et romaines,’” read the gentleman. “‘To be sold by auction at the Hotel Drouet, Paris, salle 8, April the 24th, 25th, etc.’ H’m.” He turned to the plates of photogravure illustration which gave an air to the volume. “This is an event, I suppose?”

“It is the sort of dispersal we get about once in three years,” replied Carrados. “I seldom attend the little sales, but I save up and then have a week’s orgy.”

“And when do you go?”

“To-day. By the afternoon boat — Folkestone. I have already taken rooms at Mascot’s. I’m sorry it has fallen so inopportunely, Louis.”

Mr Carlyle rose to the occasion with a display of extremely gentlemanly feeling — which had the added merit of being quite genuine.

“My dear chap, your regrets only serve to remind me how much I owe to you already. Bon voyage, and the most desirable of Eu — Eu — well, perhaps it would be safer to say, of Kimons, for your collection.”

“I suppose,” pondered Carrados, “this insurance business might have led to other profitable connexions?”

“That is quite true,” admitted his friend. “I have been trying for some time — but do not think any more of it, Max.”

“What time is it?” demanded Carrados suddenly.

“Eleven-twenty-five.”

“Good. Has any officious idiot had anyone arrested?”

“No, it is only — —”

“Never mind. Do you know much of the case?”

“Practically nothing as yet, unfortunately. I came — —”

“Excellent. Everything is on our side. Louis, I won’t go this afternoon — I will put off till the night boat from Dover. That will give us nine hours.”

“Nine hours?” repeated the mystified Carlyle, scarcely daring to put into thought the scandalous inference that Carrados’s words conveyed.

“Nine full hours. A pearl necklace case that cannot at least be left straight after nine hours’ work will require a column to itself in our chart. Now, Louis, where does this Direct Insurance live?”

Carlyle had allowed his blind friend to persuade him into — as they had seemed at the beginning — many mad enterprises. But none had ever, in the light of his own experience, seemed so foredoomed to failure as when, at eleven-thirty, Carrados ordered his luggage to be on the platform of Charing Cross Station at eight-fifty and then turned light-heartedly to the task of elucidating the mystery of Mrs Straithwaite’s pearl necklace in the interval.

The head office of the Direct and Intermediate Insurance Company proved to be in Victoria Street. Thanks to Carrados’s speediest car, they entered the building as the clocks of Westminster were striking twelve, but for the next twenty minutes they were consigned to the general office while Mr Carlyle fumed and displayed his watch ostentatiously. At last a clerk slid off his stool by the speaking-tube and approached them.

“Mr Carlyle?” he said. “The General Manager will see you now, but as he has another appointment in ten minutes he will be glad if you will make your business as short as possible. This way, please.”

Mr Carlyle bit his lip at the pompous formality of the message but he was too experienced to waste any words about it and with a mere nod he followed, guiding his friend until they reached the Manager’s room. But, though subservient to circumstance, he was far from being negligible when he wished to create an impression.

“Mr Carrados has been good enough to give us a consultation over this small affair,” he said, with just the necessary touches of deference and condescension that it was impossible either to miss or to resent. “Unfortunately he can do little more as he has to leave almost at once to direct an important case in Paris.”

The General Manager conveyed little, either in his person or his manner, of the brisk precision that his message seemed to promise. The name of Carrados struck him as being somewhat familiar — something a little removed from the routine of his business and a matter therefore that he could unbend over. He continued to stand comfortably before his office fire, making up by a tolerant benignity of his hard and bulbous eye for the physical deprivation that his attitude entailed on his visitors.

“Paris, egad?” he grunted. “Something in your line that France can take from us since the days of — what’s-his-name — Vidocq, eh? Clever fellow, that, what? Wasn’t it about him and the Purloined Letter?”

Carrados smiled discreetly.

“Capital, wasn’t it?” he replied. “But there is something else that Paris can learn from London, more in your way, sir. Often when I drop in to see the principal of one of their chief houses or the head of a Government department, we fall into an entertaining discussion of this or that subject that may be on the tapis. ‘Ah, monsieur,’ I say, after perhaps half-an-hour’s conversation, ‘it is very amiable of you and sometimes I regret our insular methods, but it is not thus that great businesses are formed. At home, if I call upon one of our princes of industry — a railway director, a merchant, or the head of one of our leading insurance companies — nothing will tempt him for a moment from the stern outline of the business in hand. You are too complaisant; the merest gossip takes advantage of you.’”

“That’s quite true,” admitted the General Manager, occupying the revolving chair at his desk and assuming a serious and very determined expression. “Slackers, I call them. Now, Mr Carlyle, where are we in this business?”

“I have your letter of yesterday. We should naturally like all the particulars you can give us.”

The Manager threw open a formidable-looking volume with an immense display of energy, sharply flattened some typewritten pages that had ventured to raise their heads, and lifted an impressive finger.

“We start here, the 27th of January. On that day Karsfeld, the Princess Street jeweller, y’know, who acted as our jewellery assessor, forwards a proposal of the Hon. Mrs Straithwaite to insure a pearl necklace against theft. Says that he has had an opportunity of examining it and passes it at five thousand pounds. That business goes through in the ordinary way; the premium is paid and the policy taken out.

“A couple of months later Karsfeld has a little unpleasantness with us and resigns. Resignation accepted. We have nothing against him, you understand. At the same time there is an impression among the directors that he has been perhaps a little too easy in his ways, a little too — let us say, expansive, in some of his valuations and too accommodating to his own clients in recommending to us business of a — well — speculative basis; business that we do not care about and which we now feel is foreign to our traditions as a firm. However” — the General Manager threw apart his stubby hands as though he would shatter any fabric of criminal intention that he might be supposed to be insidiously constructing— “that is the extent of our animadversion against Karsfeld. There are no irregularities and you may take it from me that the man is all right.”

“You would propose accepting the fact that a five-thousand-pound necklace was submitted to him?” suggested Mr Carlyle.

“I should,” acquiesced the Manager, with a weighty nod. “Still — this brings us to April the third — this break, so to speak, occurring in our routine, it seemed a good opportunity for us to assure ourselves on one or two points. Mr Bellitzer — you know Bellitzer, of course; know of him, I should say — was appointed vice Karsfeld and we wrote to certain of our clients, asking them — as our policies entitled us to do — as a matter of form to allow Mr Bellitzer to confirm the assessment of his predecessor. Wrapped it up in silver paper, of course; said it would certify the present value and be a guarantee that would save them some formalities in case of ensuing claim, and so on. Among others, wrote to the Hon. Mrs Straithwaite to that effect — April fourth. Here is her reply of three days later. Sorry to disappoint us, but the necklace has just been sent to her bank for custody as she is on the point of leaving town. Also scarcely sees that it is necessary in her case as the insurance was only taken so recently.”

“That is dated April the seventh?” inquired Mr Carlyle, busy with pencil and pocket-book.

“April seventh,” repeated the Manager, noting this conscientiousness with an approving glance and then turning to regard questioningly the indifferent attitude of his other visitor. “That put us on our guard — naturally. Wrote by return regretting the necessity and suggesting that a line to her bankers, authorizing them to show us the necklace, would meet the case and save her any personal trouble. Interval of a week. Her reply, April sixteenth. Thursday last. Circumstances have altered her plans and she has returned to London sooner than she expected. Her jewel-case has been returned from the bank, and will we send our man round— ‘our man,’ Mr Carlyle! — on Saturday morning not later than twelve, please.”

The Manager closed the record book, with a sweep of his hand cleared his desk for revelations, and leaning forward in his chair fixed Mr Carlyle with a pragmatic eye.

“On Saturday Mr Bellitzer goes to Luneburg Mansions and the Hon. Mrs Straithwaite shows him the necklace. He examines it carefully, assesses its insurable value up to five thousand, two hundred and fifty pounds, and reports us to that effect. But he reports something else, Mr Carlyle. It is not the necklace that the lady had insured.”

“Not the necklace?” echoed Mr Carlyle.

“No. In spite of the number of pearls and a general similarity there are certain technical differences, well known to experts, that made the fact indisputable. The Hon. Mrs Straithwaite has been guilty of misrepresentation. Possibly she has no fraudulent intention. We are willing to pay to find out. That’s your business.”

Mr Carlyle made a final note and put away his book with an air of decision that could not fail to inspire confidence.

“To-morrow,” he said, “we shall perhaps be able to report something.”

“Hope so,” vouchsafed the Manager. “‘Morning.”

From his position near the window, Carrados appeared to wake up to the fact that the interview was over.

“But so far,” he remarked blandly, with his eyes towards the great man in the chair, “you have told us nothing of the theft.”

The Manager regarded the speaker dumbly for a moment and then turned to Mr Carlyle.

“What does he mean?” he demanded pungently.

But for once Mr Carlyle’s self-possession had forsaken him. He recognized that somehow Carrados had been guilty of an appalling lapse, by which his reputation for prescience was wrecked in that quarter for ever, and at the catastrophe his very ears began to exude embarrassment.

In the awkward silence Carrados himself seemed to recognize that something was amiss.

“We appear to be at cross-purposes,” he observed. “I inferred that the disappearance of the necklace would be the essence of our investigation.”

“Have I said a word about it disappearing?” demanded the Manager, with a contempt-laden raucity that he made no pretence of softening. “You don’t seem to have grasped the simple facts about the case, Mr Carrados. Really, I hardly think —— Oh, come in!”

There had been a knock at the door, then another. A clerk now entered with an open telegram.

“Mr Longworth wished you to see this at once, sir.”

“We may as well go,” whispered Mr Carlyle with polite depression to his colleague.

“Here, wait a minute,” said the Manager, who had been biting his thumb-nail over the telegram. “No, not you” — to the lingering clerk— “you clear.” Much of the embarrassment that had troubled Mr Carlyle a minute before seemed to have got into the Manager’s system. “I don’t understand this,” he confessed awkwardly. “It’s from Bellitzer. He wires: ‘Have just heard alleged robbery Straithwaite pearls. Advise strictest investigation.’”

Mr Carlyle suddenly found it necessary to turn to the wall and consult a highly coloured lithographic inducement to insure. Mr Carrados alone remained to meet the Manager’s constrained glance.

“Still, he tells us really nothing about the theft,” he remarked sociably.

“No,” admitted the Manager, experiencing some little difficulty with his breathing, “he does not.”

“Well, we still hope to be able to report something to-morrow. Good-bye.”

It was with an effort that Mr Carlyle straightened himself sufficiently to take leave of the Manager. Several times in the corridor he stopped to wipe his eyes.

“Max, you unholy fraud,” he said, when they were outside, “you knew all the time.”

“No; I told you that I knew nothing of it,” replied Carrados frankly. “I am absolutely sincere.”

“Then all I can say is, that I see a good many things happen that I don’t believe in.”

Carrados’s reply was to hold out a coin to a passing newsboy and to hand the purchase to his friend who was already in the car.

“There is a slang injunction to ‘keep your eyes skinned.’ That being out of my power, I habitually ‘keep my ears skinned.’ You would be surprised to know how very little you hear, Louis, and how much you miss. In the last five minutes up there I have had three different newsboys’ account of this development.”

“By Jupiter, she hasn’t waited long!” exclaimed Mr Carlyle, referring eagerly to the headlines. “‘PEARL NECKLACE SENSATION. SOCIETY LADY’S ₤5000 TRINKET DISAPPEARS.’ Things are moving. Where next, Max?”

“It is now a quarter to one,” replied Carrados, touching the fingers of his watch. “We may as well lunch on the strength of this new turn. Parkinson will have finished packing; I can telephone him to come to us at Merrick’s in case I require him. Buy all the papers, Louis, and we will collate the points.”

The undoubted facts that survived a comparison were few and meagre, for in each case a conscientious journalist had touched up a few vague or doubtful details according to his own ideas of probability. All agreed that on Tuesday evening — it was now Thursday — Mrs Straithwaite had formed one of a party that had occupied a box at the new Metropolitan Opera House to witness the performance of La Pucella, and that she had been robbed of a set of pearls valued in round figures at five thousand pounds. There agreement ended. One version represented the theft as taking place at the theatre. Another asserted that at the last moment the lady had decided not to wear the necklace that evening and that its abstraction had been cleverly effected from the flat during her absence. Into a third account came an ambiguous reference to Markhams, the well-known jewellers, and a conjecture that their loss would certainly be covered by insurance.

Mr Carlyle, who had been picking out the salient points of the narratives, threw down the last paper with an impatient shrug.

“Why in heaven’s name have we Markhams coming into it now?” he demanded. “What have they to lose by it, Max? What do you make of the thing?”

“There is the second genuine string — the one Bellitzer saw. That belongs to someone.”

“By gad, that’s true — only five days ago, too. But what does our lady stand to make by that being stolen?”

Carrados was staring into obscurity between an occasional moment of attention to his cigarette or coffee.

“By this time the lady probably stands to wish she was well out of it,” he replied thoughtfully. “Once you have set this sort of stone rolling and it has got beyond you — —” He shook his head.

“It has become more intricate than you expected?” suggested Carlyle, in order to afford his friend an opportunity of withdrawing.

Carrados pierced the intention and smiled affectionately.

“My dear Louis,” he said, “one-fifth of the mystery is already solved.”

“One-fifth? How do you arrive at that?”

“Because it is one-twenty-five and we started at eleven-thirty.”

He nodded to their waiter, who was standing three tables away, and paid the bill. Then with perfect gravity he permitted Mr Carlyle to lead him by the arm into the street, where their car was waiting, Parkinson already there in attendance.

“Sure I can be of no further use?” asked Carlyle. Carrados had previously indicated that after lunch he would go on alone, but, because he was largely sceptical of the outcome, the professional man felt guiltily that he was deserting. “Say the word?”

Carrados smiled and shook his head. Then he leaned across.

“I am going to the opera house now; then, possibly, to talk to Markham a little. If I have time I must find a man who knows the Straithwaites, and after that I may look up Inspector Beedel if he is at the Yard. That is as far as I can see yet, until I call at Luneburg Mansions. Come round on the third anyway.”

“Dear old chap,” murmured Mr Carlyle, as the car edged its way ahead among the traffic. “Marvellous shots he makes!”

In the meanwhile, at Luneburg Mansions, Mrs Straithwaite had been passing anything but a pleasant day. She had awakened with a headache and an overnight feeling that there was some unpleasantness to be gone on with. That it did not amount to actual fear was due to the enormous self-importance and the incredible ignorance which ruled the butterfly brain of the young society beauty — for in spite of three years’ experience of married life Stephanie Straithwaite was as yet on the enviable side of two and twenty.

Anticipating an early visit from a particularly obnoxious sister-in-law, she had remained in bed until after lunch in order to be able to deny herself with the more conviction. Three journalists who would have afforded her the mild excitement of being interviewed had called and been in turn put off with polite regrets by her husband. The objectionable sister-in-law postponed her visit until the afternoon and for more than an hour Stephanie “suffered agonies.” When the visitor had left and the martyred hostess announced her intention of flying immediately to the consoling society of her own bridge circle, Straithwaite had advised her, with some significance, to wait for a lead. The unhappy lady cast herself bodily down upon a couch and asked whether she was to become a nun. Straithwaite merely shrugged his shoulders and remembered a club engagement. Evidently there was no need for him to become a monk: Stephanie followed him down the hall, arguing and protesting. That was how they came jointly to encounter Carrados at the door.

“I have come from the Direct Insurance in the hope of being able to see Mrs Straithwaite,” he explained, when the door opened rather suddenly before he had knocked. “My name is Carrados — Max Carrados.”

There was a moment of hesitation all round. Then Stephanie read difficulties in the straightening lines of her husband’s face and rose joyfully to the occasion.

“Oh yes; come in, Mr Carrados,” she exclaimed graciously. “We are not quite strangers, you know. You found out something for Aunt Pigs; I forget what, but she was most frantically impressed.”

“Lady Poges,” enlarged Straithwaite, who had stepped aside and was watching the development with slow, calculating eyes. “But, I say, you are blind, aren’t you?”

Carrados’s smiling admission turned the edge of Mrs Straithwaite’s impulsive, “Teddy!”

“But I get along all right,” he added. “I left my man down in the car and I found your door first shot, you see.”

The references reminded the velvet-eyed little mercenary that the man before her had the reputation of being quite desirably rich, his queer taste merely an eccentric hobby. The consideration made her resolve to be quite her nicest possible, as she led the way to the drawing-room. Then Teddy, too, had been horrid beyond words and must be made to suffer in the readiest way that offered.

“Teddy is just going out and I was to be left in solitary bereavement if you had not appeared,” she explained airily. “It wasn’t very compy only to come to see me on business by the way, Mr Carrados, but if those are your only terms I must agree.”

Straithwaite, however, did not seem to have the least intention of going. He had left his hat and stick in the hall and he now threw his yellow gloves down on a table and took up a negligent position on the arm of an easy-chair.

“The thing is, where do we stand?” he remarked tentatively.

“That is the attitude of the insurance company, I imagine,” replied Carrados.

“I don’t see that the company has any standing in the matter. We haven’t reported any loss to them and we are not making any claim, so far. That ought to be enough.”

“I assume that they act on general inference,” explained Carrados. “A limited liability company is not subtle, Mrs Straithwaite. This one knows that you have insured a five-thousand-pound pearl necklace with it, and when it becomes a matter of common knowledge that you have had one answering to that description stolen, it jumps to the conclusion that they are one and the same.”

“But they aren’t — worse luck,” explained the hostess. “This was a string that I let Markhams send me to see if I would keep.”

“The one that Bellitzer saw last Saturday?”

“Yes,” admitted Mrs Straithwaite quite simply.

Straithwaite glanced sharply at Carrados and then turned his eyes with lazy indifference to his wife.

“My dear Stephanie, what are you thinking of?” he drawled. “Of course those could not have been Markhams’ pearls. Not knowing that you are much too clever to do such a foolish thing, Mr Carrados will begin to think that you have had fraudulent designs upon his company.”

Whether the tone was designed to exasperate or merely fell upon a fertile soil, Stephanie threw a hateful little glance in his direction.

“I don’t care,” she exclaimed recklessly; “I haven’t the least little objection in the world to Mr Carrados knowing exactly how it happened.”

Carrados put in an instinctive word of warning, even raised an arresting hand, but the lady was much too excited, too voluble, to be denied.

“It doesn’t really matter in the least, Mr Carrados, because nothing came of it,” she explained. “There never were any real pearls to be insured. It would have made no difference to the company, because I did not regard this as an ordinary insurance from the first. It was to be a loan.”

“A loan?” repeated Carrados.

“Yes. I shall come into heaps and heaps of money in a few years’ time under Prin-Prin’s will. Then I should pay back whatever had been advanced.”

“But would it not have been better — simpler — to have borrowed purely on the anticipation?”

“We have,” explained the lady eagerly. “We have borrowed from all sorts of people, and both Teddy and I have signed heaps and heaps of papers, until now no one will lend any more.”

The thing was too tragically grotesque to be laughed at. Carrados turned his face from one to the other and by ear, and by even finer perceptions, he focussed them in his mind — the delicate, feather-headed beauty, with the heart of a cat and the irresponsibility of a kitten, eye and mouth already hardening under the stress of her frantic life, and, across the room, her debonair consort, whose lank pose and nonchalant attitude towards the situation Carrados had not yet categorized.

Straithwaite’s dry voice, with its habitual drawl, broke into his reflection.

“I don’t suppose for a moment that you either know or care what this means, my dear girl, but I will proceed to enlighten you. It means the extreme probability that unless you can persuade Mr Carrados to hold his tongue, you, and — without prejudice — I also, will get two years’ hard. And yet, with unconscious but consummate artistry, it seems to me that you have perhaps done the trick; for, unless I am mistaken, Mr Carrados will find himself unable to take advantage of your guileless confidence, whereas he would otherwise have quite easily found out all he wanted.”

“That is the most utter nonsense, Teddy,” cried Stephanie, with petulant indignation. She turned to Carrados with the assurance of meeting understanding. “We know Mr Justice Enderleigh very well indeed, and if there was any bother I should not have the least difficulty in getting him to take the case privately and in explaining everything to him. But why should there be? Why indeed?” A brilliant little new idea possessed her. “Do you know any of these insurance people at all intimately, Mr Carrados?”

“The General Manager and I are on terms that almost justify us in addressing each other as ‘silly ass,’” admitted Carrados.

“There you see, Teddy, you needn’t have been in a funk. Mr Carrados would put everything right. Let me tell you exactly how I had arranged it. I dare say you know that insurances are only too pleased to pay for losses: it gives them an advertisement. Freddy Tantroy told me so, and his father is a director of hundreds of companies. Only, of course, it must be done quite regularly. Well, for months and months we had both been most frightfully hard up, and, unfortunately, everyone else — at least all our friends — seemed just as stony. I had been absolutely racking my poor brain for an idea when I remembered papa’s wedding present. It was a string of pearls that he sent me from Vienna, only a month before he died; not real, of course, because poor papa was always quite utterly on the verge himself, but very good imitation and in perfect taste. Otherwise I am sure papa would rather have sent a silver penwiper, for although he had to live abroad because of what people said, his taste was simply exquisite and he was most romantic in his ideas. What do you say, Teddy?”

“Nothing, dear; it was only my throat ticking.”

“I wore the pearls often and millions of people had seen them. Of course our own people knew about them, but others took it for granted that they were genuine for me to be wearing them. Teddy will tell you that I was almost babbling in delirium, things were becoming so ghastly, when an idea occurred. Tweety — she’s a cousin of Teddy’s, but quite an aged person — has a whole coffer full of jewels that she never wears and I knew that there was a necklace very like mine among them. She was going almost immediately to Africa for some shooting, so I literally flew into the wilds of Surrey and begged her on my knees to lend me her pearls for the Lycester House dance. When I got back with them I stamped on the clasp and took it at once to Karsfeld in Princess Street. I told him they were only paste but I thought they were rather good and I wanted them by the next day. And of course he looked at them, and then looked again, and then asked me if I was certain they were imitation, and I said, Well, we had never thought twice about it, because poor papa was always rather chronic, only certainly he did occasionally have fabulous streaks at the tables, and finally, like a great owl, Karsfeld said:

“‘I am happy to be able to congratulate you, madam. They are undoubtedly Bombay pearls of very fine orient. They are certainly worth five thousand pounds.’”

From this point Mrs Straithwaite’s narrative ran its slangy, obvious course. The insurance effected — on the strict understanding of the lady with herself that it was merely a novel form of loan, and after satisfying her mind on Freddy Tantroy’s authority that the Direct and Intermediate could stand a temporary loss of five thousand pounds — the genuine pearls were returned to the cousin in the wilds of Surrey and Stephanie continued to wear the counterfeit. A decent interval was allowed to intervene and the plot was on the point of maturity when the company’s request for a scrutiny fell like a thunderbolt. With many touching appeals to Mr Carrados to picture her frantic distraction, with appropriate little gestures of agony and despair, Stephanie described her absolute prostration, her subsequent wild scramble through the jewel stocks of London to find a substitute. The danger over, it became increasingly necessary to act without delay, not only to anticipate possible further curiosity on the part of the insurance, but in order to secure the means with which to meet an impending obligation held over them by an inflexibly obdurate Hebrew.

The evening of the previous Tuesday was to be the time; the opera house, during the performance of La Pucella, the place. Straithwaite, who was not interested in that precise form of drama, would not be expected to be present, but with a false moustache and a few other touches which his experience as an amateur placed within his easy reach, he was to occupy a stall, an end stall somewhere beneath his wife’s box. At an agreed signal Stephanie would jerk open the catch of the necklace, and as she leaned forward the ornament would trickle off her neck and disappear into the arena beneath. Straithwaite, the only one prepared for anything happening, would have no difficulty in securing it. He would look up quickly as if to identify the box, and with the jewels in his hand walk deliberately out into the passage. Before anyone had quite realized what was happening he would have left the house.

Carrados turned his face from the woman to the man.

“This scheme commended itself to you, Mr Straithwaite?”

“Well, you see, Stephanie is so awfully clever that I took it for granted that the thing would go all right.”

“And three days before, Bellitzer had already reported misrepresentation and that two necklaces had been used!”

“Yes,” admitted Straithwaite, with an air of reluctant candour, “I had a suspicion that Stephanie’s native ingenuity rather fizzled there. You know, Stephanie dear, there is a difference, it seems, between Bombay and Californian pearls.”

“The wretch!” exclaimed the girl, grinding her little teeth vengefully. “And we gave him champagne!”

“But nothing came of it; so it doesn’t matter?” prompted Straithwaite.

“Except that now Markhams’ pearls have gone and they are hinting at all manner of diabolical things,” she wrathfully reminded him.

“True,” he confessed. “That is by way of a sequel, Mr Carrados. I will endeavour to explain that part of the incident, for even yet Stephanie seems unable to do me justice.”

He detached himself from the arm of the chair and lounged across the room to another chair, where he took up exactly the same position.

“On the fatal evening I duly made my way to the theatre — a little late, so as to take my seat unobserved. After I had got the general hang I glanced up occasionally until I caught Stephanie’s eye, by which I knew that she was there all right and concluded that everything was going along quite jollily. According to arrangement, I was to cross the theatre immediately the first curtain fell and standing opposite Stephanie’s box twist my watch chain until it was certain that she had seen me. Then Stephanie was to fan herself three times with her programme. Both, you will see, perfectly innocent operations, and yet conveying to each other the intimation that all was well. Stephanie’s idea, of course. After that, I would return to my seat and Stephanie would do her part at the first opportunity in Act II.

“However, we never reached that. Towards the end of the first act something white and noiseless slipped down and fell at my feet. For the moment I thought they were the pearls gone wrong. Then I saw that it was a glove — a lady’s glove. Intuition whispered that it was Stephanie’s before I touched it. I picked it up and quietly got out. Down among the fingers was a scrap of paper — the corner torn off a programme. On it were pencilled words to this effect:

“‘Something quite unexpected. Can do nothing to-night. Go back at once and wait. May return early. Frightfully worried. — S.’”

“You kept the paper, of course?”

“Yes. It is in my desk in the next room. Do you care to see it?”

“Please.”

Straithwaite left the room and Stephanie flung herself into a charming attitude of entreaty.

“Mr Carrados, you will get them back for us, won’t you? It would not really matter, only I seem to have signed something and now Markhams threaten to bring an action against us for culpable negligence in leaving them in an empty flat.”

“You see,” explained Straithwaite, coming back in time to catch the drift of his wife’s words, “except to a personal friend like yourself, it is quite impossible to submit these clues. The first one alone would raise embarrassing inquiries; the other is beyond explanation. Consequently I have been obliged to concoct an imaginary burglary in our absence and to drop the necklace case among the rhododendrons in the garden at the back, for the police to find.”

“Deeper and deeper,” commented Carrados.

“Why, yes. Stephanie and I are finding that out, aren’t we, dear? However, here is the first note; also the glove. Of course I returned immediately. It was Stephanie’s strategy and I was under her orders. In something less than half-an-hour I heard a motor car stop outside. Then the bell here rang.

“I think I have said that I was alone. I went to the door and found a man who might have been anything standing there. He merely said: ‘Mr Straithwaite?’ and on my nodding handed me a letter. I tore it open in the hall and read it. Then I went into my room and read it again. This is it:

“‘Dear T., — Absolutely ghastly. We simply must put off to-night. Will explain that later. Now what do you think? Bellitzer is here in the stalls and young K. D. has asked him to join us at supper at the Savoy. It appears that the creature is Something and I suppose the D.’s want to borrow off him. I can’t get out of it and I am literally quaking. Don’t you see, he will spot something? Send me the M. string at once and I will change somehow before supper. I am scribbling this in the dark. I have got the Willoughby’s man to take it. Don’t, don’t fail. — S.’”

“It is ridiculous, preposterous,” snapped Stephanie. “I never wrote a word of it — or the other. There was I, sitting the whole evening. And Teddy — oh, it is maddening!”

“I took it into my room and looked at it closely,” continued the unruffled Straithwaite. “Even if I had any reason to doubt, the internal evidence was convincing, but how could I doubt? It read like a continuation of the previous message. The writing was reasonably like Stephanie’s under the circumstances, the envelope had obviously been obtained from the box-office of the theatre and the paper itself was a sheet of the programme. A corner was torn off; I put against it the previous scrap and they exactly fitted.” The gentleman shrugged his shoulders, stretched his legs with deliberation and walked across the room to look out of the window. “I made them up into a neat little parcel and handed it over,” he concluded.

Carrados put down the two pieces of paper which he had been minutely examining with his finger-tips and still holding the glove addressed his small audience collectively.

“The first and most obvious point is that whoever carried out the scheme had more than a vague knowledge of your affairs, not only in general but also relating to this — well, loan, Mrs Straithwaite.”

“Just what I have insisted,” agreed Straithwaite. “You hear that, Stephanie?”

“But who is there?” pleaded Stephanie, with weary intonation. “Absolutely no one in the wide world. Not a soul.”

“So one is liable to think offhand. Let us go further, however, merely accounting for those who are in a position to have information. There are the officials of the insurance company who suspect something; there is Bellitzer, who perhaps knows a little more. There is the lady in Surrey from whom the pearls were borrowed, a Mr Tantroy who seems to have been consulted, and, finally, your own servants. All these people have friends, or underlings, or observers. Suppose Mr Bellitzer’s confidential clerk happens to be the sweetheart of your maid?”

“They would still know very little.”

“The arc of a circle may be very little, but, given that, it is possible to construct the entire figure. Now your servants, Mrs Straithwaite? We are accusing no one, of course.”

“There is the cook, Mullins. She displayed alarming influenza on Tuesday morning, and although it was most frightfully inconvenient I packed her off home without a moment’s delay. I have a horror of the influ. Then Fraser, the parlourmaid. She does my hair — I haven’t really got a maid, you know.”

“Peter,” prompted Straithwaite.

“Oh yes, Beta. She’s a daily girl and helps in the kitchen. I have no doubt she is capable of any villainy.”

“And all were out on Tuesday evening?”

“Yes. Mullins gone home. Beta left early as there was no dinner, and I told Fraser to take the evening after she had dressed me so that Teddy could make up and get out without being seen.”

Carrados turned to his other witness.

“The papers and the glove have been with you ever since?”

“Yes, in my desk.”

“Locked?”

“Yes.”

“And this glove, Mrs Straithwaite? There is no doubt that it is yours?”

“I suppose not,” she replied. “I never thought. I know that when I came to leave the theatre one had vanished and Teddy had it here.”

“That was the first time you missed it?”

“Yes.”

“But it might have gone earlier in the evening — mislaid or lost or stolen?”

“I remember taking them off in the box. I sat in the corner farthest from the stage — the front row, of course — and I placed them on the support.”

“Where anyone in the next box could abstract one without much difficulty at a favourable moment.”

“That is quite likely. But we didn’t see anyone in the next box.”

“I have half an idea that I caught sight of someone hanging back,” volunteered Straithwaite.

“Thank you,” said Carrados, turning towards him almost gratefully. “That is most important — that you think you saw someone hanging back. Now the other glove, Mrs Straithwaite; what became of that?”

“An odd glove is not very much good, is it?” said Stephanie. “Certainly I wore it coming back. I think I threw it down somewhere in here. Probably it is still about. We are in a frantic muddle and nothing is being done.”

The second glove was found on the floor in a corner. Carrados received it and laid it with the other.

“You use a very faint and characteristic scent, I notice, Mrs Straithwaite,” he observed.

“Yes; it is rather sweet, isn’t it? I don’t know the name because it is in Russian. A friend in the Embassy sent me some bottles from Petersburg.”

“But on Tuesday you supplemented it with something stronger,” he continued, raising the gloves delicately one after the other to his face.

“Oh, eucalyptus; rather,” she admitted. “I simply drenched my handkerchief with it.”

“You have other gloves of the same pattern?”

“Have I? Now let me think! Did you give them to me, Teddy?”

“No,” replied Straithwaite from the other end of the room. He had lounged across to the window and his attitude detached him from the discussion. “Didn’t Whitstable?” he added shortly.

“Of course. Then there are three pairs, Mr Carrados, because I never let Bimbi lose more than that to me at once, poor boy.”

“I think you are rather tiring yourself out, Stephanie,” warned her husband.

Carrados’s attention seemed to leap to the voice; then he turned courteously to his hostess.

“I appreciate that you have had a trying time lately, Mrs Straithwaite,” he said. “Every moment I have been hoping to let you out of the witness-box — —”

“Perhaps to-morrow — —” began Straithwaite, recrossing the room.

“Impossible; I leave town to-night,” replied Carrados firmly. “You have three pairs of these gloves, Mrs Straithwaite. Here is one. The other two —— ?”

“One pair I have not worn yet. The other — good gracious, I haven’t been out since Tuesday! I suppose it is in my glove-box.”

“I must see it, please.”

Straithwaite opened his mouth, but as his wife obediently rose to her feet to comply he turned sharply away with the word unspoken.

“These are they,” she said, returning.

“Mr Carrados and I will finish our investigation in my room,” interposed Straithwaite, with quiet assertiveness. “I should advise you to lie down for half-an-hour, Stephanie, if you don’t want to be a nervous wreck to-morrow.”

“You must allow the culprit to endorse that good advice, Mrs Straithwaite,” added Carrados. He had been examining the second pair of gloves as they spoke and he now handed them back again. “They are undoubtedly of the same set,” he admitted, with extinguished interest, “and so our clue runs out.”

“I hope you don’t mind,” apologized Straithwaite, as he led his guest to his own smoking-room. “Stephanie,” he confided, becoming more cordial as two doors separated them from the lady, “is a creature of nerves and indiscretions. She forgets. To-night she will not sleep. To-morrow she will suffer.” Carrados divined the grin. “So shall I!”

“On the contrary, pray accept my regrets,” said the visitor. “Besides,” he continued, “there is nothing more for me to do here, I suppose....”

“It is a mystery,” admitted Straithwaite, with polite agreement. “Will you try a cigarette?”

“Thanks. Can you see if my car is below?” They exchanged cigarettes and stood at the window lighting them.

“There is one point, by the way, that may have some significance.” Carrados had begun to recross the room and stopped to pick up the two fictitious messages. “You will have noticed that this is the outside sheet of a programme. It is not the most suitable for the purpose; the first inner sheet is more convenient to write on, but there the date appears. You see the inference? The programme was obtained before — —”

“Perhaps. Well —— ?” for Carrados had broken off abruptly and was listening.

“You hear someone coming up the steps?”

“It is the general stairway.”

“Mr Straithwaite, I don’t know how far this has gone in other quarters. We may only have a few seconds before we are interrupted.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that the man who is now on the stairs is a policeman or has worn the uniform. If he stops at your door — —”

The heavy tread ceased. Then came the authoritative knock.

“Wait,” muttered Carrados, laying his hand impressively on Straithwaite’s tremulous arm. “I may recognize the voice.”

They heard the servant pass along the hall and the door unlatched; then caught the jumble of a gruff inquiry.

“Inspector Beedel of Scotland Yard!” The servant repassed their door on her way to the drawing-room. “It is no good disguising the fact from you, Mr Straithwaite, that you may no longer be at liberty. But I am. Is there anything you wish done?”

There was no time for deliberation. Straithwaite was indeed between the unenviable alternatives of the familiar proverb, but, to do him justice, his voice had lost scarcely a ripple of its usual sang-froid.

“Thanks,” he replied, taking a small stamped and addressed parcel from his pocket, “you might drop this into some obscure pillar-box, if you will.”

“The Markham necklace?”

“Exactly. I was going out to post it when you came.”

“I am sure you were.”

“And if you could spare five minutes later — if I am here — —”

Carrados slid his cigarette-case under some papers on the desk.

“I will call for that,” he assented. “Let us say about half-past eight.”



“I am still at large, you see, Mr Carrados; though after reflecting on the studied formality of the inspector’s business here, I imagine that you will scarcely be surprised.”

“I have made it a habit,” admitted Carrados, “never to be surprised.”

“However, I still want to cut a rather different figure in your eyes. You regard me, Mr Carrados, either as a detected rogue or a repentant ass?”

“Another excellent rule is never to form deductions from uncertainties.”

Straithwaite made a gesture of mild impatience.

“You only give me ten minutes. If I am to put my case before you, Mr Carrados, we cannot fence with phrases.... To-day you have had an exceptional opportunity of penetrating into our mode of life. You will, I do not doubt, have summed up our perpetual indebtedness and the easy credit that our connexion procures; Stephanie’s social ambitions and expensive popularity; her utterly extravagant incapacity to see any other possible existence; and my tacit acquiescence. You will, I know, have correctly gauged her irresponsible, neurotic temperament, and judged the result of it in conflict with my own. What possibly has escaped you, for in society one has to disguise these things, is that I still love my wife.

“When you dare not trust the soundness of your reins you do not try to pull up a bolting horse. For three years I have endeavoured to guide Stephanie round awkward comers with as little visible restraint as possible. When we differ over any project upon which she has set her heart Stephanie has one strong argument.”

“That you no longer love her?”

“Well, perhaps; but more forcibly expressed. She rushes to the top of the building — there are six floors, Mr Carrados, and we are on the second — and climbing on to the banister she announces her intention of throwing herself down into the basement. In the meanwhile I have followed her and drag her back again. One day I shall stay where I am and let her do as she intends.”

“I hope not,” said Carrados gravely.

“Oh, don’t be concerned. She will then climb back herself. But it will mark an epoch. It was by that threat that she obtained my acquiescence to this scheme — that and the certainty that she would otherwise go on without me. But I had no intention of allowing her to land herself — to say nothing of us both — behind the bars of a prison if I could help it. And, above all, I wished to cure her of her fatuous delusion that she is clever, in the hope that she may then give up being foolish.

“To fail her on the occasion was merely to postpone the attempt. I conceived the idea of seeming to cooperate and at the same time involving us in what appeared to be a clever counter-fraud. The thought of the real loss will perhaps have a good effect; the publicity will certainly prevent her from daring a second ‘theft.’ A sordid story, Mr Carrados,” he concluded. “Do not forget your cigarette-case in reality.”

The paternal shake of Carrados’s head over the recital was neutralized by his benevolent smile.

“Yes, yes,” he said. “I think we can classify you, Mr Straithwaite. One point — the glove?”

“That was an afterthought. I had arranged the whole story and the first note was to be brought to me by an attendant. Then, on my way, in my overcoat pocket I discovered a pair of Stephanie’s gloves which she had asked me to carry the day before. The suggestion flashed — how much more convincing if I could arrange for her to seem to drop the writing in that way. As she said, the next box was empty; I merely took possession of it for a few minutes and quietly drew across one of her gloves. And that reminds me — of course there was nothing in it, but your interest in them made me rather nervous.”

Carrados laughed outright. Then he stood up and held out his hand.

“Good-night, Mr Straithwaite,” he said, with real friendliness. “Let me give you the quaker’s advice: Don’t attempt another conspiracy — but if you do, don’t produce a ‘pair’ of gloves of which one is still suggestive of scent, and the other identifiable with eucalyptus!”

“Oh —— !” said Straithwaite.

“Quite so. But at all hazard suppress a second pair that has the same peculiarity. Think over what it must mean. Good-bye.”

Twelve minutes later Mr Carlyle was called to the telephone.

“It is eight-fifty-five and I am at Charing Cross,” said a voice he knew. “If you want local colour contrive an excuse to be with Markham when the first post arrives to-morrow.” A few more words followed, and an affectionate valediction.

“One moment, my dear Max, one moment. Do I understand you to say that you will post me on the report of the case from Dover?”

“No, Louis,” replied Carrados, with cryptic discrimination. “I only said that I will post you on a report of the case from Dover.”


THE LAST EXPLOIT OF HARRY THE ACTOR
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THE ONE INSIGNIFICANT fact upon which turned the following incident in the joint experiences of Mr Carlyle and Max Carrados was merely this: that having called upon his friend just at the moment when the private detective was on the point of leaving his office to go to the safe deposit in Lucas Street, Piccadilly, the blind amateur accompanied him, and for ten minutes amused himself by sitting quite quietly among the palms in the centre of the circular hall while Mr Carlyle was occupied with his deed-box in one of the little compartments provided for the purpose.

The Lucas Street depository was then (it has since been converted into a picture palace) generally accepted as being one of the strongest places in London. The front of the building was constructed to represent a gigantic safe door, and under the colloquial designation of “The Safe” the place had passed into a synonym for all that was secure and impregnable. Half of the marketable securities in the west of London were popularly reported to have seen the inside of its coffers at one time or another, together with the same generous proportion of family jewels. However exaggerated an estimate this might be, the substratum of truth was solid and auriferous enough to dazzle the imagination. When ordinary safes were being carried bodily away with impunity or ingeniously fused open by the scientifically equipped cracksman, nervous bond-holders turned with relief to the attractions of an establishment whose modest claim was summed up in its telegraphic address: “Impregnable.” To it went also the jewel-case between the lady’s social engagements, and when in due course “the family” journeyed north — or south, east or west — whenever, in short, the London house was closed, its capacious storerooms received the plate-chest as an established custom. Not a few traders also — jewellers, financiers, dealers in pictures, antiques and costly bijouterie, for instance — constantly used its facilities for any stock that they did not requite immediately to hand.

There was only one entrance to the place, an exaggerated keyhole, to carry out the similitude of the safe-door alluded to. The ground floor was occupied by the ordinary offices of the company; all the strong-rooms and safes lay in the steel-cased basement. This was reached both by a lift and by a flight of steps. In either case the visitor found before him a grille of massive proportions. Behind its bars stood a formidable commissionaire who never left his post, his sole duty being to open and close the grille to arriving and departing clients. Beyond this, a short passage led into the round central hall where Carrados was waiting. From this part, other passages radiated off to the vaults and strong-rooms, each one barred from the hall by a grille scarcely less ponderous than the first one. The doors of the various private rooms put at the disposal of the company’s clients, and that of the manager’s office, filled the wall-space between the radiating passages. Everything was very quiet, everything looked very bright, and everything seemed hopelessly impregnable.

“But I wonder?” ran Carrados’s dubious reflection; as he reached this point.

“Sorry to have kept you so long, my dear Max,” broke in Mr Carlyle’s crisp voice. He had emerged from his compartment and was crossing the hall, deed-box in hand. “Another minute and I will be with you.”

Carrados smiled and nodded and resumed his former expression, which was merely that of an uninterested gentleman waiting patiently for another. It is something of an attainment to watch closely without betraying undue curiosity, but others of the senses — hearing and smelling, for instance — can be keenly engaged while the observer possibly has the appearance of falling asleep.

“Now,” announced Mr Carlyle, returning briskly to his friend’s chair, and drawing on his grey suede gloves.

“You are in no particular hurry?”

“No,” admitted the professional man, with the slowness of mild surprise. “Not at all. What do you propose?”

“It is very pleasant here,” replied Carrados tranquilly. “Very cool and restful with this armoured steel between us and the dust and scurry of the hot July afternoon above. I propose remaining here for a few minutes longer.”

“Certainly,” agreed Mr Carlyle, taking the nearest chair and eyeing Carrados as though he had a shrewd suspicion of something more than met the ear. “I believe some very interesting people rent safes here. We may encounter a bishop, or a winning jockey, or even a musical comedy actress. Unfortunately it seems to be rather a slack time.”

“Two men came down while you were in your cubicle,” remarked Carrados casually. “The first took the lift. I imagine that he was a middle-aged, rather portly man. He carried a stick, wore a silk hat, and used spectacles for close sight. The other came by the stairway. I infer that he arrived at the top immediately after the lift had gone. He ran down the steps, so that the two were admitted at the same time, but the second man, though the more active of the pair, hung back for a moment in the passage and the portly one was the first to go to his safe.”

Mr Carlyle’s knowing look expressed: “Go on, my friend; you are coming to something.” But he merely contributed an encouraging “Yes?”

“When you emerged just now our second man quietly opened the door of his pen a fraction. Doubtless he looked out. Then he closed it as quietly again. You were not his man, Louis.”

“I am grateful,” said Mr Carlyle expressively. “What next, Louis?”

“That is all; they are still closeted.”

Both were silent for a moment. Mr Carlyle’s feeling was one of unconfessed perplexity. So far the incident was utterly trivial in his eyes; but he knew that the trifles which appeared significant to Max had a way of standing out like signposts when the time came to look back over an episode. Carrados’s sightless faculties seemed indeed to keep him just a move ahead as the game progressed.

“Is there really anything in it, Max?” he asked at length.

“Who can say?” replied Carrados. “At least we may wait to see them go. Those tin deed-boxes now. There is one to each safe, I think?”

“Yes, so I imagine. The practice is to carry the box to your private lair and there unlock it and do your business. Then you lock it up again and take it back to your safe.”

“Steady! our first man,” whispered Carrados hurriedly. “Here, look at this with me.” He opened a paper — a prospectus — which he pulled from his pocket, and they affected to study its contents together.

“You were about right, my friend,” muttered Mr Carlyle, pointing to a paragraph of assumed interest. “Hat, stick and spectacles. He is a clean-shaven, pink-faced old boy. I believe — yes, I know the man by sight. He is a bookmaker in a large way, I am told.”

“Here comes the other,” whispered Carrados.

The bookmaker passed across the hall, joined on his way by the manager whose duty it was to counterlock the safe, and disappeared along one of the passages. The second man sauntered up and down, waiting his turn. Mr Carlyle reported his movements in an undertone and described him. He was a younger man than the other, of medium height, and passably well dressed in a quiet lounge suit, green Alpine hat and brown shoes. By the time the detective had reached his wavy chestnut hair, large and rather ragged moustache, and sandy, freckled complexion, the first man had completed his business and was leaving the place.

“It isn’t an exchange lay, at all events,” said Mr Carlyle. “His inner case is only half the size of the other and couldn’t possibly be substituted.”

“Come up now,” said Carrados, rising. “There is nothing more to be learned down here.”

They requisitioned the lift and on the steps outside the gigantic keyhole stood for a few minutes discussing an investment as a couple of trustees or a lawyer and a client who were parting there might do. Fifty yards away, a very large silk hat with a very curly brim marked the progress of the bookmaker towards Piccadilly.

The lift in the hall behind them swirled up again and the gate clashed. The second man walked leisurely out and sauntered away without a backward glance.

“He has gone in the opposite direction,” exclaimed Mr Carlyle, rather blankly. “It isn’t the ‘lame goat’ nor the ‘follow-me-on,’ nor even the homely but efficacious sand-bag.”

“What colour were his eyes?” asked Carrados.

“Upon my word, I never noticed,” admitted the other.

“Parkinson would have noticed,” was the severe comment.

“I am not Parkinson,” retorted Mr Carlyle, with asperity, “and, strictly as one dear friend to another, Max, permit me to add, that while cherishing an unbounded admiration for your remarkable gifts, I have the strongest suspicion that the whole incident is a ridiculous mare’s nest, bred in the fantastic imagination of an enthusiastic criminologist.”

Mr Carrados received this outburst with the utmost benignity. “Come and have a coffee, Louis,” he suggested. “Mehmed’s is only a street away.”

Mehmed proved to be a cosmopolitan gentleman from Mocha whose shop resembled a house from the outside and an Oriental divan when one was within. A turbaned Arab placed cigarettes and cups of coffee spiced with saffron before the customers, gave salaam and withdrew.

“You know, my dear chap,” continued Mr Carlyle, sipping his black coffee and wondering privately whether it was really very good or very bad, “speaking quite seriously, the one fishy detail — our ginger friend’s watching for the other to leave — may be open to a dozen very innocent explanations.”

“So innocent that to-morrow I intend taking a safe myself.”

“You think that everything is all right?”

“On the contrary, I am convinced that something is very wrong.”

“Then why —— ?”

“I shall keep nothing there, but it will give me the entrée. I should advise you, Louis, in the first place to empty your safe with all possible speed, and in the second to leave your business card on the manager.”

Mr Carlyle pushed his cup away, convinced now that the coffee was really very bad.

“But, my dear Max, the place— ‘The Safe’ — is impregnable!”

“When I was in the States, three years ago, the head porter at one hotel took pains to impress on me that the building was absolutely fireproof. I at once had my things taken off to another hotel. Two weeks later the first place was burnt out. It was fireproof, I believe, but of course the furniture and the fittings were not and the walls gave way.”

“Very ingenious,” admitted Mr Carlyle, “but why did you really go? You know you can’t humbug me with your superhuman sixth sense, my friend.”

Carrados smiled pleasantly, thereby encouraging the watchful attendant to draw near and replenish their tiny cups.

“Perhaps,” replied the blind man, “because so many careless people were satisfied that it was fireproof.”

“Ah-ha, there you are — the greater the confidence the greater the risk. But only if your self-confidence results in carelessness. Now do you know how this place is secured, Max?”

“I am told that they lock the door at night,” replied Carrados, with bland malice.

“And hide the key under the mat to be ready for the first arrival in the morning,” crowed Mr Carlyle, in the same playful spirit. “Dear old chap! Well, let me tell you — —”

“That force is out of the question. Quite so,” admitted his friend.

“That simplifies the argument. Let us consider fraud. There again the precautions are so rigid that many people pronounce the forms a nuisance. I confess that I do not. I regard them as a means of protecting my own property and I cheerfully sign my name and give my password, which the manager compares with his record-book before he releases the first lock of my safe. The signature is burned before my eyes in a sort of crucible there, the password is of my own choosing and is written only in a book that no one but the manager ever sees, and my key is the sole one in existence.”

“No duplicate or master-key?”

“Neither. If a key is lost it takes a skilful mechanic half-a-day to cut his way in. Then you must remember that clients of a safe-deposit are not multitudinous. All are known more or less by sight to the officials there, and a stranger would receive close attention. Now, Max, by what combination of circumstances is a rogue to know my password, to be able to forge my signature, to possess himself of my key, and to resemble me personally? And, finally, how is he possibly to determine beforehand whether there is anything in my safe to repay so elaborate a plant?” Mr Carlyle concluded in triumph and was so carried away by the strength of his position that he drank off the contents of his second cup before he realized what he was doing.

“At the hotel I just spoke of,” replied Carrados, “there was an attendant whose one duty in case of alarm was to secure three iron doors. On the night of the fire he had a bad attack of toothache and slipped away for just a quarter of an hour to have the thing out. There was a most up-to-date system of automatic fire alarm; it had been tested only the day before and the electrician, finding some part not absolutely to his satisfaction, had taken it away and not had time to replace it. The night watchman, it turned out, had received leave to present himself a couple of hours later on that particular night, and the hotel fireman, whose duties he took over, had missed being notified. Lastly, there was a big riverside blaze at the same time and all the engines were down at the other end of the city.”

Mr Carlyle committed himself to a dubious monosyllable. Carrados leaned forward a little.

“All these circumstances formed a coincidence of pure chance. Is it not conceivable, Louis, that an even more remarkable series might be brought about by design?”

“Our tawny friend?”

“Possibly. Only he was not really tawny.” Mr Carlyle’s easy attitude suddenly stiffened into rigid attention. “He wore a false moustache.”

“He wore a false moustache!” repeated the amazed gentleman. “And you cannot see! No, really, Max, this is beyond the limit!”

“If only you would not trust your dear, blundering old eyes so implicitly you would get nearer that limit yourself,” retorted Carrados. “The man carried a five-yard aura of spirit gum, emphasized by a warm, perspiring skin. That inevitably suggested one thing. I looked for further evidence of making-up and found it — these preparations all smell. The hair you described was characteristically that of a wig — worn long to hide the joining and made wavy to minimize the length. All these things are trifles. As yet we have not gone beyond the initial stage of suspicion. I will tell you another trifle. When this man retired to a compartment with his deed-box, he never even opened it. Possibly it contains a brick and a newspaper. He is only watching.”

“Watching the bookmaker.”

“True, but it may go far wider than that. Everything points to a plot of careful elaboration. Still, if you are satisfied — —”

“I am quite satisfied,” replied Mr Carlyle gallantly. “I regard ‘The Safe’ almost as a national institution, and as such I have an implicit faith in its precautions against every kind of force or fraud.” So far Mr Carlyle’s attitude had been suggestive of a rock, but at this point he took out his watch, hummed a little to pass the time, consulted his watch again, and continued: “I am afraid that there were one or two papers which I overlooked. It would perhaps save me coming again to-morrow if I went back now — —”

“Quite so,” acquiesced Carrados, with perfect gravity. “I will wait for you.”

For twenty minutes he sat there, drinking an occasional tiny cup of boiled coffee and to all appearance placidly enjoying the quaint atmosphere which Mr Mehmed had contrived to transplant from the shore of the Persian Gulf.

At the end of that period Carlyle returned, politely effusive about the time he had kept his friend waiting but otherwise bland and unassailable. Anyone with eyes might have noticed that he carried a parcel of about the same size and dimensions as the deed-box that fitted his safe.

The next day Carrados presented himself at the safe-deposit as an intending renter. The manager showed him over the vaults and strong-rooms, explaining the various precautions taken to render the guile or force of man impotent: the strength of the chilled-steel walls, the casing of electricity-resisting concrete, the stupendous isolation of the whole inner fabric on metal pillars so that the watchman, while inside the building, could walk above, below, and all round the outer walls of what was really — although it bore no actual relationship to the advertising device of the front — a monstrous safe; and, finally, the arrangement which would enable the basement to be flooded with steam within three minutes of an alarm. These details were public property. “The Safe” was a showplace and its directors held that no harm could come of displaying a strong hand.

Accompanied by the observant eyes of Parkinson, Carrados gave an adventurous but not a hopeful attention to these particulars. Submitting the problem of the tawny man to his own ingenuity, he was constantly putting before himself the question: How shall I set about robbing this place? and he had already dismissed force as impracticable. Nor, when it came to the consideration of fraud, did the simple but effective safeguards which Mr Carlyle had specified seem to offer any loophole.

“As I am blind I may as well sign in the book,” he suggested, when the manager passed to him a gummed slip for the purpose. The precaution against one acquiring particulars of another client might well be deemed superfluous in his case.

But the manager did not fall into the trap.

“It is our invariable rule in all cases, sir,” he replied courteously. “What word will you take?” Parkinson, it may be said, had been left in the hall.

“Suppose I happen to forget it? How do we proceed?”

“In that case I am afraid that I might have to trouble you to establish your identity,” the manager explained. “It rarely happens.”

“Then we will say ‘Conspiracy.’”

The word was written down and the book closed.

“Here is your key, sir. If you will allow me — your key-ring — —”

A week went by and Carrados was no nearer the absolute solution of the problem he had set himself. He had, indeed, evolved several ways by which the contents of the safes might be reached, some simple and desperate, hanging on the razor-edge of chance to fall this way or that; others more elaborate, safer on the whole, but more liable to break down at some point of their ingenious intricacy. And setting aside complicity on the part of the manager — a condition that Carrados had satisfied himself did not exist — they all depended on a relaxation of the forms by which security was assured. Carrados continued to have several occasions to visit the safe during the week, and he “watched” with a quiet persistence that was deadly in its scope. But from beginning to end there was no indication of slackness in the business-like methods of the place; nor during any of his visits did the “tawny man” appear in that or any other disguise. Another week passed; Mr Carlyle was becoming inexpressibly waggish, and Carrados himself, although he did not abate a jot of his conviction, was compelled to bend to the realities of the situation. The manager, with the obstinacy of a conscientious man who had become obsessed with the pervading note of security, excused himself from discussing abstract methods of fraud. Carrados was not in a position to formulate a detailed charge; he withdrew from active investigation, content to await his time.

It came, to be precise, on a certain Friday morning, seventeen days after his first visit to “The Safe.” Returning late on the Thursday night, he was informed that a man giving the name of Draycott had called to see him. Apparently the matter had been of some importance to the visitor for he had returned three hours later on the chance of finding Mr Carrados in. Disappointed in this, he had left a note. Carrados cut open the envelope and ran a finger along the following words: — 

“Dear Sir, — I have to-day consulted Mr Louis Carlyle, who thinks that you would like to see me. I will call again in the morning, say at nine o’clock. If this is too soon or otherwise inconvenient I entreat you to leave a message fixing as early an hour as possible. to leave a message fixing as early an hour as possible.
Yours faithfully,

Herbert Draycott.”

“P.S. — I should add that I am the renter of a safe at the Lucas Street depository. H. D.”

A description of Mr Draycott made it clear that he was not the West-End bookmaker. The caller, the servant explained, was a thin, wiry, keen-faced man. Carrados felt agreeably interested in this development, which seemed to justify his suspicion of a plot.

At five minutes to nine the next morning Mr Draycott again presented himself.

“Very good of you to see me so soon, sir,” he apologized, on Carrados at once receiving him. “I don’t know much of English ways — I’m an Australian — and I was afraid it might be too early.”

“You could have made it a couple of hours earlier as far as I am concerned,” replied Carrados. “Or you either for that matter, I imagine,” he added, “for I don’t think that you slept much last night.”

“I didn’t sleep at all last night,” corrected Mr Draycott. “But it’s strange that you should have seen that. I understood from Mr Carlyle that you — excuse me if I am mistaken, sir — but I understood that you were blind.”

Carrados laughed his admission lightly.

“Oh yes,” he said. “But never mind that. What is the trouble?”

“I’m afraid it means more than just trouble for me, Mr Carrados.” The man had steady, half-closed eyes, with the suggestion of depth which one notices in the eyes of those whose business it is to look out over great expanses of land or water; they were turned towards Carrados’s face with quiet resignation in their frankness now. “I’m afraid it spells disaster. I am a working engineer from the Mount Magdalena district of Coolgardie. I don’t want to take up your time with outside details so I will only say that about two years ago I had an opportunity of acquiring a share in a very promising claim — gold, you understand, both reef and alluvial. As the work went on I put more and more into the undertaking — you couldn’t call it a venture by that time. The results were good, better than we had dared to expect, but from one cause and another the expenses were terrible. We saw that it was a bigger thing than we had bargained for and we admitted that we must get outside help.”

So far Mr Draycott’s narrative had proceeded smoothly enough under the influence of the quiet despair that had come over the man. But at this point a sudden recollection of his position swept him into a frenzy of bitterness.

“Oh, what the blazes is the good of going over all this again!” he broke out. “What can you or anyone else do anyhow? I’ve been robbed, rooked, cleared out of everything I possess,” and tormented by recollections and by the impotence of his rage the unfortunate engineer beat the oak table with the back of his hand until his knuckles bled.

Carrados waited until the fury had passed.

“Continue, if you please, Mr Draycott,” he said. “Just what you thought it best to tell me is just what I want to know.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” apologized the man, colouring under his tanned skin. “I ought to be able to control myself better. But this business has shaken me. Three times last night I looked down the barrel of my revolver, and three times I threw it away.... Well, we arranged that I should come to London to interest some financiers in the property. We might have done it locally or in Perth, to be sure, but then, don’t you see, they would have wanted to get control. Six weeks ago I landed here. I brought with me specimens of the quartz and good samples of extracted gold, dust and nuggets, the clearing up of several weeks’ working, about two hundred and forty ounces in all. That includes the Magdalena Lodestar, our lucky nugget, a lump weighing just under seven pounds of pure gold.

“I had seen an advertisement of this Lucas Street safe-deposit and it seemed just the thing I wanted. Besides the gold, I had all the papers to do with the claims — plans, reports, receipts, licences and so on. Then when I cashed my letter of credit I had about one hundred and fifty pounds in notes. Of course I could have left everything at a bank but it was more convenient to have it, as it were, in my own safe, to get at any time, and to have a private room that I could take any gentlemen to. I hadn’t a suspicion that anything could be wrong. Negotiations hung on in several quarters — it’s a bad time to do business here, I find. Then, yesterday, I wanted something. I went to Lucas Street, as I had done half-a-dozen times before, opened my safe, and had the inner case carried to a room.... Mr Carrados, it was empty!”

“Quite empty?”

“No.” He laughed bitterly. “At the bottom was a sheet of wrapper paper. I recognized it as a piece I had left there in case I wanted to make up a parcel. But for that I should have been convinced that I had somehow opened the wrong safe. That was my first idea.”

“It cannot be done.”

“So I understand, sir. And, then, there was the paper with my name written on it in the empty tin. I was dazed; it seemed impossible. I think I stood there without moving for minutes — it was more like hours. Then I closed the tin box again, took it back, locked up the safe and came out.”

“Without notifying anything wrong?”

“Yes, Mr Carrados.” The steady blue eyes regarded him with pained thoughtfulness. “You see, I reckoned it out in that time that it must be someone about the place who had done it.”

“You were wrong,” said Carrados.

“So Mr Carlyle seemed to think. I only knew that the key had never been out of my possession and I had told no one of the password. Well, it did come over me rather like cold water down the neck, that there was I alone in the strongest dungeon in London and not a living soul knew where I was.”

“Possibly a sort of up-to-date Sweeney Todd’s?”

“I’d heard of such things in London,” admitted Draycott. “Anyway, I got out. It was a mistake; I see it now. Who is to believe me as it is — it sounds a sort of unlikely tale. And how do they come to pick on me? to know what I had? I don’t drink, or open my mouth, or hell round. It beats me.”

“They didn’t pick on you — you picked on them,” replied Carrados. “Never mind how; you’ll be believed all right. But as for getting anything back — —” The unfinished sentence confirmed Mr Draycott in his gloomiest anticipations.

“I have the numbers of the notes,” he suggested, with an attempt at hopefulness. “They can be stopped, I take it?”

“Stopped? Yes,” admitted Carrados. “And what does that amount to? The banks and the police stations will be notified and every little public-house between here and Land’s End will change one for the scribbling of ‘John Jones’ across the back. No, Mr Draycott, it’s awkward, I dare say, but you must make up your mind to wait until you can get fresh supplies from home. Where are you staying?”

Draycott hesitated.

“I have been at the Abbotsford, in Bloomsbury, up to now,” he said, with some embarrassment. “The fact is, Mr Carrados, I think I ought to have told you how I was placed before consulting you, because I — I see no prospect of being able to pay my way. Knowing that I had plenty in the safe, I had run it rather close. I went chiefly yesterday to get some notes. I have a week’s hotel bill in my pocket, and” — he glanced down at his trousers— “I’ve ordered one or two other things unfortunately.”

“That will be a matter of time, doubtless,” suggested the other encouragingly.

Instead of replying Draycott suddenly dropped his arms on to the table and buried his face between them. A minute passed in silence.

“It’s no good, Mr Carrados,” he said, when he was able to speak; “I can’t meet it. Say what you like, I simply can’t tell those chaps that I’ve lost everything we had and ask them to send me more. They couldn’t do it if I did. Understand, sir. The mine is a valuable one; we have the greatest faith in it, but it has gone beyond our depth. The three of us have put everything we own into it. While I am here they are doing labourers’ work for a wage, just to keep going ... waiting, oh, my God! waiting for good news from me!”

Carrados walked round the table to his desk and wrote. Then, without a word, he held out a paper to his visitor.

“What’s this?” demanded Draycott, in bewilderment. “It’s — it’s a cheque for a hundred pounds.”

“It will carry you on,” explained Carrados imperturbably. “A man like you isn’t going to throw up the sponge for this set-back. Cable to your partners that you require copies of all the papers at once. They’ll manage it, never fear. The gold ... must go. Write fully by the next mail. Tell them everything and add that in spite of all you feel that you are nearer success than ever.”

Mr Draycott folded the cheque with thoughtful deliberation and put it carefully away in his pocket-book.

“I don’t know whether you’ve guessed as much, sir,” he said in a queer voice, “but I think that you’ve saved a man’s life to-day. It’s not the money, it’s the encouragement ... and faith. If you could see you’d know better than I can say how I feel about it.”

Carrados laughed quietly. It always amused him to have people explain how much more he would learn if he had eyes.

“Then we’ll go on to Lucas Street and give the manager the shock of his life,” was all he said. “Come, Mr Draycott, I have already rung up the car.”

But, as it happened, another instrument had been destined to apply that stimulating experience to the manager. As they stepped out of the car opposite “The Safe” a taxicab drew up and Mr Carlyle’s alert and cheery voice hailed them.

“A moment, Max,” he called, turning to settle with his driver, a transaction that he invested with an air of dignified urbanity which almost made up for any small pecuniary disappointment that may have accompanied it. “This is indeed fortunate. Let us compare notes for a moment. I have just received an almost imploring message from the manager to come at once. I assumed that it was the affair of our colonial friend here, but he went on to mention Professor Holmfast Bulge. Can it really be possible that he also has made a similar discovery?”

“What did the manager say?” asked Carrados.

“He was practically incoherent, but I really think it must be so. What have you done?”

“Nothing,” replied Carrados. He turned his back on “The Safe” and appeared to be regarding the other side of the street. “There is a tobacconist’s shop directly opposite?”

“There is.”

“What do they sell on the first floor?”

“Possibly they sell ‘Rubbo.’ I hazard the suggestion from the legend ‘Rub in Rubbo for Everything’ which embellishes each window.”

“The windows are frosted?”

“They are, to half-way up, mysterious man.”

Carrados walked back to his motor car.

“While we are away, Parkinson, go across and buy a tin, bottle, box or packet of ‘Rubbo.’”

“What is ‘Rubbo,’ Max?” chirped Mr Carlyle with insatiable curiosity.

“So far we do not know. When Parkinson gets some, Louis, you shall be the one to try it.”

They descended into the basement and were passed in by the grille-keeper, whose manner betrayed a discreet consciousness of something in the air. It was unnecessary to speculate why. In the distance, muffled by the armoured passages, an authoritative voice boomed like a sonorous bell heard under water.

“What, however, are the facts?” it was demanding, with the causticity of baffled helplessness. “I am assured that there is no other key in existence; yet my safe has been unlocked. I am given to understand that without the password it would be impossible for an unauthorized person to tamper with my property. My password, deliberately chosen, is ‘anthropophaginian,’ sir. Is it one that is familiarly on the lips of the criminal classes? But my safe is empty! What is the explanation? Who are the guilty persons? What is being done? Where are the police?”

“If you consider that the proper course to adopt is to stand on the doorstep and beckon in the first constable who happens to pass, permit me to say, sir, that I differ from you,” retorted the distracted manager. “You may rely on everything possible being done to clear up the mystery. As I told you, I have already telephoned for a capable private detective and for one of my directors.”

“But that is not enough,” insisted the professor angrily. “Will one mere private detective restore my #6000 Japanese 4-1/2 per cent. bearer bonds? Is the return of my irreplaceable notes on ‘Polyphyletic Bridal Customs among the mid-Pleistocene Cave Men’ to depend on a solitary director? I demand that the police shall be called in — as many as are available. Let Scotland Yard be set in motion. A searching inquiry must be made. I have only been a user of your precious establishment for six months, and this is the result.”

“There you hold the key of the mystery, Professor Bulge,” interposed Carrados quietly.

“Who is this, sir?” demanded the exasperated professor at large.

“Permit me,” explained Mr Carlyle, with bland assurance. “I am Louis Carlyle, of Bampton Street. This gentleman is Mr Max Carrados, the eminent amateur specialist in crime.”

“I shall be thankful for any assistance towards elucidating this appalling business,” condescended the professor sonorously. “Let me put you in possession of the facts — —”

“Perhaps if we went into your room,” suggested Carrados to the manager, “we should be less liable to interruption.”

“Quite so; quite so,” boomed the professor, accepting the proposal on everyone else’s behalf. “The facts, sir, are these: I am the unfortunate possessor of a safe here, in which, a few months ago, I deposited — among less important matter — sixty bearer bonds of the Japanese Imperial Loan — the bulk of my small fortune — and the manuscript of an important projected work on ‘Polyphyletic Bridal Customs among the mid-Pleistocene Cave Men.’ To-day I came to detach the coupons which fall due on the fifteenth, to pay them into my bank a week in advance, in accordance with my custom. What do I find? I find the safe locked and apparently intact, as when I last saw it a month ago. But it is far from being intact, sir. It has been opened; ransacked, cleared out. Not a single bond; not a scrap of paper remains.”

It was obvious that the manager’s temperature had been rising during the latter part of this speech and now he boiled over.

“Pardon my flatly contradicting you, Professor Bulge. You have again referred to your visit here a month ago as your last. You will bear witness of that, gentlemen. When I inform you that the professor had access to his safe as recently as on Monday last you will recognize the importance that the statement may assume.”

The professor glared across the room like an infuriated animal, a comparison heightened by his notoriously hircine appearance.

“How dare you contradict me, sir!” he cried, slapping the table sharply with his open hand. “I was not here on Monday.”

The manager shrugged his shoulders coldly.

“You forget that the attendants also saw you,” he remarked. “Cannot we trust our own eyes?”

“A common assumption, yet not always a strictly reliable one,” insinuated Carrados softly.

“I cannot be mistaken.”

“Then can you tell me, without looking, what colour Professor Bulge’s eyes are?”

There was a curious and expectant silence for a minute. The professor turned his back on the manager and the manager passed from thoughtfulness to embarrassment.

“I really do not know, Mr Carrados,” he declared loftily at last. “I do not refer to mere trifles like that.”

“Then you can be mistaken,” replied Carrados mildly yet with decision.

“But the ample hair, the venerable flowing beard, the prominent nose and heavy eyebrows — —”

“These are just the striking points that are most easily counterfeited. They ‘take the eye.’ If you would ensure yourself against deception, learn rather to observe the eye itself, and particularly the spots on it, the shape of the fingernails, the set of the ears. These things cannot be simulated.”

“You seriously suggest that the man was not Professor Bulge — that he was an impostor?”

“The conclusion is inevitable. Where were you on Monday, Professor?”

“I was on a short lecturing tour in the Midlands. On Saturday I was in Nottingham. On Monday in Birmingham. I did not return to London until yesterday.”

Carrados turned to the manager again and indicated Draycott, who so far had remained in the background.

“And this gentleman? Did he by any chance come here on Monday?”

“He did not, Mr Carrados. But I gave him access to his safe on Tuesday afternoon and again yesterday.”

Draycott shook his head sadly.

“Yesterday I found it empty,” he said. “And all Tuesday afternoon I was at Brighton, trying to see a gentleman on business.”

The manager sat down very suddenly.

“Good God, another!” he exclaimed faintly.

“I am afraid the list is only beginning,” said Carrados. “We must go through your renters’ book.”

The manager roused himself to protest.

“That cannot be done. No one but myself or my deputy ever sees the book. It would be — unprecedented.”

“The circumstances are unprecedented,” replied Carrados.

“If any difficulties are placed in the way of these gentlemen’s investigations, I shall make it my duty to bring the facts before the Home Secretary,” announced the professor; speaking up to the ceiling with the voice of a brazen trumpet.

Carrados raised a deprecating hand.

“May I make a suggestion?” he remarked. “Now; I am blind. If, therefore —— ?”

“Very well,” acquiesced the manager. “But I must request the others to withdraw.”

For five minutes Carrados followed the list of safe-renters as the manager read them to him. Sometimes he stopped the catalogue to reflect a moment; now and then he brushed a finger-tip over a written signature and compared it with another. Occasionally a password interested him. But when the list came to an end he continued to look into space without any sign of enlightenment.

“So much is perfectly clear and yet so much is incredible,” he mused. “You insist that you alone have been in charge for the last six months?”

“I have not been away a day this year.”

“Meals?”

“I have my lunch sent in.”

“And this room could not be entered without your knowledge while you were about the place?”

“It is impossible. The door is fitted with a powerful spring and a feather-touch self-acting lock. It cannot be left unlocked unless you deliberately prop it open.”

“And, with your knowledge, no one has had an opportunity of having access to this book?”

“No,” was the reply.

Carrados stood up and began to put on his gloves.

“Then I must decline to pursue my investigation any further,” he said icily.

“Why?” stammered the manager.

“Because I have positive reason for believing that you are deceiving me.”

“Pray sit down, Mr Carrados. It is quite true that when you put the last question to me a circumstance rushed into my mind which — so far as the strict letter was concerned — might seem to demand ‘Yes’ instead of ‘No.’ But not in the spirit of your inquiry. It would be absurd to attach any importance to the incident I refer to.”

“That would be for me to judge.”

“You shall do so, Mr Carrados. I live at Windermere Mansions with my sister. A few months ago she got to know a married couple who had recently come to the opposite flat. The husband was a middle-aged, scholarly man who spent most of his time in the British Museum. His wife’s tastes were different; she was much younger, brighter, gayer; a mere girl in fact, one of the most charming and unaffected I have ever met. My sister Amelia does not readily — —”

“Stop!” exclaimed Carrados. “A studious middle-aged man and a charming young wife! Be as brief as possible. If there is any chance it may turn on a matter of minutes at the ports. She came here, of course?”

“Accompanied by her husband,” replied the manager stiffly. “Mrs Scott had travelled and she had a hobby of taking photographs wherever she went. When my position accidentally came out one evening she was carried away by the novel idea of adding views of a safe-deposit to her collection — as enthusiastic as a child. There was no reason why she should not; the place has often been taken for advertising purposes.”

“She came, and brought her camera — under your very nose!”

“I do not know what you mean by ‘under my very nose.’ She came with her husband one evening just about our closing time. She brought her camera, of course — quite a small affair.”

“And contrived to be in here alone?”

“I take exception to the word ‘contrived.’ It — it happened. I sent out for some tea, and in the course — —”

“How long was she alone in here?”

“Two or three minutes at the most. When I returned she was seated at my desk. That was what I referred to. The little rogue had put on my glasses and had got hold of a big book. We were great chums, and she delighted to mock me. I confess that I was startled — merely instinctively — to see that she had taken up this book, but the next moment I saw that she had it upside down.”

“Clever! She couldn’t get it away in time. And the camera, with half-a-dozen of its specially sensitized films already snapped over the last few pages, by her side!”

“That child!”

“Yes. She is twenty-seven and has kicked hats off tall men’s heads in every capital from Petersburg to Buenos Aires! Get through to Scotland Yard and ask if Inspector Beedel can come up.”

The manager breathed heavily through his nose.

“To call in the police and publish everything would ruin this establishment — confidence would be gone. I cannot do it without further authority.”

“Then the professor certainly will.”

“Before you came I rang up the only director who is at present in town and gave him the facts as they then stood. Possibly he has arrived by this. If you will accompany me to the boardroom we will see.”

They went up to the floor above, Mr Carlyle joining them on the way.

“Excuse me a moment,” said the manager.

Parkinson, who had been having an improving conversation with the hall porter on the subject of land values, approached.

“I am sorry, sir,” he reported, “but I was unable to procure any ‘Rubbo.’ The place appears to be shut up.”

“That is a pity; Mr Carlyle had set his heart on it.”

“Will you come this way, please?” said the manager, reappearing.

In the boardroom they found a white-haired old gentleman who had obeyed the manager’s behest from a sense of duty, and then remained in a distant corner of the empty room in the hope that he might be overlooked. He was amiably helpless and appeared to be deeply aware of it.

“This is a very sad business, gentlemen,” he said, in a whispering, confiding voice. “I am informed that you recommend calling in the Scotland Yard authorities. That would be a disastrous course for an institution that depends on the implicit confidence of the public.”

“It is the only course,” replied Carrados.

“The name of Mr Carrados is well known to us in connexion with a delicate case. Could you not carry this one through?”

“It is impossible. A wide inquiry must be made. Every port will have to be watched. The police alone can do that.” He threw a little significance into the next sentence. “I alone can put the police in the right way of doing it.”

“And you will do that, Mr Carrados?”

Carrados smiled engagingly. He knew exactly what constituted the great attraction of his services.

“My position is this,” he explained. “So far my work has been entirely amateur. In that capacity I have averted one or two crimes, remedied an occasional injustice, and now and then been of service to my professional friend, Louis Carlyle. But there is no reason at all why I should serve a commercial firm in an ordinary affair of business for nothing. For any information I should require a fee, a quite nominal fee of, say, one hundred pounds.”

The director looked as though his faith in human nature had received a rude blow.

“A hundred pounds would be a very large initial fee for a small firm like this, Mr Carrados,” he remarked in a pained voice.

“And that, of course, would be independent of Mr Carlyle’s professional charges,” added Carrados.

“Is that sum contingent on any specific performance?” inquired the manager.

“I do not mind making it conditional on my procuring for you, for the police to act on, a photograph and a description of the thief.”

The two officials conferred apart for a moment. Then the manager returned.

“We will agree, Mr Carrados, on the understanding that these things are to be in our hands within two days. Failing that — —”

“No, no!” cried Mr Carlyle indignantly, but Carrados good-humouredly put him aside.

“I will accept the condition in the same sporting spirit that inspires it. Within forty-eight hours or no pay. The cheque, of course, to be given immediately the goods are delivered?”

“You may rely on that.”

Carrados took out his pocket-book, produced an envelope bearing an American stamp, and from it extracted an unmounted print.

“Here is the photograph,” he announced. “The man is called Ulysses K. Groom, but he is better known as ‘Harry the Actor.’ You will find the description written on the back.”

Five minutes later, when they were alone, Mr Carlyle expressed his opinion of the transaction.

“You are an unmitigated humbug, Max,” he said, “though an amiable one, I admit. But purely for your own private amusement you spring these things on people.”

“On the contrary,” replied Carrados, “people spring these things on me.”

“Now this photograph. Why have I heard nothing of it before?”

Carrados took out his watch and touched the fingers.

“It is now three minutes to eleven. I received the photograph at twenty past eight.”

“Even then, an hour ago you assured me that you had done nothing.”

“Nor had I — so far as result went. Until the keystone of the edifice was wrung from the manager in his room, I was as far away from demonstrable certainty as ever.”

“So am I — as yet,” hinted Mr Carlyle.

“I am coming to that, Louis. I turn over the whole thing to you. The man has got two clear days’ start and the chances are nine to one against catching him. We know everything, and the case has no further interest for me. But it is your business. Here is your material.

“On that one occasion when the ‘tawny’ man crossed our path, I took from the first a rather more serious view of his scope and intention than you did. That same day I sent a cipher cable to Pierson of the New York service. I asked for news of any man of such and such a description — merely negative — who was known to have left the States; an educated man, expert in the use of disguises, audacious in his operations, and a specialist in ‘dry’ work among banks and strong-rooms.”

“Why the States, Max?”

“That was a sighting shot on my part. I argued that he must be an English-speaking man. The smart and inventive turn of the modern Yank has made him a specialist in ingenious devices, straight or crooked. Unpickable locks and invincible lock-pickers, burglar-proof safes and safe-specializing burglars, come equally from the States. So I tried a very simple test. As we talked that day and the man walked past us, I dropped the words ‘New York’ — or, rather, ‘Noo Y’rk’ — in his hearing.”

“I know you did. He neither turned nor stopped.”

“He was that much on his guard; but into his step there came — though your poor old eyes could not see it, Louis — the ‘psychological pause,’ an absolute arrest of perhaps a fifth of a second; just as it would have done with you if the word ‘London’ had fallen on your ear in a distant land. However, the whys and the wherefores don’t matter. Here is the essential story.

“Eighteen months ago ‘Harry the Actor’ successfully looted the office safe of M’Kenkie, J. F. Higgs & Co.; of Cleveland, Ohio. He had just married a smart but very facile third-rate vaudeville actress — English by origin — and wanted money for the honeymoon. He got about five hundred pounds, and with that they came to Europe and stayed in London for some months. That period is marked by the Congreave Square post office burglary, you may remember. While studying such of the British institutions as most appealed to him, the ‘Actor’s’ attention became fixed on this safe-deposit. Possibly the implied challenge contained in its telegraphic address grew on him until it became a point of professional honour with him to despoil it; at all events he was presumedly attracted by an undertaking that promised not only glory but very solid profit. The first part of the plot was, to the most skilful criminal ‘impersonator’ in the States, mere skittles. Spreading over those months he appeared at ‘The Safe’ in twelve different characters and rented twelve safes of different sizes. At the same time he made a thorough study of the methods of the place. As soon as possible he got the keys back again into legitimate use, having made duplicates for his own private ends, of course. Five he seems to have returned during his first stay; one was received later, with profuse apologies, by registered post; one was returned through a leading Berlin bank. Six months ago he made a flying visit here, purely to work off two more. One he kept from first to last, and the remaining couple he got in at the beginning of his second long residence here, three or four months ago.

“This brings us to the serious part of the cool enterprise. He had funds from the Atlantic and South-Central Mail-car coup when he arrived here last April. He appears to have set up three establishments; a home, in the guise of an elderly scholar with a young wife, which, of course, was next door to our friend the manager; an observation point, over which he plastered the inscription ‘Rub in Rubbo for Everything’ as a reason for being; and, somewhere else, a dressing-room with essential conditions of two doors into different streets.

“About six weeks ago he entered the last stage. Mrs Harry, with quite ridiculous ease, got photographs of the necessary page or two of the record-book. I don’t doubt that for weeks before then everyone who entered the place had been observed, but the photographs linked them up with the actual men into whose hands the ‘Actor’s’ old keys had passed — gave their names and addresses, the numbers of their safes, their passwords and signatures. The rest was easy.”

“Yes, by Jupiter; mere play for a man like that,” agreed Mr Carlyle, with professional admiration. “He could contrive a dozen different occasions for studying the voice and manner and appearance of his victims. How much has he cleared?”

“We can only speculate as yet. I have put my hand on seven doubtful callers on Monday and Tuesday last. Two others he had ignored for some reason; the remaining two safes had not been allotted. There is one point that raises an interesting speculation.”

“What is that, Max?”

“The ‘Actor’ has one associate, a man known as ‘Billy the Fondant,’ but beyond that — with the exception of his wife, of course — he does not usually trust anyone. It is plain, however, that at least seven men must latterly have been kept under close observation. It has occurred to me — —”

“Yes, Max?”

“I have wondered whether Harry has enlisted the innocent services of one or other of our clever private inquiry offices.”

“Scarcely,” smiled the professional. “It would hardly pass muster.”

“Oh, I don’t know. Mrs Harry, in the character of a jealous wife or a suspicious sweetheart, might reasonably — —”

Mr Carlyle’s smile suddenly faded.

“By Jupiter!” he exclaimed. “I remember — —”

“Yes, Louis?” prompted Carrados, with laughter in his voice.

“I remember that I must telephone to a client before Beedel comes,” concluded Mr Carlyle, rising in some haste.

At the door he almost ran into the subdued director, who was wringing his hands in helpless protest at a new stroke of calamity.

“Mr Carrados,” wailed the poor old gentleman in a tremulous bleat, “Mr Carrados, there is another now — Sir Benjamin Gump. He insists on seeing me. You will not — you will not desert us?”

“I should have to stay a week,” replied Carrados briskly, “and I’m just off now. There will be a procession. Mr Carlyle will support you, I am sure.”

He nodded “Good-morning” straight into the eyes of each and found his way out with the astonishing certainty of movement that made so many forget his infirmity. Possibly he was not desirous of encountering Draycott’s embarrassed gratitude again, for in less than a minute they heard the swirl of his departing car.

“Never mind, my dear sir,” Mr Carlyle assured his client, with impenetrable complacency. “Never mind. I will remain instead. Perhaps I had better make myself known to Sir Benjamin at once.”

The director turned on him the pleading, trustful look of a cornered dormouse.

“He is in the basement,” he whispered. “I shall be in the boardroom — if necessary.”

Mr Carlyle had no difficulty in discovering the centre of interest in the basement. Sir Benjamin was expansive and reserved, bewildered and decisive, long-winded and short-tempered, each in turn and more or less all at once. He had already demanded the attention of the manager, Professor Bulge, Draycott and two underlings to his case and they were now involved in a babel of inutile reiteration. The inquiry agent was at once drawn into a circle of interrogation that he did his best to satisfy impressively while himself learning the new facts.

The latest development was sufficiently astonishing. Less than an hour before Sir Benjamin had received a parcel by district messenger. It contained a jewel-case which ought at that moment to have been securely reposing in one of the deposit safes. Hastily snatching it open, the recipient’s incredible forebodings were realized. It was empty — empty of jewels, that is to say, for, as if to add a sting to the blow, a neatly inscribed card had been placed inside, and on it the agitated baronet read the appropriate but at the moment rather gratuitous maxim: “Lay not up for yourselves treasures upon earth — —”

The card was passed round and all eyes demanded the expert’s pronouncement.

“‘ — where moth and rust doth corrupt and where thieves break through and steal.’ H’m,” read Mr Carlyle with weight. “This is a most important clue, Sir Benjamin — —”

“Hey, what? What’s that?” exclaimed a voice from the other side of the hall. “Why, damme if I don’t believe you’ve got another! Look at that, gentlemen; look at that. What’s on, I say? Here now, come; give me my safe. I want to know where I am.”

It was the bookmaker who strode tempestuously in among them, flourishing before their faces a replica of the card that was in Mr Carlyle’s hand.

“Well, upon my soul this is most extraordinary,” exclaimed that gentleman, comparing the two. “You have just received this, Mr — Mr Berge, isn’t it?”

“That’s right, Berge— ‘Iceberg’ on the course. Thank the Lord Harry, I can take my losses coolly enough, but this — this is a facer. Put into my hand half-an-hour ago inside an envelope that ought to be here and as safe as in the Bank of England. What’s the game, I say? Here, Johnny, hurry and let me into my safe.”

Discipline and method had for the moment gone by the board. There was no suggestion of the boasted safeguards of the establishment. The manager added his voice to that of the client, and when the attendant did not at once appear he called again.

“John, come and give Mr Berge access to his safe at once.”

“All right, sir,” pleaded the harassed key-attendant; hurrying up with the burden of his own distraction. “There’s a silly fathead got in what thinks this is a left-luggage office, so far as I can make out — a foreigner.”

“Never mind that now,” replied the manager severely. “Mr Berge’s safe: No. 01724.”

The attendant and Mr Berge went off together down one of the brilliant colonnaded vistas. One or two of the others who had caught the words glanced across and became aware of a strange figure that was drifting indecisively towards them. He was obviously an elderly German tourist of pronounced type — long-haired, spectacled, outrageously garbed and involved in the mental abstraction of his philosophical race. One hand was occupied with the manipulation of a pipe, as markedly Teutonic as its owner; the other grasped a carpet-bag that would have ensured an opening laugh to any low comedian.

Quite impervious to the preoccupation of the group, the German made his way up to them and picked out the manager.

“This was a safety deposit, nicht wahr?”

“Quite so,” acquiesced the manager loftily, “but just now — —”

“Your fellow was dense of gomprehension.” The eyes behind the clumsy glasses wrinkled to a ponderous humour. “He forgot his own business. Now this goot bag — —”

Brought into fuller prominence, the carpet-bag revealed further details of its overburdened proportions. At one end a flannel shirt cuff protruded in limp dejection; at the other an ancient collar, with the grotesque attachment known as a “dickey,” asserted its presence. No wonder the manager frowned his annoyance. “The Safe” was in low enough repute among its patrons at that moment without any burlesque interlude to its tragic hour.

“Yes, yes,” he whispered, attempting to lead the would-be depositor away, “but you are under a mistake. This is not — —”

“It was a safety deposit? Goot. Mine bag — I would deposit him in safety till the time of mine train. Ja?”

“Nein, nein!” almost hissed the agonized official. “Go away, sir, go away! It isn’t a cloakroom. John, let this gentleman out.”

The attendant and Mr Berge were returning from their quest. The inner box had been opened and there was no need to ask the result. The bookmaker was shaking his head like a baffled bull.

“Gone, no effects,” he shouted across the hall. “Lifted from ‘The Safe,’ by crumb!”

To those who knew nothing of the method and operation of the fraud it seemed as if the financial security of the Capital was tottering. An amazed silence fell, and in it they heard the great grille door of the basement clang on the inopportune foreigner’s departure. But, as if it was impossible to stand still on that morning of dire happenings, he was immediately succeeded by a dapper, keen-faced man in severe clerical attire who had been let in as the intruder passed out.

“Canon Petersham!” exclaimed the professor, going forward to greet him.

“My dear Professor Bulge!” reciprocated the canon. “You here! A most disquieting thing has happened to me. I must have my safe at once.” He divided his attention between the manager and the professor as he monopolized them both. “A most disquieting and — and outrageous circumstance. My safe, please — yes, yes, Rev. Henry Noakes Petersham. I have just received by hand a box, a small box of no value but one that I thought, yes, I am convinced that it was the one, a box that was used to contain certain valuables of family interest which should at this moment be in my safe here. No. 7436? Very likely, very likely. Yes, here is my key. But not content with the disconcerting effect of that, professor, the box contained — and I protest that it’s a most unseemly thing to quote any text from the Bible in this way to a clergyman of my position — well, here it is. ‘Lay not up for yourselves treasures upon earth — —’ Why, I have a dozen sermons of my own in my desk now on that very verse. I’m particularly partial to the very needful lesson that it teaches. And to apply it to me! It’s monstrous!”

“No. 7436, John,” ordered the manager, with weary resignation.

The attendant again led the way towards another armour-plated aisle. Smartly turning a corner, he stumbled over something, bit a profane exclamation in two, and looked back.

“It’s that bloomin’ foreigner’s old bag again,” he explained across the place in aggrieved apology. “He left it here after all.”

“Take it upstairs and throw it out when you’ve finished,” said the manager shortly.

“Here, wait a minute,” pondered John, in absent-minded familiarity. “Wait a minute. This is a funny go. There’s a label on that wasn’t here before. ‘Why not look inside?’”

“‘Why not look inside?’” repeated someone.

“That’s what it says.”

There was another puzzled silence. All were arrested by some intangible suggestion of a deeper mystery than they had yet touched. One by one they began to cross the hall with the conscious air of men who were not curious but thought that they might as well see.

“Why, curse my crumpet,” suddenly exploded Mr Berge, “if that ain’t the same writing as these texts!”

“By gad, but I believe you are right,” assented Mr Carlyle. “Well, why not look inside?”

The attendant, from his stooping posture, took the verdict of the ring of faces and in a trice tugged open the two buckles. The central fastening was not locked, and yielded to a touch. The flannel shirt, the weird collar and a few other garments in the nature of a “top-dressing” were flung out and John’s hand plunged deeper....

Harry the Actor had lived up to his dramatic instinct. Nothing was wrapped up; nay, the rich booty had been deliberately opened out and displayed, as it were, so that the overturning of the bag, when John the keybearer in an access of riotous extravagance lifted it up and strewed its contents broadcast on the floor, was like the looting of a smuggler’s den, or the realization of a speculator’s dream, or the bursting of an Aladdin’s cave, or something incredibly lavish and bizarre. Bank-notes fluttered down and lay about in all directions, relays of sovereigns rolled away like so much dross, bonds and scrip for thousands and tens of thousands clogged the downpouring stream of jewellery and unset gems. A yellow stone the size of a four-pound weight and twice as heavy dropped plump upon the canon’s toes and sent him hopping and grimacing to the wall. A ruby-hilted kris cut across the manager’s wrist as he strove to arrest the splendid rout. Still the miraculous cornucopia deluged the ground, with its pattering, ringing, bumping, crinkling, rolling, fluttering produce until, like the final tableau of some spectacular ballet, it ended with a golden rain that masked the details of the heap beneath a glittering veil of yellow sand.

“My dust!” gasped Draycott.

“My fivers, by golly!” ejaculated the bookmaker, initiating a plunge among the spoil.

“My Japanese bonds, coupons and all, and — yes, even the manuscript of my work on ‘Polyphyletic Bridal Customs among the mid-Pleistocene Cave Men.’ Hah!” Something approaching a cachinnation of delight closed the professor’s contribution to the pandemonium, and eyewitnesses afterwards declared that for a moment the dignified scientist stood on one foot in the opening movement of a can-can.

“My wife’s diamonds, thank heaven!” cried Sir Benjamin, with the air of a schoolboy who was very well out of a swishing.

“But what does it mean?” demanded the bewildered canon. “Here are my family heirlooms — a few decent pearls, my grandfather’s collection of camei and other trifles — but who —— ?”

“Perhaps this offers some explanation,” suggested Mr Carlyle, unpinning an envelope that had been secured to the lining of the bag. “It is addressed ‘To Seven Rich Sinners.’ Shall I read it for you?”

For some reason the response was not unanimous, but it was sufficient. Mr Carlyle cut open the envelope.

“My dear Friends, — Aren’t you glad? Aren’t you happy at this moment? Ah yes; but not with the true joy of regeneration that alone can bring lightness to the afflicted soul. Pause while there is yet time. Cast off the burden of your sinful lusts, for what shall it profit a man if he shall gain the whole world and lose his own soul? (Mark, chap. viii., v. 36.)

“Oh, my friends, you have had an all-fired narrow squeak. Up till the Friday in last week I held your wealth in the hollow of my ungodly hand and rejoiced in my nefarious cunning, but on that day as I with my guilty female accomplice stood listening with worldly amusement to the testimony of a converted brother at a meeting of the Salvation Army on Clapham Common, the gospel light suddenly shone into our rebellious souls and then and there we found salvation. Hallelujah!

“What we have done to complete the unrighteous scheme upon which we had laboured for months has only been for your own good, dear friends that you are, though as yet divided from us by your carnal lusts. Let this be a lesson to you. Sell all you have and give it to the poor — through the organization of the Salvation Army by preference — and thereby lay up for yourselves treasures where neither moth nor rust doth corrupt and where thieves do not break through and steal. (Matthew, chap, vi., v. 20.)

“Yours in good works,

“Private Henry, the Salvationist.

“P.S. (in haste). — I may as well inform you that no crib is really uncrackable, though the Cyrus J. Coy Co.’s Safe Deposit on West 24th Street, N.Y., comes nearest the kernel. And even that I could work to the bare rock if I took hold of the job with both hands — that is to say I could have done in my sinful days. As for you, I should recommend you to change your T. A. to ‘Peanut.’

“U. K. G.”

“There sounds a streak of the old Adam in that postscript, Mr Carlyle,” whispered Inspector Beedel, who had just arrived in time to hear the letter read.


THE TILLING SHAW MYSTERY
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“I WILL SEE Miss George now,” assented Carrados. Parkinson retired and Greatorex looked round from his chair. The morning “clearing-up” was still in progress.

“Shall I go?” he inquired.

“Not unless the lady desires it. I don’t know her at all.”

The secretary was not unobservant and he had profited from his association with Mr Carrados. Without more ado, he began to get his papers quietly together.

The door opened and a girl of about twenty came eagerly yet half timorously into the room. Her eyes for a moment swept Carrados with an anxious scrutiny. Then, with a slight shade of disappointment, she noticed that they were not alone.

“I have come direct from Oakshire to see you, Mr Carrados,” she announced, in a quick, nervous voice that was evidently the outcome of a desperate resolution to be brave and explicit. “The matter is a dreadfully important one to me and I should very much prefer to tell it to you alone.”

There was no need for Carrados to turn towards his secretary; that discriminating young gentleman was already on his way. Miss George flashed him a shy look of thanks and filled in the moment with a timid survey of the room.

“Is it something that you think I can help you with?”

“I had hoped so. I had heard in a roundabout way of your wonderful power — ought I to tell you how — does it matter?”

“Not in the least if it has nothing to do with the case,” replied Carrados.

“When this dreadful thing happened I instinctively thought of you. I felt sure that I ought to come and get you to help me at once. But I — I have very little money, Mr Carrados, only a few pounds, and I am not so childish as not to know that very clever men require large fees. Then when I got here my heart sank, for I saw at once from your house and position that what seemed little even to me would be ridiculous to you — that if you did help me it would be purely out of kindness of heart and generosity.”

“Suppose you tell me what the circumstances are,” suggested Carrados cautiously. Then, to afford an opening, he added: “You have recently gone into mourning, I see.”

“See!” exclaimed the girl almost sharply. “Then you are not blind?”

“Oh yes,” he replied; “only I use the familiar expression, partly from custom, partly because it sounds unnecessarily pedantic to say, ‘I deduce from certain observations.’”

“I beg your pardon. I suppose I was startled not so much by the expression as by your knowledge. I ought to have been prepared. But I am already wasting your time and I came so determined to be business-like. I got a copy of the local paper on the way, because I thought that the account in it would be clearer to you than I could tell it. Shall I read it?”

“Please; if that was your intention.”

“It is The Stinbridge Herald,” explained the girl, taking a closely folded newspaper from the handbag which she carried. “Stinbridge is our nearest town — about six miles from Tilling Shaw, where we live. This is the account:

“‘MYSTERIOUS TRAGEDY AT TILLING

“‘Well-known Agriculturalist Attempts Murder and Commits Suicide

“‘The districts of Great Tilling, Tilling Shaw and the immediate neighbourhood were thrown into a state of unusual excitement on Thursday last by the report of a tragedy in their midst such as has rarely marked the annals of our law-abiding country-side.

“‘A Herald representative was early on the scene, and his inquiries elucidated the fact that it was only too true that in this case rumour had not exaggerated the circumstances, rather the reverse indeed.

“‘On the afternoon of the day in question, Mr Frank Whitmarsh, of High Barn, presented himself at Barony, the residence of his uncle, Mr William Whitmarsh, with the intention of seeing him in reference to a dispute that was pending between them. This is understood to be connected with an alleged trespass in pursuit of game, each relative claiming exclusive sporting rights over a piece of water known as Hunstan Mere.

“‘On this occasion the elder gentleman was not at home and Mr Frank Whitmarsh, after waiting for some time, departed, leaving a message to the effect that he would return, and, according to one report, “have it out with Uncle William,” later in the evening.

“‘This resolution he unfortunately kept. Returning about eight-forty-five p.m. he found his uncle in and for some time the two men remained together in the dining-room. What actually passed between them has not yet transpired, but it is said that for half-an-hour there had been nothing to indicate to the other occupants of the house that anything unusual was in progress when suddenly two shots rang out in rapid succession. Mrs Lawrence, the housekeeper at Barony, and a servant were the soonest on the spot, and, conquering the natural terror that for a moment held them outside the now silent room, they summoned up courage to throw open the door and to enter. The first thing that met their eyes was the body of Mr Frank Whitmarsh lying on the floor almost at their feet. In their distressed state it was immediately assumed by the horrified women that he was dead, or at least seriously wounded, but a closer examination revealed the fact that the gentleman had experienced an almost miraculous escape. At the time of the tragedy he was wearing a large old-fashioned silver watch; and in this the bullet intended for his heart was found, literally embedded deep in the works. The second shot had, however, effected its purpose, for at the other side of the room, still seated at the table, was Mr William Whitmarsh, already quite dead, with a terrible wound in his head and the weapon, a large-bore revolver of obsolete pattern, lying at his feet.

“‘Mr Frank Whitmarsh subsequently explained that the shock of the attack, and the dreadful appearance presented by his uncle when, immediately afterwards, he turned his hand against himself, must have caused him to faint.

“‘Readers of The Herald will join in our expression of sympathy for all members of the Whitmarsh family, and in our congratulations to Mr Frank Whitmarsh on his providential escape.

“‘The inquest is fixed for Monday and it is anticipated that the funeral will take place on the following day.’”

“That is all,” concluded Miss George.

“All that is in the paper,” amended Carrados.

“It is the same everywhere— ‘attempted murder and suicide’ — that is what everyone accepts as a matter of course,” went on the girl quickly. “How do they know that my father tried to kill Frank, or that he killed himself? How can they know, Mr Carrados?”

“Your father, Miss George?”

“Yes. My name is Madeline Whitmarsh. At home everyone looks at me as if I was an object of mingled pity and reproach. I thought that they might know the name here, so I gave the first that came into my head. I think it is a street I was directed along. Besides, I don’t want it to be known that I came to see you in any case.”

“Why?”

Much of the girl’s conscious nervousness had stiffened into an attitude of unconscious hardness. Grief takes many forms, and whatever she had been before, the tragic episode had left Miss Whitmarsh a little hurt and cynical.

“You are a man living in a town and can do as you like. I am a girl living in the country and have therefore to do largely as my neighbours like. For me to set up my opinion against popular feeling would constitute no small offence; to question its justice would be held to be adding outrageous insult to enormous injury.”

“So far I am unable to go beyond the newspaper account. On the face of it, your father — with what provocation of course I do not know — did attempt this Mr Frank Whitmarsh’s life and then take his own. You imply another version. What reason have you?”

“That is the terrible part of it,” exclaimed the girl, with rising distress. “It was that which made me so afraid of coming to you, although I felt that I must, for I dreaded that when you asked me for proofs and I could give you none you would refuse to help me. We were not even in time to hear him speak, and yet I know, know with absolute conviction, that my father would not have done this. There are things that you cannot explain, Mr Carrados, and — well, there is an end of it.”

Her voice sank to an absent-minded whisper.

“Everyone will condemn him now that he cannot defend himself, and yet he could not even have had the revolver that was found at his feet.”

“What is that?” demanded Carrados sharply. “Do you mean that?”

“Mean what?” she asked, with the blankness of one who has lost the thread of her own thoughts.

“What you said about the revolver — that your father could not have had it?”

“The revolver?” she repeated half wearily; “oh yes. It was a heavy, old-fashioned affair. It had been lying in a drawer of his desk for more than ten years because once a dog came into the orchard in broad daylight light and worried half-a-dozen lambs before anyone could do anything.”

“Yes, but why could he not have it on Thursday?”

“I noticed that it was gone. After Frank had left in the afternoon I went into the room where he had been waiting, to finish dusting. The paper says the dining-room, but it was really papa’s business-room and no one else used it. Then when I was dusting the desk I saw that the revolver was no longer there.”

“You had occasion to open the drawer?”

“It is really a very old bureau and none of the drawers fit closely. Dust lies on the ledges and you always have to open them a little to dust properly. They were never kept locked.”

“Possibly your father had taken the revolver with him.”

“No. I had seen it there after he had gone. He rode to Stinbridge immediately after lunch and did not return until nearly eight. After he left I went to dust his room. It was then that I saw it. I was doing the desk when Frank knocked and interrupted me. That is how I came to be there twice.”

“But you said that you had no proof, Miss Whitmarsh,” Carrados reminded her, with deep seriousness. “Do you not recognize the importance — the deadly importance — that this one shred of evidence may assume?”

“Does it?” she replied simply. “I am afraid that I am rather dull just now. All yesterday I was absolutely dazed; I could not do the most ordinary things. I found myself looking at the clock for minutes together, yet absolutely incapable of grasping what time it was. In the same way I know that it struck me as being funny about the revolver but I always had to give it up. It was as though everything was there but things would not fit in.”

“You are sure, absolutely sure, that you saw the revolver there after your father had left, and missed it before he returned?”

“Oh yes,” said the girl quickly; “I remember realizing how curious it was at the time. Besides there is something else. I so often had things to ask papa about when he was out of the house that I got into the way of making little notes to remind me later. This morning I found on my dressing-table one that I had written on Thursday afternoon.”

“About this weapon?”

“Yes; to ask him what could have become of it.”

Carrados made a further inquiry, and this was Madeline Whitmarsh’s account of affairs existing between the two branches of the family:

Until the time of William Whitmarsh, father of the William Whitmarsh just deceased, the properties of Barony and High Barn had formed one estate, descending from a William senior to a William junior down a moderately long line of yeomen Whitmarshes. Through the influence of his second wife this William senior divided the property, leaving Barony with its four hundred acres of good land to William junior, and High Barn, with which went three hundred acres of poor land, to his other son, father of the Frank implicated in the recent tragedy. But though divided, the two farms still had one common link. Beneath their growing corn and varied pasturage lay, it was generally admitted, a seam of coal at a depth and of a thickness that would render its working a paying venture. Even in William the Divider’s time, when the idea was new, money in plenty would have been forthcoming, but he would have none of it, and when he died his will contained a provision restraining either son from mining or exploiting his land for mineral without the consent and co-operation of the other.

This restriction became a legacy of hate. The brothers were only half-brothers and William having suffered unforgettably at the hands of his step-mother had old scores to pay off. Quite comfortably prosperous on his own rich farm, and quite satisfied with the excellent shooting and the congenial life, he had not the slightest desire to increase his wealth. He had the old dour, peasant-like instinct to cling to the house and the land of his forefathers. From this position no argument moved him.

In the meanwhile, on the other side of the new boundary fence, Frank senior was growing poorer year by year. To his periodical entreaties that William would agree to shafts being sunk on High Barn he received an emphatic “Never in my time!” The poor man argued, besought, threatened and swore; the prosperous one shook his head and grinned. Carrados did not need to hear the local saying: “Half brothers: whole haters; like the Whitmarshes,” to read the situation.

“Of course I do not really understand the business part of it,” said Madeline, “and many people blamed poor papa, especially when Uncle Frank drank himself to death. But I know that it was not mere obstinacy. He loved the undisturbed, peaceful land just as it was, and his father had wished it to remain the same. Collieries would bring swarms of strange men into the neighbourhood, poachers and trespassers, he said. The smoke and dust would ruin the land for miles round and drive away the game, and in the end, if the work did not turn out profitable, we should all be much worse off than before.”

“Does the restriction lapse now; will Mr Frank junior be able to mine?”

“It will now lie with Frank and my brother William, just as it did before with their fathers. I should expect Willie to be quite favourable. He is more — modern.”

“You have not spoken of your brother.”

“I have two. Bob, the younger, is in Mexico,” she explained; “and Willie in Canada with an engineering firm. They did not get on very well with papa and they went away.”

It did not require preternatural observation to deduce that the late William Whitmarsh had been “a little difficult.”

“When Uncle Frank died, less than six months ago, Frank came back to High Barn from South Africa. He had been away about two years.”

“Possibly he did not get on well with his father?”

Madeline smiled sadly.

“I am afraid that no two Whitmarsh men ever did get on well together,” she admitted.

“Your father and young Frank, for instance?”

“Their lands adjoin; there were always quarrels and disputes,” she replied. “Then Frank had his father’s grievance over again.”

“He wished to mine?”

“Yes. He told me that he had had experience of coal in Natal.”

“There was no absolute ostracism between you then? You were to some extent friends?”

“Scarcely.” She appeared to reflect. “Acquaintances.... We met occasionally, of course, at people’s houses.”

“You did not visit High Barn?”

“Oh no.”

“But there was no particular reason why you should not?”

“Why do you ask me that?” she demanded quickly, and in a tone that was quite incompatible with the simple inquiry. Then, recognizing the fact, she added, with shamefaced penitence: “I beg your pardon, Mr Carrados. I am afraid that my nerves have gone to pieces since Thursday. The most ordinary things affect me inexplicably.”

“That is a common experience in such circumstances,” said Carrados reassuringly. “Where were you at the time of the tragedy?”

“I was in my bedroom, which is rather high up, changing. I had driven down to the village, to give an order, and had just returned. Mrs Lawrence told me that she had been afraid there might be quarrelling, but no one would ever have dreamed of this, and then came a loud shot and then, after a few seconds, another not so loud, and we rushed to the door — she and Mary first — and everything was absolutely still.”

“A loud shot and then another not so loud?”

“Yes; I noticed that even at the time. I happened to speak to Mrs Lawrence of it afterwards and then she also remembered that it had been like that.”

Afterwards Carrados often recalled with grim pleasantry that the two absolutely vital points in the fabric of circumstantial evidence that was to exonerate her father and fasten the guilt upon another had dropped from the girl’s lips utterly by chance. But at the moment the facts themselves monopolized his attention.

“You are not disappointed that I can tell you so little?” she asked timidly.

“Scarcely,” he replied. “A suicide who could not have had the weapon he dies by, a victim who is miraculously preserved by an opportune watch, and two shots from the same pistol that differ materially in volume, all taken together do not admit of disappointment.”

“I am very stupid,” she said. “I do not seem able to follow things. But you will come and clear my father’s name?”

“I will come,” he replied. “Beyond that who shall prophesy?”

It had been arranged between them that the girl should return at once, while Carrados would travel down to Great Tilling late that same afternoon and put up at the local fishing inn. In the evening he would call at Barony, where Madeline would accept him as a distant connexion of the family. The arrangement was only for the benefit of the domestics and any casual visitor who might be present, for there was no possibility of a near relation being in attendance. Nor was there any appreciable danger of either his name or person being recognized in those parts, a consideration that seemed to have some weight with the girl, for, more than once, she entreated him not to disclose to anyone his real business there until he had arrived at a definite conclusion.

It was nine o’clock, but still just light enough to distinguish the prominent features of the landscape, when Carrados, accompanied by Parkinson, reached Barony. The house, as described by the man-servant, was a substantial grey stone building, very plain, very square, very exposed to the four winds. It had not even a porch to break the flat surface, and here and there in the line of its three solid storeys a window had been built up by some frugal, tax-evading Whitmarsh of a hundred years ago.

“Sombre enough,” commented Carrados, “but the connexion between environment and crime is not yet capable of analysis. We get murders in brand-new suburban villas and the virtues, light-heartedness and good-fellowship, in moated granges. What should you say about it, eh, Parkinson?”

“I should say it was damp, sir,” observed Parkinson, with his wisest air.

Madeline Whitmarsh herself opened the door. She took them down the long flagged hall to the dining-room, a cheerful enough apartment whatever its exterior might forebode.

“I am glad you have come now, Mr Carrados,” she said hurriedly, when the door was closed. “Sergeant Brewster is here from Stinbridge police station to make some arrangements for the inquest. It is to be held at the schools here on Monday. He says that he must take the revolver with him to produce. Do you want to see it before he goes?”

“I should like to,” replied Carrados.

“Will you come into papa’s room then? He is there.”

The sergeant was at the table, making notes in his pocket-book, when they entered. An old-fashioned revolver lay before him.

“This gentleman has come a long way on hearing about poor papa,” said the girl. “He would like to see the revolver before you take it, Mr Brewster.”

“Good-evening, sir,” said Brewster. “It’s a bad business that brings us here.”

Carrados “looked” round the room and returned the policeman’s greeting. Madeline hesitated for a moment, and then, picking up the weapon, put it into the blind man’s hand.

“A bit out of date, sir,” remarked Brewster, with a nod. “But in good order yet, I find.”

“An early French make, I should say; one of Lefaucheux’s probably,” said Carrados. “You have removed the cartridges?”

“Why, yes,” admitted the sergeant, producing a matchbox from his pocket. “They’re pin-fire, you see, and I’m not too fond of carrying a thing like that loaded in my pocket as I’m riding a young horse.”

“Quite so,” agreed Carrados, fingering the cartridges. “I wonder if you happened to mark the order of these in the chambers?”

“That was scarcely necessary, sir. Two, together, had been fired; the other four had not.”

“I once knew a case — possibly I read of it — where a pack of cards lay on the floor. It was a murder case and the guilt or innocence of an accused man depended on the relative positions of the fifty-first and fifty-second cards.”

“I think you must have read of that, sir,” replied Brewster, endeavouring to implicate first Miss Whitmarsh and then Parkinson in his meaning smile. “However, this is straightforward enough.”

“Then, of course, you have not thought it worth while to look for anything else?”

“I have noted all the facts that have any bearing on the case. Were you referring to any particular point, sir?”

“I was only wondering,” suggested Carrados, with apologetic mildness, “whether you, or anyone, had happened to find a wad lying about anywhere.”

The sergeant stroked his well-kept moustache to hide the smile that insisted, however, on escaping through his eyes.

“Scarcely, sir,” he replied, with fine irony. “Bulleted revolver cartridges contain no wad. You are thinking of a shot-gun, sir.”

“Oh,” said Carrados, bending over the spent cartridge he was examining, “that settles it, of course.”

“I think so, sir,” assented the sergeant, courteously but with a quiet enjoyment of the situation. “Well, miss, I’ll be getting back now. I think I have everything I want.”

“You will excuse me a few minutes?” said Miss Whitmarsh, and the two callers were left alone.

“Parkinson,” said Carrados softly, as the door closed, “look round on the floor. There is no wad lying within sight?”

“No, sir.”

“Then take the lamp and look behind things. But if you find one don’t disturb it.”

For a minute strange and gigantic shadows chased one another across the ceiling as Parkinson moved the table-lamp to and fro behind the furniture. The man to whom blazing sunlight and the deepest shade were as one sat with his eyes fixed tranquilly on the unseen wall before him.

“There is a little pellet of paper here behind the couch, sir,” announced Parkinson.

“Then put the lamp back.”

Together they drew the cumbrous old piece of furniture from the wall and Carrados went behind. On hands and knees, with his face almost to the floor, he appeared to be studying even the dust that lay there. Then with a light, unerring touch he carefully picked up the thing that Parkinson had found. Very gently he unrolled it, using his long, delicate fingers so skilfully that even at the end the particles of dust still clung here and there to the surface of the paper.

“What do you make of it, Parkinson?”

Parkinson submitted it to the judgment of a single sense.

“A cigarette-paper to all appearance, sir. I can’t say it’s a kind that I’ve had experience of. It doesn’t seem to have any distinct watermark but there is a half-inch of glossy paper along one edge.”

“Amber-tipped. Yes?”

“Another edge is a little uneven; it appears to have been cut.”

“This edge opposite the mouthpiece. Yes, yes.”

“Patches are blackened, and little holes — like pinpricks — burned through. In places it is scorched brown.”

“Anything else?”

“I hope there is nothing I have failed to observe, sir,” said Parkinson, after a pause.

Carrados’s reply was a strangely irrelevant question.

“What is the ceiling made of?” he demanded.

“Oak boards, sir, with a heavy cross-beam.”

“Are there any plaster figures about the room?”

“No, sir.”

“Or anything at all that is whitewashed?”

“Nothing, sir.”

Carrados raised the scrap of tissue paper to his nose again, and for the second time he touched it with his tongue.

“Very interesting, Parkinson,” he remarked, and Parkinson’s responsive “Yes, sir” was a model of discreet acquiescence.

“I am sorry that I had to leave you,” said Miss Whitmarsh, returning, “but Mrs Lawrence is out and my father made a practice of offering everyone refreshment.”

“Don’t mention it,” said Carrados. “We have not been idle. I came from London to pick up a scrap of paper, lying on the floor of this room. Well, here it is.” He rolled the tissue into a pellet again and held it before her eyes.

“The wad!” she exclaimed eagerly. “Oh, that proves that I was right?”

“Scarcely ‘proves,’ Miss Whitmarsh.”

“But it shows that one of the shots was a blank charge, as you suggested this morning might have been the case.”

“Hardly even that.”

“What then?” she demanded, with her large dark eyes fixed in a curious fascination on his inscrutable face.

“That behind the couch we have found this scrap of powder-singed paper.”

There was a moment’s silence. The girl turned away her head.

“I am afraid that I am a little disappointed,” she murmured.

“Perhaps better now than later. I wished to warn you that we must prove every inch of ground. Does your cousin Frank smoke cigarettes?”

“I cannot say, Mr Carrados. You see ... I knew so little of him.”

“Quite so; there was just the chance. And your father?”

“He never did. He despised them.”

“That is all I need ask you now. What time to-morrow shall I find you in, Miss Whitmarsh? It is Sunday, you remember.”

“At any time. The curiosity I inspire doesn’t tempt me to encounter my friends, I can assure you,” she replied, her face hardening at the recollection. “But ... Mr Carrados — —”

“Yes?”

“The inquest is on Monday afternoon.... I had a sort of desperate faith that you would be able to vindicate papa.”

“By the time of the inquest, you mean?”

“Yes. Otherwise — —”

“The verdict of a coroner’s jury means nothing, Miss Whitmarsh. It is the merest formality.”

“It means a very great deal to me. It haunts and oppresses me. If they say — if it goes out — that papa is guilty of the attempt of murder, and of suicide, I shall never raise my head again.”

Carrados had no desire to prolong a futile discussion.

“Good-night,” he said, holding out his hand.

“Good-night, Mr Carrados.” She detained him a moment, her voice vibrant with quiet feeling. “I already owe you more than I can ever hope to express. Your wonderful kindness — —”

“A strange case,” moralized Carrados, as they walked out of the quadrangular yard into the silent lane. “Instructive, but I more than half wish I’d never heard of it.”

“The young lady seems grateful, sir,” Parkinson ventured to suggest.

“The young lady is the case, Parkinson,” replied his master rather grimly.

A few score yards farther on a swing gate gave access to a field-path, cutting off the corner that the high road made with the narrow lane. This was their way, but instead of following the brown line of trodden earth Carrados turned to the left and indicated the line of buildings that formed the back of one side of the quadrangle they had passed through.

“We will investigate here,” he said. “Can you see a way in?”

Most of the buildings opened on to the yard, but at one end of the range Parkinson discovered a door, secured only by a wooden latch. The place beyond was impenetrably dark, but the sweet, dusty smell of hay, and, from beyond, the occasional click of a horse’s shoe on stone and the rattle of a head-stall chain through the manger ring told them that they were in the chaff-pen at the back of the stable.

Carrados stretched out his hand and touched the wall with a single finger.

“We need go no farther,” he remarked, and as they resumed their way across the field he took out a handkerchief to wipe the taste of whitewash off his tongue.

Madeline had spoken of the gradual decay of High Barn, but Carrados was hardly prepared for the poverty-stricken desolation which Parkinson described as they approached the homestead on the following afternoon. He had purposely selected a way that took them across many of young Whitmarsh’s ill-stocked fields, fields in which sedge and charlock wrote an indictment of neglected drains and half-hearted tillage. On the land, the gates and hedges had been broken and unkempt; the buildings, as they passed through the farmyard, were empty and showed here and there a skeletonry of bare rafters to the sky.

“Starved,” commented the blind man, as he read the signs. “The thirsty owner and the hungry land: they couldn’t both be fed.”

Although it was afternoon the bolts and locks of the front door had to be unfastened in answer to their knock. When at last the door was opened a shrivelled little old woman, rather wicked-looking in a comic way, and rather begrimed, stood there.

“Mr Frank Whitmarsh?” she replied to Carrados’s polite inquiry; “oh yes, he lives here. Frank,” she called down the passage, “you’re wanted.”

“What is it, mother?” responded a man’s full, strong voice rather lazily.

“Come and see!” and the old creature ogled Carrados with her beady eyes as though the situation constituted an excellent joke between them.

There was the sound of a chair being moved and at the end of the passage a tall man appeared in his shirt sleeves.

“I am a stranger to you,” explained Carrados, “but I am staying at the Bridge Inn and I heard of your wonderful escape on Thursday. I was so interested that I have taken the liberty of coming across to congratulate you on it.”

“Oh, come in, come in,” said Whitmarsh. “Yes ... it was a sort of miracle, wasn’t it?”

He led the way back into the room he had come from, half kitchen, half parlour. It at least had the virtue of an air of rude comfort, and some of the pewter and china that ornamented its mantelpiece and dresser would have rejoiced a collector’s heart.

“You find us a bit rough,” apologized the young man, with something of contempt towards his surroundings. “We weren’t expecting visitors.”

“And I was hesitating to come because I thought that you would be surrounded by your friends.”

This very ordinary remark seemed to afford Mrs Whitmarsh unbounded entertainment and for quite a number of seconds she was convulsed with silent amusement at the idea.

“Shut up, mother,” said her dutiful son. “Don’t take any notice of her,” he remarked to his visitors, “she often goes on like that. The fact is,” he added, “we Whitmarshes aren’t popular in these parts. Of course that doesn’t trouble me; I’ve seen too much of things. And, taken as a boiling, the Whitmarshes deserve it.”

“Ah, wait till you touch the coal, my boy, then you’ll see,” put in the old lady, with malicious triumph.

“I reckon we’ll show them then, eh, mother?” he responded bumptiously. “Perhaps you’ve heard of that, Mr —— ?”

“Carrados — Wynn Carrados. This is my man, Parkinson. I have to be attended because my sight has failed me. Yes, I had heard something about coal. Providence seems to be on your side just now, Mr Whitmarsh. May I offer you a cigarette?”

“Thanks, I don’t mind for once in a way.”

“They’re Turkish; quite innocuous, I believe.”

“Oh, it isn’t that. I can smoke cutty with any man, I reckon, but the paper affects my lips. I make my own and use a sort of paper with an end that doesn’t stick.”

“The paper is certainly a drawback sometimes,” agreed Carrados. “I’ve found that. Might I try one of yours?”

They exchanged cigarettes and Whitmarsh returned to the subject of the tragedy.

“This has made a bit of a stir, I can tell you,” he remarked, with complacency.

“I am sure it would. Well, it was the chief topic of conversation when I was in London.”

“Is that a fact?” Avowedly indifferent to the opinion of his neighbours, even Whitmarsh was not proof against the pronouncement of the metropolis. “What do they say about it up there?”

“I should be inclined to think that the interest centres round the explanation you will give at the inquest of the cause of the quarrel.”

“There! What did I tell you?” exclaimed Mrs Whitmarsh.

“Be quiet, mother. That’s easily answered, Mr Carrados. There was a bit of duck shooting that lay between our two places. But perhaps you saw that in the papers?”

“Yes,” admitted Carrados, “I saw that. Frankly, the reason seemed inadequate to so deadly a climax.”

“What did I say?” demanded the irrepressible dame. “They won’t believe it.”

The young man cast a wrathful look in his mother’s direction and turned again to the visitor.

“That’s because you don’t know Uncle William. Any reason was good enough for him to quarrel over. Here, let me give you an instance. When I went in on Thursday he was smoking a pipe. Well, after a bit I took out a cigarette and lit it. I’m damned if he didn’t turn round and start on me for that. How does that strike you for one of your own family, Mr Carrados?”

“Unreasonable, I am bound to admit. I am afraid that I should have been inclined to argue the point. What did you do, Mr Whitmarsh?”

“I hadn’t gone there to quarrel,” replied the young man, half sulky at the recollection. “It was his house. I threw it into the fireplace.”

“Very obliging,” said Carrados. “But, if I may say so, it isn’t so much a matter of speculation why he should shoot you as why he should shoot himself.”

“The gentleman seems friendly. Better ask his advice, Frank,” put in the old woman in a penetrating whisper.

“Stow it, mother!” said Whitmarsh sharply. “Are you crazy? Her idea of a coroner’s inquest,” he explained to Carrados, with easy contempt, “is that I am being tried for murder. As a matter of fact, Uncle William was a very passionate man, and, like many of that kind, he frequently went beyond himself. I don’t doubt that he was sure he’d killed me, for he was a good shot and the force of the blow sent me backwards. He was a very proud man too, in a way — wouldn’t stand correction or any kind of authority, and when he realized what he’d done and saw in a flash that he would be tried and hanged for it, suicide seemed the easiest way out of his difficulties, I suppose.”

“Yes; that sounds reasonable enough,” admitted Carrados.

“Then you don’t think there will be any trouble, sir?” insinuated Mrs Whitmarsh anxiously.

Frank had already professed his indifference to local opinion, but Carrados was conscious that both of them hung rather breathlessly on to his reply.

“Why, no,” he declared weightily. “I should see no reason for anticipating any. Unless,” he added thoughtfully, “some clever lawyer was instructed to insist that there must be more in the dispute than appears on the surface.”

“Oh, them lawyers, them lawyers!” moaned the old lady in a panic. “They can make you say anything.”

“They can’t make me say anything.” A cunning look came into his complacent face. “And, besides, who’s going to engage a lawyer?”

“The family of the deceased gentleman might wish to do so.”

“Both of the sons are abroad and could not be back in time.”

“But is there not a daughter here? I understood so.”

Whitmarsh gave a short, unpleasant laugh and turned to look at his mother.

“Madeline won’t. You may bet your bottom tikkie it’s the last thing she would want.”

The little old creature gazed admiringly at her big showy son and responded with an appreciative grimace that made her look more humorously rat-like than ever.

“He! he! Missie won’t,” she tittered. “That would never do. He! he!” Wink succeeded nod and meaning smile until she relapsed into a state of quietness; and Parkinson, who had been fascinated by her contortions, was unable to decide whether she was still laughing or had gone to sleep.

Carrados stayed a few more minutes and before they left he asked to see the watch.

“A unique memento, Mr Whitmarsh,” he remarked, examining it. “I should think this would become a family heirloom.”

“It’s no good for anything else,” said Whitmarsh practically. “A famous time-keeper it was, too.”

“The fingers are both gone.”

“Yes; the glass was broken, of course, and they must have caught in the cloth of my pocket and ripped off.”

“They naturally would; it was ten minutes past nine when the shot was fired.”

The young man thought and then nodded.

“About that,” he agreed.

“Nearer than ‘about,’ if your watch was correct. Very interesting, Mr Whitmarsh. I am glad to have seen the watch that saved your life.”

Instead of returning to the inn Carrados directed Parkinson to take the road to Barony. Madeline was at home, and from the sound of voices it appeared that she had other visitors, but she came out to Carrados at once, and at his request took him into the empty dining-room while Parkinson stayed in the hall.

“Yes?” she said eagerly.

“I have come to tell you that I must throw up my brief,” he said. “There is nothing more to be done and I return to town to-night.”

“Oh!” she stammered helplessly. “I thought — I thought — —”

“Your cousin did not abstract the revolver when he was here on Thursday, Miss Whitmarsh. He did not at his leisure fire a bullet into his own watch to make it appear, later in the day, as if he had been attacked. He did not reload the cartridge with a blank charge. He did not deliberately shoot your father and then fire off the blank cartridge. He was attacked and the newspaper version is substantially correct. The whole fabric so delicately suggested by inference and innuendo falls to pieces.”

“Then you desert me, Mr Carrados?” she said, in a low, bitter voice.

“I have seen the watch — the watch that saved Whitmarsh’s life,” he continued, unmoved. “It would save it again if necessary. It indicates ten minutes past nine — the time to a minute at which it is agreed the shot was fired. By what prescience was he to know at what exact minute his opportunity would occur?”

“When I saw the watch on Thursday night the fingers were not there.”

“They are not, but the shaft remains. It is of an old-fashioned pattern and it will only take the fingers in one position. That position indicates ten minutes past nine.”

“Surely it would have been an easy matter to have altered that afterwards?”

“In this case fate has been curiously systematic, Miss Whitmarsh. The bullet that shattered the works has so locked the action that it will not move a fraction this way or that.”

“There is something more than this — something that I do not understand,” she persisted. “I think I have a right to know.”

“Since you insist, there is. There is the wad of the blank cartridge that you fired in the outbuilding.”

“Oh!” she exclaimed, in the moment of startled undefence, “how do you — how can you — —”

“You must leave the conjurer his few tricks for effect. Of course you naturally would fire it where the precious pellet could not get lost — the paper you steamed off the cigarette that Whitmarsh threw into the empty fire-grate; and of course the place must be some distance from the house or even that slight report might occasion remark.”

“Yes,” she confessed, in a sudden abandonment to weary indifference, “it has been useless. I was a fool to set my cleverness against yours. Now, I suppose, Mr Carrados, you will have to hand me over to justice?

“Well; why don’t you say something?” she demanded impatiently, as he offered no comment.

“People frequently put me in this embarrassing position,” he explained diffidently, “and throw the responsibility on me. Now a number of years ago a large and stately building was set up in London and it was beautifully called ‘The Royal Palace of Justice.’ That was its official name and that was what it was to be; but very soon people got into the way of calling it the Law Courts, and to-day, if you asked a Londoner to direct you to the Palace of Justice he would undoubtedly set you down as a religious maniac. You see my difficulty?”

“It is very strange,” she said, intent upon her own reflections, “but I do not feel a bit ashamed to you of what I have done. I do not even feel afraid to tell you all about it, although of some of that I must certainly be ashamed. Why is it?”

“Because I am blind?”

“Oh no,” she replied very positively.

Carrados smiled at her decision but he did not seek to explain that when he could no longer see the faces of men the power was gradually given to him of looking into their hearts, to which some in their turn — strong, free spirits — instinctively responded.

“There is such a thing as friendship at first sight,” he suggested.

“Why, yes; like quite old friends,” she agreed. “It is a pity that I had no very trusty friend, since my mother died when I was quite little. Even my father has been — it is queer to think of it now — well, almost a stranger to me really.”

She looked at Carrados’s serene and kindly face and smiled.

“It is a great relief to be able to talk like this, without the necessity for lying,” she remarked. “Did you know that I was engaged?”

“No; you had not told me that.”

“Oh no, but you might have heard of it. He is a clergyman whom I met last summer. But, of course, that is all over now.”

“You have broken it off?”

“Circumstances have broken it off. The daughter of a man who had the misfortune to be murdered might just possibly be tolerated as a vicar’s wife, but the daughter of a murderer and suicide — it is unthinkable! You see, the requirements for the office are largely social, Mr Carrados.”

“Possibly your vicar may have other views.”

“Oh, he isn’t a vicar yet, but he is rather well-connected, so it is quite assured. And he would be dreadfully torn if the choice lay with him. As it is, he will perhaps rather soon get over my absence. But, you see, if we married he could never get over my presence; it would always stand in the way of his preferment. I worked very hard to make it possible, but it could not be.”

“You were even prepared to send an innocent man to the gallows?”

“I think so, at one time,” she admitted frankly. “But I scarcely thought it would come to that. There are so many well-meaning people who always get up petitions.... No, as I stand here looking at myself over there, I feel that I couldn’t quite have hanged Frank, no matter how much he deserved it.... You are very shocked, Mr Carrados?”

“Well,” admitted Carrados, with pleasant impartiality, “I have seen the young man, but the penalty, even with a reprieve, still seems to me a little severe.”

“Yet how do you know, even now, that he is, as you say, an innocent man?”

“I don’t,” was the prompt admission. “I only know, in this astonishing case, that so far as my investigation goes, he did not murder your father by the act of his hand.”

“Not according to your Law Courts?” she suggested. “But in the great Palace of Justice?... Well, you shall judge.”

She left his side, crossed the room, and stood by the square, ugly window, looking out, but as blind as Carrados to the details of the somnolent landscape.

“I met Frank for the first time after I was at all grown-up about three years ago, when I returned from boarding-school. I had not seen him since I was a child, and I thought him very tall and manly. It seemed a frightfully romantic thing in the circumstances to meet him secretly — of course my thoughts flew to Romeo and Juliet. We put impassioned letters for one another in a hollow tree that stood on the boundary hedge. But presently I found out — gradually and incredulously at first and then one night with a sudden terrible certainty — that my ideas of romance were not his.... I had what is called, I believe, a narrow escape. I was glad when he went abroad, for it was only my self-conceit that had suffered. I was never in love with him: only in love with the idea of being in love with him.

“A few months ago Frank came back to High Barn. I tried never to meet him anywhere, but one day he overtook me in the lanes. He said that he had thought a lot about me while he was away, and would I marry him. I told him that it was impossible in any case, and, besides, I was engaged. He coolly replied that he knew. I was dumbfounded and asked him what he meant.

“Then he took out a packet of my letters that he had kept somewhere all the time. He insisted on reading parts of them up and telling me what this and that meant and what everyone would say it proved. I was horrified at the construction that seemed capable of being put on my foolish but innocent gush. I called him a coward and a blackguard and a mean cur and a sneaking cad and everything I could think of in one long breath, until I found myself faint and sick with excitement and the nameless growing terror of it.

“He only laughed and told me to think it over, and then walked on, throwing the letters up into the air and catching them.

“It isn’t worth while going into all the times he met and threatened me. I was to marry him or he would expose me. He would never allow me to marry anyone else. And then finally he turned round and said that he didn’t really want to marry me at all; he only wanted to force father’s consent to start mining and this had seemed the easiest way.”

“That is what is called blackmail, Miss Whitmarsh; a word you don’t seem to have applied to him. The punishment ranges up to penal servitude for life in extreme cases.”

“Yes, that is what it really was. He came on Thursday with the letters in his pocket. That was his last threat when he could not move me. I can guess what happened. He read the letters and proposed a bargain. And my father, who was a very passionate man, and very proud in certain ways, shot him as he thought, and then, in shame and in the madness of despair, took his own life.... Now, Mr Carrados, you were to be my judge.”

“I think,” said the blind man, with a great pity in his voice, “that it will be sufficient for you to come up for Judgment when called upon.”



Three weeks later a registered letter bearing the Liverpool postmark was delivered at The Turrets. After he had read it Carrados put it away in a special drawer of his desk, and once or twice in after years, when his work seemed rather barren, he took it out and read it. This is what it contained:

“Dear Mr Carrados, — Some time after you had left me that Sunday afternoon, a man came in the dark to the door and asked for me. I did not see his face for he kept in the shade, but his figure was not very unlike that of your servant Parkinson. A packet was put into my hands and he was gone without a word. From this I imagine that perhaps you did not leave quite as soon as you had intended.

“Thank you very much indeed for the letters. I was glad to have the miserable things, to drop them into the fire, and to see them pass utterly out of my own and everybody else’s life. I wonder who else in the world would have done so much for a forlorn creature who just flashed across a few days of his busy life? and then I wonder who else could.

“But there is something else for which I thank you now far, far more, and that is for saving me from the blindness of my own passionate folly. When I look back on the abyss of meanness, treachery and guilt into which I would have wilfully cast myself, and been condemned to live in all my life, I can scarcely trust myself to write.

“I will not say that I do not suffer now. I think I shall for many years to come, but all the bitterness and I think all the hardness have been drawn out.

“You will see that I am writing from Liverpool. I have taken a second-class passage to Canada and we sail to-night. Willie, who returned to Barony last week, has lent me all the money I shall need until I find work. Do not be apprehensive. It is not with the vague uncertainty of an indifferent typist or a downtrodden governess that I go, but as an efficient domestic servant — a capable cook, housemaid or ‘general,’ as need be. It sounds rather incredible at first, does it not, but such things happen, and I shall get on very well.

“Good-bye, Mr Carrados; I shall remember you very often and very gratefully.

“Madeline Whitmarsh.

“P.S. — Yes, there is friendship at first sight.”


THE COMEDY AT FOUNTAIN COTTAGE
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CARRADOS HAD RUNG up Mr Carlyle soon after the inquiry agent had reached his office in Bampton Street on a certain morning in April. Mr Carlyle’s face at once assumed its most amiable expression as he recognized his friend’s voice.

“Yes, Max,” he replied, in answer to the call, “I am here and at the top of form, thanks. Glad to know that you are back from Trescoe. Is there — anything?”

“I have a couple of men coming in this evening whom you might like to meet,” explained Carrados. “Manoel the Zambesia explorer is one and the other an East-End slum doctor who has seen a few things. Do you care to come round to dinner?”

“Delighted,” warbled Mr Carlyle, without a moment’s consideration. “Charmed. Your usual hour, Max?” Then the smiling complacence of his face suddenly changed and the wire conveyed an exclamation of annoyance. “I am really very sorry, Max, but I have just remembered that I have an engagement. I fear that I must deny myself after all.”

“Is it important?”

“No,” admitted Mr Carlyle. “Strictly speaking, it is not in the least important; this is why I feel compelled to keep it. It is only to dine with my niece. They have just got into an absurd doll’s house of a villa at Groat’s Heath and I had promised to go there this evening.”

“Are they particular to a day?”

There was a moment’s hesitation before Mr Carlyle replied.

“I am afraid so, now it is fixed,” he said. “To you, Max, it will be ridiculous or incomprehensible that a third to dinner — and he only a middle-aged uncle — should make a straw of difference. But I know that in their bijou way it will be a little domestic event to Elsie — an added anxiety in giving the butcher an order, an extra course for dinner, perhaps; a careful drilling of the one diminutive maid-servant, and she is such a charming little woman — eh? Who, Max? No! No! I did not say the maid-servant; if I did it is the fault of this telephone. Elsie is such a delightful little creature that, upon my soul, it would be too bad to fail her now.”

“Of course it would, you old humbug,” agreed Carrados, with sympathetic laughter in his voice. “Well, come to-morrow instead. I shall be alone.”

“Oh, besides, there is a special reason for going, which for the moment I forgot,” explained Mr Carlyle, after accepting the invitation. “Elsie wishes for my advice with regard to her next-door neighbour. He is an elderly man of retiring disposition and he makes a practice of throwing kidneys over into her garden.”

“Kittens! Throwing kittens?”

“No, no, Max. Kidneys. Stewed k-i-d-n-e-y-s. It is a little difficult to explain plausibly over a badly vibrating telephone, I admit, but that is what Elsie’s letter assured me, and she adds that she is in despair.”

“At all events it makes the lady quite independent of the butcher, Louis!”

“I have no further particulars, Max. It may be a solitary diurnal offering, or the sky may at times appear to rain kidneys. If it is a mania the symptoms may even have become more pronounced and the man is possibly showering beef-steaks across by this time. I will make full inquiry and let you know.”

“Do,” assented Carrados, in the same light-hearted spirit. “Mrs Nickleby’s neighbourly admirer expressed his feelings by throwing cucumbers, you remember, but this man puts him completely in the shade.”

It had not got beyond the proportions of a jest to either of them when they rang off — one of those whimsical occurrences in real life that sound so fantastic in outline. Carrados did not give the matter another thought until the next evening when his friend’s arrival revived the subject.

“And the gentleman next door?” he inquired among his greetings. “Did the customary offering arrive while you were there?”

“No,” admitted Mr Carlyle, beaming pleasantly upon all the familiar appointments of the room, “it did not, Max. In fact, so diffident has the mysterious philanthropist become, that no one at Fountain Cottage has been able to catch sight of him lately, although I am told that Scamp — Elsie’s terrier — betrays a very self-conscious guilt and suspiciously muddy paws every morning.”

“Fountain Cottage?”

“That is the name of the toy villa.”

“Yes, but Fountain something, Groat’s Heath — Fountain Court: wasn’t that where Metrobe —— ?”

“Yes, yes, to be sure, Max. Metrobe the traveller, the writer and scientist — —”

“Scientist!”

“Well, he took up spiritualism or something, didn’t he? At any rate, he lived at Fountain Court, an old red-brick house in a large neglected garden there, until his death a couple of years ago. Then, as Groat’s Heath had suddenly become a popular suburb with a tube railway, a land company acquired the estate, the house was razed to the ground and in a twinkling a colony of Noah’s ark villas took its place. There is Metrobe Road here, and Court Crescent there, and Mansion Drive and what not, and Elsie’s little place perpetuates another landmark.”

“I have Metrobe’s last book there,” said Carrados, nodding towards a point on his shelves. “In fact he sent me a copy. ‘The Flame beyond the Dome’ it is called — the queerest farrago of balderdash and metaphysics imaginable. But what about the neighbour, Louis? Did you settle what we might almost term ‘his hash’?”

“Oh, he is mad, of course. I advised her to make as little fuss about it as possible, seeing that the man lives next door and might become objectionable, but I framed a note for her to send which will probably have a good effect.”

“Is he mad, Louis?”

“Well, I don’t say that he is strictly a lunatic, but there is obviously a screw loose somewhere. He may carry indiscriminate benevolence towards Yorkshire terriers to irrational lengths. Or he may be a food specialist with a grievance. In effect he is mad on at least that one point. How else are we to account for the circumstances?”

“I was wondering,” replied Carrados thoughtfully.

“You suggest that he really may have a sane object?”

“I suggest it — for the sake of argument. If he has a sane object, what is it?”

“That I leave to you, Max,” retorted Mr Carlyle conclusively. “If he has a sane object, pray what is it?”

“For the sake of the argument I will tell you that in half-a-dozen words, Louis,” replied Carrados, with good-humoured tolerance. “If he is not mad in the sense which you have defined, the answer stares us in the face. His object is precisely that which he is achieving.”

Mr Carlyle looked inquiringly into the placid, unemotional face of his blind friend, as if to read there whether, incredible as it might seem, Max should be taking the thing seriously after all.

“And what is that?” he asked cautiously.

“In the first place he has produced the impression that he is eccentric or irresponsible. That is sometimes useful in itself. Then what else has he done?”

“What else, Max?” replied Mr Carlyle, with some indignation. “Well, whatever he wishes to achieve by it I can tell you one thing else that he has done. He has so demoralized Scamp with his confounded kidneys that Elsie’s neatly arranged flower-beds — and she took Fountain Cottage principally on account of an unusually large garden — are hopelessly devastated. If she keeps the dog up, the garden is invaded night and day by an army of peregrinating feline marauders that scent the booty from afar. He has gained the everlasting annoyance of an otherwise charming neighbour, Max. Can you tell me what he has achieved by that?”

“The everlasting esteem of Scamp probably. Is he a good watch-dog, Louis?”

“Good heavens, Max!” exclaimed Mr Carlyle, coming to his feet as though he had the intention of setting out for Groat’s Heath then and there, “is it possible that he is planning a burglary?”

“Do they keep much of value about the house?”

“No,” admitted Mr Carlyle, sitting down again with considerable relief. “No, they don’t. Bellmark is not particularly well endowed with worldly goods — in fact, between ourselves, Max, Elsie could have done very much better from a strictly social point of view, but he is a thoroughly good fellow and idolizes her. They have no silver worth speaking of, and for the rest — well, just the ordinary petty cash of a frugal young couple.”

“Then he probably is not planning a burglary. I confess that the idea did not appeal to me. If it is only that, why should he go to the trouble of preparing this particular succulent dish to throw over his neighbour’s ground when cold liver would do quite as well?”

“If it is not only that, why should he go to the trouble, Max?”

“Because by that bait he produces the greatest disturbance of your niece’s garden.”

“And, if sane, why should he wish to do that?”

“Because in those conditions he can the more easily obliterate his own traces if he trespasses there at nights.”

“Well, upon my word, that’s drawing a bow at a venture, Max. If it isn’t burglary, what motive could the man have for any such nocturnal perambulation?”

An expression of suave mischief came into Carrados’s usually imperturbable face.

“Many imaginable motives surely, Louis. You are a man of the world. Why not to meet a charming little woman — —”

“No, by gad!” exclaimed the scandalized uncle warmly; “I decline to consider the remotest possibility of that explanation. Elsie — —”

“Certainly not,” interposed Carrados, smothering his quiet laughter. “The maid-servant, of course.”

Mr Carlyle reined in his indignation and recovered himself with his usual adroitness.

“But, you know, that is an atrocious libel, Max,” he added. “I never said such a thing. However, is it probable?”

“No,” admitted Carrados. “I don’t think that in the circumstances it is at all probable.”

“Then where are we, Max?”

“A little further than we were at the beginning. Very little.... Are you willing to give me a roving commission to investigate?”

“Of course, Max, of course,” assented Mr Carlyle heartily. “I — well, as far as I was concerned, I regarded the matter as settled.”

Carrados turned to his desk and the ghost of a smile might possibly have lurked about his face. He produced some stationery and indicated it to his visitor.

“You don’t mind giving me a line of introduction to your niece?”

“Pleasure,” murmured Carlyle, taking up a pen. “What shall I say?”

Carrados took the inquiry in its most literal sense and for reply he dictated the following letter: — 

“‘My dear Elsie,’ — 

“If that is the way you usually address her,” he parenthesized.

“Quite so,” acquiesced Mr Carlyle, writing.

“‘The bearer of this is Mr Carrados, of whom I have spoken to you.’

“You have spoken of me to her, I trust, Louis?” he put in.

“I believe that I have casually referred to you,” admitted the writer.

“I felt sure you would have done. It makes the rest easier.

“‘He is not in the least mad although he frequently does things which to the uninitiated appear more or less eccentric at the moment. I think that you would be quite safe in complying with any suggestion he may make.

“‘Your affectionate uncle,

“‘Louis Carlyle.’”

He accepted the envelope and put it away in a pocket-book that always seemed extraordinarily thin for the amount of papers it contained.

“I may call there to-morrow,” he added.

Neither again referred to the subject during the evening, but when Parkinson came to the library a couple of hours after midnight to know whether he would be required again, he found his master rather deeply immersed in a book and a gap on the shelf where “The Flame beyond the Dome” had formerly stood.

It is not impossible that Mr Carlyle supplemented his brief note of introduction with a more detailed communication that reached his niece by the ordinary postal service at an earlier hour than the other. At all events, when Mr Carrados presented himself at the toy villa on the following afternoon he found Elsie Bellmark suspiciously disposed to accept him and his rather gratuitous intervention among her suburban troubles as a matter of course.

When the car drew up at the bright green wooden gate of Fountain Cottage another visitor, apparently a good-class working man, was standing on the path of the trim front garden, lingering over a reluctant departure. Carrados took sufficient time in alighting to allow the man to pass through the gate before he himself entered. The last exchange of sentences reached his ear.

“I’m sure, marm, you won’t find anyone to do the work at less.”

“I can quite believe that,” replied a very fair young lady who stood nearer the house, “but, you see, we do all the gardening ourselves, thank you.”

Carrados made himself known and was taken into the daintily pretty drawing-room that opened on to the lawn behind the house.

“I do not need to ask if you are Mrs Bellmark,” he had declared.

“I have Uncle Louis’s voice?” she divined readily.

“The niece of his voice, so to speak,” he admitted. “Voices mean a great deal to me, Mrs Bellmark.”

“In recognizing and identifying people?” she suggested.

“Oh, very much more than that. In recognizing and identifying their moods — their thoughts even. There are subtle lines of trouble and the deep rings of anxious care quite as patent to the ear as to the sharpest eye sometimes.”

Elsie Bellmark shot a glance of curiously interested speculation to the face that, in spite of its frank, open bearing, revealed so marvellously little itself.

“If I had any dreadful secret, I think that I should be a little afraid to talk to you, Mr Carrados,” she said, with a half-nervous laugh.

“Then please do not have any dreadful secret,” he replied, with quite youthful gallantry. “I more than suspect that Louis has given you a very transpontine idea of my tastes. I do not spend all my time tracking murderers to their lairs, Mrs Bellmark, and I have never yet engaged in a hand-to-hand encounter with a band of cut-throats.”

“He told us,” she declared, the recital lifting her voice into a tone that Carrados vowed to himself was wonderfully thrilling, “about this: He said that you were once in a sort of lonely underground cellar near the river with two desperate men whom you could send to penal servitude. The police, who were to have been there at a certain time, had not arrived, and you were alone. The men had heard that you were blind but they could hardly believe it. They were discussing in whispers which could not be overheard what would be the best thing to do, and they had just agreed that if you really were blind they would risk the attempt to murder you. Then, Louis said, at that very moment you took a pair of scissors from your pocket, and coolly asking them why they did not have a lamp down there, you actually snuffed the candle that stood on the table before you. Is that true?”

Carrados’s mind leapt vividly back to the most desperate moment of his existence, but his smile was gently deprecating as he replied:

“I seem to recognize the touch of truth in the inclination to do anything rather than fight,” he confessed. “But, although he never suspects it, Louis really sees life through rose-coloured opera glasses. Take the case of your quite commonplace neighbour — —”

“That is really what you came about?” she interposed shrewdly.

“Frankly, it is,” he replied. “I am more attracted by a turn of the odd and grotesque than by the most elaborate tragedy. The fantastic conceit of throwing stewed kidneys over into a neighbour’s garden irresistibly appealed to me. Louis, as I was saying, regards the man in the romantic light of a humanitarian monomaniac or a demented food reformer. I take a more subdued view and I think that his action, when rightly understood, will prove to be something quite obviously natural.”

“Of course it is very ridiculous, but all the same it has been desperately annoying,” she confessed. “Still, it scarcely matters now. I am only sorry that it should have been the cause of wasting your valuable time, Mr Carrados.”

“My valuable time,” he replied, “only seems valuable to me when I am, as you would say, wasting it. But is the incident closed? Louis told me that he had drafted you a letter of remonstrance. May I ask if it has been effective?”

Instead of replying at once she got up and walked to the long French window and looked out over the garden where the fruit-trees that had been spared from the older cultivation were rejoicing the eye with the promise of their pink and white profusion.

“I did not send it,” she said slowly, turning to her visitor again. “There is something that I did not tell Uncle Louis, because it would only have distressed him without doing any good. We may be leaving here very soon.”

“Just when you had begun to get it well in hand?” he said, in some surprise.

“It is a pity, is it not, but one cannot foresee these things. There is no reason why you should not know the cause, since you have interested yourself so far, Mr Carrados. In fact,” she added, smiling away the seriousness of the manner into which she had fallen, “I am not at all sure that you do not know already.”

He shook his head and disclaimed any such prescience.

“At all events you recognized that I was not exactly light-hearted,” she insisted. “Oh, you did not say that I had dark rings under my eyes, I know, but the cap fitted excellently.... It has to do with my husband’s business. He is with a firm of architects. It was a little venturesome taking this house — we had been in apartments for two years — but Roy was doing so well with his people and I was so enthusiastic for a garden that we did — scarcely two months ago. Everything seemed quite assured. Then came this thunderbolt. The partners — it is only a small firm, Mr Carrados — required a little more capital in the business. Someone whom they know is willing to put in two thousand pounds, but he stipulates for a post with them as well. He, like my husband, is a draughtsman. There is no need for the services of both and so — —”

“Is it settled?”

“In effect, it is. They are as nice as can be about it but that does not alter the facts. They declare that they would rather have Roy than the new man and they have definitely offered to retain him if he can bring in even one thousand pounds. I suppose they have some sort of compunction about turning him adrift, for they have asked him to think it over and let them know on Monday. Of course, that is the end of it. It may be — I don’t know — I don’t like to think, how long before Roy gets another position equally good. We must endeavour to get this house off our hands and creep back to our three rooms. It is ... luck.”

Carrados had been listening to her wonderfully musical voice as another man might have been drawn irresistibly to watch the piquant charm of her delicate face.

“Yes,” he assented, almost to himself, “it is that strange, inexplicable grouping of men and things that, under one name or another, we all confess ... just luck.”

“Of course you will not mention this to Uncle Louis yet, Mr Carrados?”

“If you do not wish it, certainly not.”

“I am sure that it would distress him. He is so soft-hearted, so kind, in everything. Do you know, I found out that he had had an invitation to dine somewhere and meet some quite important people on Tuesday. Yet he came here instead, although most other men would have cried off, just because he knew that we small people would have been disappointed.”

“Well, you can’t expect me to see any self-denial in that,” exclaimed Carrados. “Why, I was one of them myself.”

Elsie Bellmark laughed outright at the expressive disgust of his tone.

“I had no idea of that,” she said. “Then there is another reason. Uncle is not very well off, yet if he knew how Roy was situated he would make an effort to arrange matters. He would, I am sure, even borrow himself in order to lend us the money. That is a thing Roy and I are quite agreed on. We will go back; we will go under, if it is to be; but we will not borrow money, not even from Uncle Louis.”

Once, subsequently, Carrados suddenly asked Mr Carlyle whether he had ever heard a woman’s voice roll like a celestial kettle-drum. The professional gentleman was vastly amused by the comparison, but he admitted that he had not.

“So that, you see,” concluded Mrs Bellmark, “there is really nothing to be done.”

“Oh, quite so; I am sure that you are right,” assented her visitor readily. “But in the meanwhile I do not see why the annoyance of your next-door neighbour should be permitted to go on.”

“Of course: I have not told you that, and I could not explain it to uncle,” she said. “I am anxious not to do anything to put him out because I have a hope — rather a faint one, certainly — that the man may be willing to take over this house.”

It would be incorrect to say that Carrados pricked up his ears — if that curious phenomenon has any physical manifestation — for the sympathetic expression of his face did not vary a fraction. But into his mind there came a gleam such as might inspire a patient digger who sees the first speck of gold that justifies his faith in an unlikely claim.

“Oh,” he said, quite conversationally, “is there a chance of that?”

“He undoubtedly did want it. It is very curious in a way. A few weeks ago, before we were really settled, he came one afternoon, saying he had heard that this house was to be let. Of course I told him that he was too late, that we had already taken it for three years.”

“You were the first tenants?”

“Yes. The house was scarcely ready when we signed the agreement. Then this Mr Johns, or Jones — I am not sure which he said — went on in a rather extraordinary way to persuade me to sublet it to him. He said that the house was dear and I could get plenty, more convenient, at less rent, and it was unhealthy, and the drains were bad, and that we should be pestered by tramps and it was just the sort of house that burglars picked on, only he had taken a sort of fancy to it and he would give me a fifty-pound premium for the term.”

“Did he explain the motive for this rather eccentric partiality?”

“I don’t imagine that he did. He repeated several times that he was a queer old fellow with his whims and fancies and that they often cost him dear.”

“I think we all know that sort of old fellow,” said Carrados. “It must have been rather entertaining for you, Mrs Bellmark.”

“Yes, I suppose it was,” she admitted. “The next thing we knew of him was that he had taken the other house as soon as it was finished.”

“Then he would scarcely require this?”

“I am afraid not.” It was obvious that the situation was not disposed of. “But he seems to have so little furniture there and to live so solitarily,” she explained, “that we have even wondered whether he might not be there merely as a sort of caretaker.”

“And you have never heard where he came from or who he is?”

“Only what the milkman told my servant — our chief source of local information, Mr Carrados. He declares that the man used to be the butler at a large house that stood here formerly, Fountain Court, and that his name is neither Johns nor Jones. But very likely it is all a mistake.”

“If not, he is certainly attached to the soil,” was her visitor’s rejoinder. “And, apropos of that, will you show me over your garden before I go, Mrs Bellmark?”

“With pleasure,” she assented, rising also. “I will ring now and then I can offer you tea when we have been round. That is, if you —— ?”

“Thank you, I do,” he replied. “And would you allow my man to go through into the garden — in case I require him?”

“Oh, certainly. You must tell me just what you want without thinking it necessary to ask permission, Mr Carrados,” she said, with a pretty air of protection. “Shall Amy take a message?”

He acquiesced and turned to the servant who had appeared in response to the bell.

“Will you go to the car and tell my man — Parkinson — that I require him here. Say that he can bring his book; he will understand.”

“Yes, sir.”

They stepped out through the French window and sauntered across the lawn. Before they had reached the other side Parkinson reported himself.

“You had better stay here,” said his master, indicating the sward generally. “Mrs Bellmark will allow you to bring out a chair from the drawing-room.”

“Thank you, sir; there is a rustic seat already provided,” replied Parkinson.

He sat down with his back to the houses and opened the book that he had brought. Let in among its pages was an ingeniously contrived mirror.

When their promenade again brought them near the rustic seat Carrados dropped a few steps behind.

“He is watching you from one of the upper rooms, sir,” fell from Parkinson’s lips as he sat there without raising his eyes from the page before him.

The blind man caught up to his hostess again.

“You intended this lawn for croquet?” he asked.

“No; not specially. It is too small, isn’t it?”

“Not necessarily. I think it is in about the proportion of four by five all right. Given that, size does not really matter for an unsophisticated game.”

To settle the point he began to pace the plot of ground, across and then lengthways. Next, apparently dissatisfied with this rough measurement, he applied himself to marking it off more exactly by means of his walking-stick. Elsie Bellmark was by no means dull but the action sprang so naturally from the conversation that it did not occur to her to look for any deeper motive.

“He has got a pair of field-glasses and is now at the window,” communicated Parkinson.

“I am going out of sight,” was the equally quiet response. “If he becomes more anxious tell me afterwards.”

“It is quite all right,” he reported, returning to Mrs Bellmark with the satisfaction of bringing agreeable news. “It should make a splendid little ground, but you may have to level up a few dips after the earth has set.”

A chance reference to the kitchen garden by the visitor took them to a more distant corner of the enclosure where the rear of Fountain Cottage cut off the view from the next house windows.

“We decided on this part for vegetables because it does not really belong to the garden proper,” she explained. “When they build farther on this side we shall have to give it up very soon. And it would be a pity if it was all in flowers.”

With the admirable spirit of the ordinary Englishwoman, she spoke of the future as if there was no cloud to obscure its prosperous course. She had frankly declared their position to her uncle’s best friend because in the circumstances it had seemed to be the simplest and most straightforward thing to do; beyond that, there was no need to whine about it.

“It is a large garden,” remarked Carrados. “And you really do all the work of it yourselves?”

“Yes; I think that is half the fun of a garden. Roy is out here early and late and he does all the hard work. But how did you know? Did uncle tell you?”

“No; you told me yourself.”

“I? Really?”

“Indirectly. You were scorning the proffered services of a horticultural mercenary at the moment of my arrival.”

“Oh, I remember,” she laughed. “It was Irons, of course. He is a great nuisance, he is so stupidly persistent. For some weeks now he has been coming time after time, trying to persuade me to engage him. Once when we were all out he had actually got into the garden and was on the point of beginning work when I returned. He said he saw the milkmen and the grocers leaving samples at the door so he thought that he would too!”

“A practical jester evidently. Is Mr Irons a local character?”

“He said that he knew the ground and the conditions round about here better than anyone else in Groat’s Heath,” she replied. “Modesty is not among Mr Irons’s handicaps. He said that he —— How curious!”

“What is, Mrs Bellmark?”

“I never connected the two men before, but he said that he had been gardener at Fountain Court for seven years.”

“Another family retainer who is evidently attached to the soil.”

“At all events they have not prospered equally, for while Mr Johns seems able to take a nice house, poor Irons is willing to work for half-a-crown a day, and I am told that all the other men charge four shillings.”

They had paced the boundaries of the kitchen garden, and as there was nothing more to be shown Elsie Bellmark led the way back to the drawing-room. Parkinson was still engrossed in his book, the only change being that his back was now turned towards the high paling of clinker-built oak that separated the two gardens.

“I will speak to my man,” said Carrados, turning aside.

“He hurried down and is looking through the fence, sir,” reported the watcher.

“That will do then. You can return to the car.”

“I wonder if you would allow me to send you a small hawthorn-tree?” inquired Carrados among his felicitations over the teacups five minutes later. “I think it ought to be in every garden.”

“Thank you — but is it worth while?” replied Mrs Bellmark, with a touch of restraint. As far as mere words went she had been willing to ignore the menace of the future, but in the circumstances the offer seemed singularly inept and she began to suspect that outside his peculiar gifts the wonderful Mr Carrados might be a little bit obtuse after all.

“Yes; I think it is,” he replied, with quiet assurance.

“In spite of —— ?”

“I am not forgetting that unless your husband is prepared on Monday next to invest one thousand pounds you contemplate leaving here.”

“Then I do not understand it, Mr Carrados.”

“And I am unable to explain as yet. But I brought you a note from Louis Carlyle, Mrs Bellmark. You only glanced at it. Will you do me the favour of reading me the last paragraph?”

She picked up the letter from the table where it lay and complied with cheerful good-humour.

“There is some suggestion that you want me to accede to,” she guessed cunningly when she had read the last few words.

“There are some three suggestions which I hope you will accede to,” he replied. “In the first place I want you to write to Mr Johns next door — let him get the letter to-night — inquiring whether he is still disposed to take this house.”

“I had thought of doing that shortly.”

“Then that is all right. Besides, he will ultimately decline.”

“Oh,” she exclaimed — it would be difficult to say whether with relief or disappointment— “do you think so? Then why — —”

“To keep him quiet in the meantime. Next I should like you to send a little note to Mr Irons — your maid could deliver it also to-night, I dare say?”

“Irons! Irons the gardener?”

“Yes,” apologetically. “Only a line or two, you know. Just saying that, after all, if he cares to come on Monday you can find him a few days’ work.”

“But in any circumstances I don’t want him.”

“No; I can quite believe that you could do better. Still, it doesn’t matter, as he won’t come, Mrs Bellmark; not for half-a-crown a day, believe me. But the thought will tend to make Mr Irons less restive also. Lastly, will you persuade your husband not to decline his firm’s offer until Monday?”

“Very well, Mr Carrados,” she said, after a moment’s consideration. “You are Uncle Louis’s friend and therefore our friend. I will do what you ask.”

“Thank you,” said Carrados. “I shall endeavour not to disappoint you.”

“I shall not be disappointed because I have not dared to hope. And I have nothing to expect because I am still completely in the dark.”

“I have been there for nearly twenty years, Mrs Bellmark.”

“Oh, I am sorry!” she cried impulsively.

“So am I — occasionally,” he replied. “Good-bye, Mrs Bellmark. You will hear from me shortly, I hope. About the hawthorn, you know.”

It was, indeed, in something less than forty-eight hours that she heard from him again. When Bellmark returned to his toy villa early on Saturday afternoon Elsie met him almost at the gate with a telegram in her hand.

“I really think, Roy, that everyone we have to do with here goes mad,” she exclaimed, in tragi-humorous despair. “First it was Mr Johns or Jones — if he is Johns or Jones — and then Irons who wanted to work here for half of what he could get at heaps of places about, and now just look at this wire that came from Mr Carrados half-an-hour ago.”

This was the message that he read:

Please procure sardine tin opener mariner’s compass and bottle of champagne. Shall arrive 6.45 bringing Crataegus Coccinea. — Carrados.

“Could anything be more absurd?” she demanded.

“Sounds as though it was in code,” speculated her husband. “Who’s the foreign gentleman he’s bringing?”

“Oh, that’s a kind of special hawthorn — I looked it up. But a bottle of champagne, and a compass, and a sardine tin opener! What possible connexion is there between them?”

“A very resourceful man might uncork a bottle of champagne with a sardine tin opener,” he suggested.

“And find his way home afterwards by means of a mariner’s compass?” she retorted. “No, Roy dear, you are not a sleuth-hound. We had better have our lunch.”

They lunched, but if the subject of Carrados had been tabooed the meal would have been a silent one.

“I have a compass on an old watch-chain somewhere,” volunteered Bellmark.

“And I have a tin opener in the form of a bull’s head,” contributed Elsie.

“But we have no champagne, I suppose?”

“How could we have, Roy? We never have had any. Shall you mind going down to the shops for a bottle?”

“You really think that we ought?”

“Of course we must, Roy. We don’t know what mightn’t happen if we didn’t. Uncle Louis said that they once failed to stop a jewel robbery because the jeweller neglected to wipe his shoes on the shop doormat, as Mr Carrados had told him to do. Suppose Johns is a desperate anarchist and he succeeded in blowing up Buckingham Palace because we — —”

“All right. A small bottle, eh?”

“No. A large one. Quite a large one. Don’t you see how exciting it is becoming?”

“If you are excited already you don’t need much champagne,” argued her husband.

Nevertheless he strolled down to the leading wine-shop after lunch and returned with his purchase modestly draped in the light summer overcoat that he carried on his arm. Elsie Bellmark, who had quite abandoned her previous unconcern, in the conviction that “something was going to happen,” spent the longest afternoon that she could remember, and even Bellmark, in spite of his continual adjurations to her to “look at the matter logically,” smoked five cigarettes in place of his usual Saturday afternoon pipe and neglected to do any gardening.

At exactly six-forty-five a motor car was heard approaching. Elsie made a desperate rally to become the self-possessed hostess again. Bellmark was favourably impressed by such marked punctuality. Then a Regent Street delivery van bowled past their window and Elsie almost wept.

The suspense was not long, however. Less than five minutes later another vehicle raised the dust of the quiet suburban road, and this time a private car stopped at their gate.

“Can you see any policemen inside?” whispered Elsie.

Parkinson got down and opening the door took out a small tree which he carried up to the porch and there deposited. Carrados followed.

“At all events there isn’t much wrong,” said Bellmark. “He’s smiling all the time.”

“No, it isn’t really a smile,” explained Elsie; “it’s his normal expression.”

She went out into the hall just as the front door was opened.

“It is the ‘Scarlet-fruited thorn’ of North America,” Bellmark heard the visitor remarking. “Both the flowers and the berries are wonderfully good. Do you think that you would permit me to choose the spot for it, Mrs Bellmark?”

Bellmark joined them in the hall and was introduced.

“We mustn’t waste any time,” he suggested. “There is very little light left.”

“True,” agreed Carrados. “And Coccinea requires deep digging.”

They walked through the house, and turning to the right passed into the region of the vegetable garden. Carrados and Elsie led the way, the blind man carrying the tree, while Bellmark went to his outhouse for the required tools.

“We will direct our operations from here,” said Carrados, when they were half-way along the walk. “You told me of a thin iron pipe that you had traced to somewhere in the middle of the garden. We must locate the end of it exactly.”

“My rosary!” sighed Elsie, with premonition of disaster, when she had determined the spot as exactly as she could. “Oh, Mr Carrados!”

“I am sorry, but it might be worse,” said Carrados inflexibly. “We only require to find the elbow-joint. Mr Bellmark will investigate with as little disturbance as possible.”

For five minutes Bellmark made trials with a pointed iron. Then he cleared away the soil of a small circle and at about a foot deep exposed a broken inch pipe.

“The fountain,” announced Carrados, when he had examined it. “You have the compass, Mr Bellmark?”

“Rather a small one,” admitted Bellmark.

“Never mind, you are a mathematician. I want you to strike a line due east.”

The reel and cord came into play and an adjustment was finally made from the broken pipe to a position across the vegetable garden.

“Now a point nine yards, nine feet and nine inches along it.”

“My onion bed!” cried Elsie tragically.

“Yes; it is really serious this time,” agreed Carrados. “I want a hole a yard across, digging here. May we proceed?”

Elsie remembered the words of her uncle’s letter — or what she imagined to be his letter — and possibly the preamble of selecting the spot had impressed her.

“Yes, I suppose so. Unless,” she added hopefully, “the turnip bed will do instead? They are not sown yet.”

“I am afraid that nowhere else in the garden will do,” replied Carrados.

Bellmark delineated the space and began to dig. After clearing to about a foot deep he paused.

“About deep enough, Mr Carrados?” he inquired.

“Oh, dear no,” replied the blind man.

“I am two feet down,” presently reported the digger.

“Deeper!” was the uncompromising response.

Another six inches were added and Bellmark stopped to rest.

“A little more and it won’t matter which way up we plant Coccinea,” he remarked.

“That is the depth we are aiming for,” replied Carrados.

Elsie and her husband exchanged glances. Then Bellmark drove his spade through another layer of earth.

“Three feet,” he announced, when he had cleared it.

Carrados advanced to the very edge of the opening.

“I think that if you would loosen another six inches with the fork we might consider the ground prepared,” he decided.

Bellmark changed his tools and began to break up the soil. Presently the steel prongs grated on some obstruction.

“Gently,” directed the blind watcher. “I think you will find a half-pound cocoa tin at the end of your fork.”

“Well, how on earth you spotted that —— !” was wrung from Bellmark admiringly, as he cleared away the encrusting earth. “But I believe you are about right.” He threw up the object to his wife, who was risking a catastrophe in her eagerness to miss no detail. “Anything in it besides soil, Elsie?”

“She cannot open it yet,” remarked Carrados. “It is soldered down.”

“Oh, I say,” protested Bellmark.

“It is perfectly correct, Roy. The lid is soldered on.”

They looked at each other in varying degrees of wonder and speculation. Only Carrados seemed quite untouched.

“Now we may as well replace the earth,” he remarked.

“Fill it all up again?” asked Bellmark.

“Yes; we have provided a thoroughly disintegrated subsoil. That is the great thing. A depth of six inches is sufficient merely for the roots.”

There was only one remark passed during the operation.

“I think I should plant the tree just over where the tin was,” Carrados suggested. “You might like to mark the exact spot.” And there the hawthorn was placed.

Bellmark, usually the most careful and methodical of men, left the tools where they were, in spite of a threatening shower. Strangely silent, Elsie led the way back to the house and taking the men into the drawing-room switched on the light.

“I think you have a tin opener, Mrs Bellmark?”

Elsie, who had been waiting for him to speak, almost jumped at the simple inquiry. Then she went into the next room and returned with the bull-headed utensil.

“Here it is,” she said, in a voice that would have amused her at any other time.

“Mr Bellmark will perhaps disclose our find.”

Bellmark put the soily tin down on Elsie’s best table-cover without eliciting a word of reproach, grasped it firmly with his left hand, and worked the opener round the top.

“Only paper!” he exclaimed, and without touching the contents he passed the tin into Carrados’s hands.

The blind man dexterously twirled out a little roll that crinkled pleasantly to the ear, and began counting the leaves with a steady finger.

“They’re bank-notes!” whispered Elsie in an awestruck voice. She caught sight of a further detail. “Bank-notes for a hundred pounds each. And there are dozens of them!”

“Fifty, there should be,” dropped Carrados between his figures. “Twenty-five, twenty-six — —”

“Good God,” murmured Bellmark; “that’s five thousand pounds!”

“Fifty,” concluded Carrados, straightening the edges of the sheaf. “It is always satisfactory to find that one’s calculations are exact.” He detached the upper ten notes and held them out. “Mrs Bellmark, will you accept one thousand pounds as a full legal discharge of any claim that you may have on this property?”

“Me — I?” she stammered. “But I have no right to any in any circumstances. It has nothing to do with us.”

“You have an unassailable moral right to a fair proportion, because without you the real owners would never have seen a penny of it. As regards your legal right” — he took out the thin pocket-book and extracting a business-looking paper spread it open on the table before them— “here is a document that concedes it. ‘In consideration of the valuable services rendered by Elsie Bellmark, etc., etc., in causing to be discovered and voluntarily surrendering the sum of five thousand pounds deposited and not relinquished by Alexis Metrobe, late of, etc., etc., deceased, Messrs Binstead & Polegate, solicitors, of 77a Bedford Row, acting on behalf of the administrator and next-of-kin of the said etc., etc., do hereby’ — well, that’s what they do. Signed, witnessed and stamped at Somerset House.”

“I suppose I shall wake presently,” said Elsie dreamily.

“It was for this moment that I ventured to suggest the third requirement necessary to bring our enterprise to a successful end,” said Carrados.

“Oh, how thoughtful of you!” cried Elsie. “Roy, the champagne.”

Five minutes later Carrados was explaining to a small but enthralled audience.

“The late Alexis Metrobe was a man of peculiar character. After seeing a good deal of the world and being many things, he finally embraced spiritualism, and in common with some of its most pronounced adherents he thenceforward abandoned what we should call ‘the common-sense view.’

“A few years ago, by the collation of the Book of Revelations, a set of Zadkiel’s Almanacs, and the complete works of Mrs Mary Baker Eddy, Metrobe discovered that the end of the world would take place on the tenth of October 1910. It therefore became a matter of urgent importance in his mind to ensure pecuniary provision for himself for the time after the catastrophe had taken place.”

“I don’t understand,” interrupted Elsie. “Did he expect to survive it?”

“You cannot understand, Mrs Bellmark, because it is fundamentally incomprehensible. We can only accept the fact by the light of cases which occasionally obtain prominence. Metrobe did not expect to survive, but he was firmly convinced that the currency of this world would be equally useful in the spirit-land into which he expected to pass. This view was encouraged by a lady medium at whose feet he sat. She kindly offered to transmit to his banking account in the Hereafter, without making any charge whatever, any sum that he cared to put into her hands for the purpose. Metrobe accepted the idea but not the offer. His plan was to deposit a considerable amount in a spot of which he alone had knowledge, so that he could come and help himself to it as required.”

“But if the world had come to an end —— ?”

“Only the material world, you must understand, Mrs Bellmark. The spirit world, its exact impalpable counterpart, would continue as before and Metrobe’s hoard would be spiritually intact and available. That is the prologue.

“About a month ago there appeared a certain advertisement in a good many papers. I noticed it at the time and three days ago I had only to refer to my files to put my hand on it at once. It reads:

“‘Alexis Metrobe. Any servant or personal attendant of the late Alexis Metrobe of Fountain Court, Groat’s Heath, possessing special knowledge of his habits and movements may hear of something advantageous on applying to Binstead & Polegate, 77a Bedford Row, W.C.’

“The solicitors had, in fact, discovered that five thousand pounds’ worth of securities had been realized early in 1910. They readily ascertained that Metrobe had drawn that amount in gold out of his bank immediately after, and there the trace ended. He died six months later. There was no hoard of gold and not a shred of paper to show where it had gone, yet Metrobe lived very simply within his income. The house had meanwhile been demolished but there was no hint or whisper of any lucky find.

“Two inquirers presented themselves at 77a Bedford Row. They were informed of the circumstances and offered a reward, varying according to the results, for information that would lead to the recovery of the money. They are both described as thoughtful, slow-spoken men. Each heard the story, shook his head, and departed. The first caller proved to be John Foster, the ex-butler. On the following day Mr Irons, formerly gardener at the Court, was the applicant.

“I must now divert your attention into a side track. In the summer of 1910 Metrobe published a curious work entitled ‘The Flame beyond the Dome.’ In the main it is an eschatological treatise, but at the end he tacked on an epilogue, which he called ‘The Fable of the Chameleon.’ It is even more curious than the rest and with reason, for under the guise of a speculative essay he gives a cryptic account of the circumstances of the five thousand pounds and, what is more important, details the exact particulars of its disposal. His reason for so doing is characteristic of the man. He was conscious by experience that he possessed an utterly treacherous memory, and having had occasion to move the treasure from one spot to another he feared that when the time came his bemuddled shade would be unable to locate it. For future reference, therefore, he embodied the details in his book, and to make sure that plenty of copies should be in existence he circulated it by the only means in his power — in other words, he gave a volume to everyone he knew and to a good many people whom he didn’t.

“So far I have dealt with actualities. The final details are partly speculative but they are essentially correct. Metrobe conveyed his gold to Fountain Court, obtained a stout oak coffer for it, and selected a spot west of the fountain. He chose a favourable occasion for burying it, but by some mischance Irons came on the scene. Metrobe explained the incident by declaring that he was burying a favourite parrot. Irons thought nothing particular about it then, although he related the fact to the butler, and to others, in evidence of the general belief that ‘the old cock was quite barmy.’ But Metrobe himself was much disturbed by the accident. A few days later he dug up the box. In pursuance of his new plan he carried his gold to the Bank of England and changed it into these notes. Then transferring the venue to one due east of the fountain, he buried them in this tin, satisfied that the small space it occupied would baffle the search of anyone not in possession of the exact location.”

“But, I say!” exclaimed Mr Bellmark. “Gold might remain gold, but what imaginable use could be made of bank-notes after the end of the world?”

“That is a point of view, no doubt. But Metrobe, in spite of his foreign name, was a thorough Englishman. The world might come to an end, but he was satisfied that somehow the Bank of England would ride through it all right. I only suggest that. There is much that we can only guess.”

“That is all there is to know, Mr Carrados?”

“Yes. Everything comes to an end, Mrs Bellmark. I sent my car away to call for me at eight. Eight has struck. That is Harris announcing his arrival.”

He stood up, but embarrassment and indecision marked the looks and movements of the other two.

“How can we possibly take all this money, though?” murmured Elsie, in painful uncertainty. “It is entirely your undertaking, Mr Carrados. It is the merest fiction bringing me into it at all.”

“Perhaps in the circumstances,” suggested Bellmark nervously— “you remember the circumstances, Elsie? — Mr Carrados would be willing to regard it as a loan — —”

“No, no!” cried Elsie impulsively. “There must be no half measures. We know that a thousand pounds would be nothing to Mr Carrados, and he knows that a thousand pounds are everything to us.” Her voice reminded the blind man of the candle-snuffing recital. “We will take this great gift, Mr Carrados, quite freely, and we will not spoil the generous satisfaction that you must have in doing a wonderful and a splendid service by trying to hedge our obligation.”

“But what can we ever do to thank Mr Carrados?” faltered Bellmark mundanely.

“Nothing,” said Elsie simply. “That is it.”

“But I think that Mrs Bellmark has quite solved that,” interposed Carrados.


THE GAME PLAYED IN THE DARK
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“IT’S A FUNNY thing, sir,” said Inspector Beedel, regarding Mr Carrados with the pensive respect that he always extended towards the blind amateur, “it’s a funny thing, but nothing seems to go on abroad now but what you’ll find some trace of it here in London if you take the trouble to look.”

“In the right quarter,” contributed Carrados.

“Why, yes,” agreed the inspector. “But nothing comes of it nine times out of ten, because it’s no one’s particular business to look here or the thing’s been taken up and finished from the other end. I don’t mean ordinary murders or single-handed burglaries, of course, but” — a modest ring of professional pride betrayed the quiet enthusiast— “real First-Class Crimes.”

“The State Antonio Five per cent. Bond Coupons?” suggested Carrados.

“Ah, you are right, Mr Carrados.” Beedel shook his head sadly, as though perhaps on that occasion someone ought to have looked. “A man has a fit in the inquiry office of the Agent-General for British Equatoria, and two hundred and fifty thousand pounds’ worth of faked securities is the result in Mexico. Then look at that jade fylfot charm pawned for one-and-three down at the Basin and the use that could have been made of it in the Kharkov ‘ritual murder’ trial.”

“The West Hampstead Lost Memory puzzle and the Baripur bomb conspiracy that might have been smothered if one had known.”

“Quite true, sir. And the three children of that Chicago millionaire — Cyrus V. Bunting, wasn’t it? — kidnapped in broad daylight outside the New York Lyric and here, three weeks later, the dumb girl who chalked the wall at Charing Cross. I remember reading once in a financial article that every piece of foreign gold had a string from it leading to Threadneedle Street. A figure of speech, sir, of course, but apt enough, I don’t doubt. Well, it seems to me that every big crime done abroad leaves a finger-print here in London — if only, as you say, we look in the right quarter.”

“And at the right moment,” added Carrados. “The time is often the present; the place the spot beneath our very noses. We take a step and the chance has gone for ever.”

The inspector nodded and contributed a weighty monosyllable of sympathetic agreement. The most prosaic of men in the pursuit of his ordinary duties, it nevertheless subtly appealed to some half-dormant streak of vanity to have his profession taken romantically when there was no serious work on hand.

“No; perhaps not ‘for ever’ in one case in a thousand, after all,” amended the blind man thoughtfully. “This perpetual duel between the Law and the Criminal has sometimes appeared to me in the terms of a game of cricket, inspector. Law is in the field; the Criminal at the wicket. If Law makes a mistake — sends down a loose ball or drops a catch — the Criminal scores a little or has another lease of life. But if he makes a mistake — if he lets a straight ball pass or spoons towards a steady man — he is done for. His mistakes are fatal; those of the Law are only temporary and retrievable.”

“Very good, sir,” said Mr Beedel, rising — the conversation had taken place in the study at The Turrets, where Beedel had found occasion to present himself— “very apt indeed. I must remember that. Well, sir, I only hope that this ‘Guido the Razor’ lot will send a catch in our direction.”

The ‘this’ delicately marked Inspector Beedel’s instinctive contempt for Guido. As a craftsman he was compelled, on his reputation, to respect him, and he had accordingly availed himself of Carrados’s friendship for a confabulation. As a man — he was a foreigner: worse, an Italian, and if left to his own resources the inspector would have opposed to his sinuous flexibility those rigid, essentially Britannia-metal, methods of the Force that strike the impartial observer as so ponderous, so amateurish and conventional, and, it must be admitted, often so curiously and inexplicably successful.

The offence that had circuitously brought “il Rasojo” and his “lot” within the cognizance of Scotland Yard outlines the kind of story that is discreetly hinted at by the society paragraphist of the day, politely disbelieved by the astute reader, and then at last laid indiscreetly bare in all its details by the inevitable princessly “Recollections” of a generation later. It centred round an impending royal marriage in Vienna, a certain jealous “Countess X.” (here you have the discretion of the paragrapher), and a document or two that might be relied upon (the aristocratic biographer will impartially sum up the contingencies) to play the deuce with the approaching nuptials. To procure the evidence of these papers the Countess enlisted the services of Guido, as reliable a scoundrel as she could probably have selected for the commission. To a certain point — to the abstraction of the papers, in fact — he succeeded, but it was with pursuit close upon his heels. There was that disadvantage in employing a rogue to do work that implicated roguery, for whatever moral right the Countess had to the property, her accomplice had no legal right whatever to his liberty. On half-a-dozen charges at least he could be arrested on sight in as many capitals of Europe. He slipped out of Vienna by the Nordbahn with his destination known, resourcefully stopped the express outside Czaslau and got away across to Chrudim. By this time the game and the moves were pretty well understood in more than one keenly interested quarter. Diplomacy supplemented justice and the immediate history of Guido became that of a fox hunted from covert to covert with all the familiar earths stopped against him. From Pardubitz he passed on to Glatz, reached Breslau and went down the Oder to Stettin. Out of the liberality of his employer’s advances he had ample funds to keep going, and he dropped and rejoined his accomplices as the occasion ruled. A week’s harrying found him in Copenhagen, still with no time to spare, and he missed his purpose there. He crossed to Malmo by ferry, took the connecting night train to Stockholm and the same morning sailed down the Saltsjon, ostensibly bound for Obo, intending to cross to Revel and so get back to central Europe by the less frequented routes. But in this move again luck was against him and receiving warning just in time, and by the mysterious agency that had so far protected him, he contrived to be dropped from the steamer by boat among the islands of the crowded Archipelago, made his way to Helsingfors and within forty-eight hours was back again on the Frihavnen with pursuit for the moment blinked and a breathing-time to the good.

To appreciate the exact significance of these wanderings it is necessary to recall the conditions. Guido was not zigzagging a course about Europe in an aimless search for the picturesque, still less inspired by any love of the melodramatic. To him every step was vital, each tangent or rebound the necessary outcome of his much-badgered plans. In his pocket reposed the papers for which he had run grave risks. The price agreed upon for the service was sufficiently lavish to make the risks worth taking time after time; but in order to consummate the transaction it was necessary that the booty should be put into his employer’s hand. Half-way across Europe that employer was waiting with such patience as she could maintain, herself watched and shadowed at every step. The Countess X. was sufficiently exalted to be personally immune from the high-handed methods of her country’s secret service, but every approach to her was tapped. The problem was for Guido to earn a long enough respite to enable him to communicate his position to the Countess and for her to go or to reach him by a trusty hand. Then the whole fabric of intrigue could fall to pieces, but so far Guido had been kept successfully on the run and in the meanwhile time was pressing.

“They lost him after the Hutola,” Beedel reported, in explaining the circumstances to Max Carrados. “Three days later they found that he’d been back again in Copenhagen but by that time he’d flown. Now they’re without a trace except the inference of these ‘Orange peach blossom’ agonies in The Times. But the Countess has gone hurriedly to Paris; and Lafayard thinks it all points to London.”

“I suppose the Foreign Office is anxious to oblige just now?”

“I expect so, sir,” agreed Beedel, “but, of course, my instructions don’t come from that quarter. What appeals to us is that it would be a feather in our caps — they’re still a little sore up at the Yard about Hans the Piper.”

“Naturally,” assented Carrados. “Well, I’ll see what I can do if there is real occasion. Let me know anything, and, if you see your chance yourself, come round for a talk if you like on — to-day’s Wednesday? — I shall be in at any rate on Friday evening.”

Without being a precisian, the blind man was usually exact in such matters. There are those who hold that an engagement must be kept at all hazard: men who would miss a death-bed message in order to keep literal faith with a beggar. Carrados took lower, if more substantial, ground. “My word,” he sometimes had occasion to remark, “is subject to contingencies, like everything else about me. If I make a promise it is conditional on nothing which seems more important arising to counteract it. That, among men of sense, is understood.” And, as it happened, something did occur on this occasion.

He was summoned to the telephone just before dinner on Friday evening to receive a message personally. Greatorex, his secretary, had taken the call, but came in to say that the caller would give him nothing beyond his name — Brebner. The name was unknown to Carrados, but such incidents were not uncommon, and he proceeded to comply.

“Yes,” he responded; “I am Max Carrados speaking. What is it?”

“Oh, it is you, sir, is it? Mr Brickwill told me to get to you direct.”

“Well, you are all right. Brickwill? Are you the British Museum?”

“Yes. I am Brebner in the Chaldean Art Department. They are in a great stew here. We have just found out that someone has managed to get access to the Second Inner Greek Room and looted some of the cabinets there. It is all a mystery as yet.”

“What is missing?” asked Carrados.

“So far we can only definitely speak of about six trays of Greek coins — a hundred to a hundred and twenty, roughly.”

“Important?”

The line conveyed a caustic bark of tragic amusement.

“Why, yes, I should say so. The beggar seems to have known his business. All fine specimens of the best period. Syracuse — Messana — Croton — Amphipolis. Eumenes — Evainetos — Kimons. The chief quite wept.”

Carrados groaned. There was not a piece among them that he had not handled lovingly.

“What are you doing?” he demanded.

“Mr Brickwill has been to Scotland Yard, and, on advice, we are not making it public as yet. We don’t want a hint of it to be dropped anywhere, if you don’t mind, sir.”

“That will be all right.”

“It was for that reason that I was to speak with you personally. We are notifying the chief dealers and likely collectors to whom the coins, or some of them, may be offered at once if it is thought that we haven’t found it out yet. Judging from the expertness displayed in the selection, we don’t think that there is any danger of the lot being sold to a pawnbroker or a metal-dealer, so that we are running very little real risk in not advertising the loss.”

“Yes; probably it is as well,” replied Carrados. “Is there anything that Mr Brickwill wishes me to do?”

“Only this, sir; if you are offered a suspicious lot of Greek coins, or hear of them, would you have a look — I mean ascertain whether they are likely to be ours, and if you think they are communicate with us and Scotland Yard at once.”

“Certainly,” replied the blind man. “Tell Mr Brickwill that he can rely on me if any indication comes my way. Convey my regrets to him and tell him that I feel the loss quite as a personal one.... I don’t think that you and I have met as yet, Mr Brebner?”

“No, sir,” said the voice diffidently, “but I have looked forward to the pleasure. Perhaps this unfortunate business will bring me an introduction.”

“You are very kind,” was Carrados’s acknowledgment of the compliment. “Any time ... I was going to say that perhaps you don’t know my weakness, but I have spent many pleasant hours over your wonderful collection. That ensures the personal element. Good-bye.”

Carrados was really disturbed by the loss although his concern was tempered by the reflection that the coins would inevitably in the end find their way back to the Museum. That their restitution might involve ransom to the extent of several thousand pounds was the least poignant detail of the situation. The one harrowing thought was that the booty might, through stress or ignorance, find its way into the melting-pot. That dreadful contingency, remote but insistent, was enough to affect the appetite of the blind enthusiast.

He was expecting Inspector Beedel, who would be full of his own case, but he could not altogether dismiss the aspects of possibility that Brebner’s communication opened before his mind. He was still concerned with the chances of destruction and a very indifferent companion for Greatorex, who alone sat with him, when Parkinson presented himself. Dinner was over but Carrados had remained rather longer than his custom, smoking his mild Turkish cigarette in silence.

“A lady wishes to see you, sir. She said you would not know her name, but that her business would interest you.”

The form of message was sufficiently unusual to take the attention of both men.

“You don’t know her, of course, Parkinson?” inquired his master.

For just a second the immaculate Parkinson seemed tongue-tied. Then he delivered himself in his most ceremonial strain.

“I regret to say that I cannot claim the advantage, sir,” he replied.

“Better let me tackle her, sir,” suggested Greatorex with easy confidence. “It’s probably a sub.”

The sportive offer was declined by a smile and a shake of the head. Carrados turned to his attendant.

“I shall be in the study, Parkinson. Show her there in three minutes. You stay and have another cigarette, Greatorex. By that time she will either have gone or have interested me.”

In three minutes’ time Parkinson threw open the study door.

“The lady, sir,” he announced.

Could he have seen, Carrados would have received the impression of a plainly, almost dowdily, dressed young woman of buxom figure. She wore a light veil, but it was ineffective in concealing the unattraction of the face beneath. The features were swart and the upper lip darkened with the more than incipient moustache of the southern brunette. Worse remained, for a disfiguring rash had assailed patches of her skin. As she entered she swept the room and its occupant with a quiet but comprehensive survey.

“Please take a chair, Madame. You wished to see me?”

The ghost of a demure smile flickered about her mouth as she complied, and in that moment her face seemed less uncomely. Her eye lingered for a moment on a cabinet above the desk, and one might have noticed that her eye was very bright. Then she replied.

“You are Signor Carrados, in — in the person?”

Carrados made his smiling admission and changed his position a fraction — possibly to catch her curiously pitched voice the better.

“The great collector of the antiquities?”

“I do collect a little,” he admitted guardedly.

“You will forgive me, Signor, if my language is not altogether good. When I live at Naples with my mother we let boardings, chiefly to Inglish and Amerigans. I pick up the words, but since I marry and go to live in Calabria my Inglish has gone all red — no, no, you say, rusty. Yes, that is it; quite rusty.”

“It is excellent,” said Carrados. “I am sure that we shall understand one another perfectly.”

The lady shot a penetrating glance but the blind man’s expression was merely suave and courteous. Then she continued:

“My husband is of name Ferraja — Michele Ferraja. We have a vineyard and a little property near Forenzana.” She paused to examine the tips of her gloves for quite an appreciable moment. “Signor,” she burst out, with some vehemence, “the laws of my country are not good at all.”

“From what I hear on all sides,” said Carrados, “I am afraid that your country is not alone.”

“There is at Forenzana a poor labourer, Gian Verde of name,” continued the visitor, dashing volubly into her narrative. “He is one day digging in the vineyard, the vineyard of my husband, when his spade strikes itself upon an obstruction. ‘Aha,’ says Gian, ‘what have we here?’ and he goes down upon his knees to see. It is an oil jar of red earth, Signor, such as was anciently used, and in it is filled with silver money.

“Gian is poor but he is wise. Does he call upon the authorities? No, no; he understands that they are all corrupt. He carries what he has found to my husband for he knows him to be a man of great honour.

“My husband also is of brief decision. His mind is made up. ‘Gian,’ he says, ‘keep your mouth shut. This will be to your ultimate profit.’ Gian understands, for he can trust my husband. He makes a sign of mutual implication. Then he goes back to the spade digging.

“My husband understands a little of these things but not enough. We go to the collections of Messina and Naples and even Rome and there we see other pieces of silver money, similar, and learn that they are of great value. They are of different sizes but most would cover a lira and of the thickness of two. On the one side imagine the great head of a pagan deity; on the other — oh, so many things I cannot remember what.” A gesture of circumferential despair indicated the hopeless variety of design.

“A biga or quadriga of mules?” suggested Carrados. “An eagle carrying off a hare, a figure flying with a wreath, a trophy of arms? Some of those perhaps?”

“Si, si bene,” cried Madame Ferraja. “You understand, I perceive, Signor. We are very cautious, for on every side is extortion and an unjust law. See, it is even forbidden to take these things out of the country, yet if we try to dispose of them at home they will be seized and we punished, for they are tesoro trovato, what you call treasure troven and belonging to the State — these coins which the industry of Gian discovered and which had lain for so long in the ground of my husband’s vineyard.”

“So you brought them to England?”

“Si, Signor. It is spoken of as a land of justice and rich nobility who buy these things at the highest prices. Also my speaking a little of the language would serve us here.”

“I suppose you have the coins for disposal then? You can show them to me?”

“My husband retains them. I will take you, but you must first give parola d’onore of an English Signor not to betray us, or to speak of the circumstance to another.”

Carrados had already foreseen this eventuality and decided to accept it. Whether a promise exacted on the plea of treasure trove would bind him to respect the despoilers of the British Museum was a point for subsequent consideration. Prudence demanded that he should investigate the offer at once and to cavil over Madame Ferraja’s conditions would be fatal to that object. If the coins were, as there seemed little reason to doubt, the proceeds of the robbery, a modest ransom might be the safest way of preserving irreplaceable treasures, and in that case Carrados could offer his services as the necessary intermediary.

“I give you the promise you require, Madame,” he accordingly declared.

“It is sufficient,” assented Madame. “I will now take you to the spot. It is necessary that you alone should accompany me, for my husband is so distraught in this country, where he understands not a word of what is spoken, that his poor spirit would cry ‘We are surrounded!’ if he saw two strangers approach the house. Oh, he is become most dreadful in his anxiety, my husband. Imagine only, he keeps on the fire a cauldron of molten lead and he would not hesitate to plunge into it this treasure and obliterate its existence if he imagined himself endangered.”

“So,” speculated Carrados inwardly. “A likely precaution for a simple vine-grower of Calabria! Very well,” he assented aloud, “I will go with you alone. Where is the place?”

Madame Ferraja searched in the ancient purse that she discovered in her rusty handbag and produced a scrap of paper.

“People do not understand sometimes my way of saying it,” she explained. “Sette, Herringbone — —”

“May I —— ?” said Carrados, stretching out his hand. He took the paper and touched the writing with his finger-tips. “Oh yes, 7 Heronsbourne Place. That is on the edge of Heronsbourne Park, is it not?” He transferred the paper casually to his desk as he spoke and stood up. “How did you come, Madame Ferraja?”

Madame Ferraja followed the careless action with a discreet smile that did not touch her voice.

“By motor bus — first one then another, inquiring at every turning. Oh, but it was interminable,” sighed the lady.

“My driver is off for the evening — I did not expect to be going out — but I will ‘phone up a taxi and it will be at the gate as soon as we are.” He despatched the message and then, turning to the house telephone, switched on to Greatorex.

“I’m just going round to Heronsbourne Park,” he explained. “Don’t stay, Greatorex, but if anyone calls expecting to see me, they can say that I don’t anticipate being away more than an hour.”

Parkinson was hovering about the hall. With quite novel officiousness he pressed upon his master a succession of articles that were not required. Over this usually complacent attendant the unattractive features of Madame Ferraja appeared to exercise a stealthy fascination, for a dozen times the lady detected his eyes questioning her face and a dozen times he looked guiltily away again. But his incongruities could not delay for more than a few minutes the opening of the door.

“I do not accompany you, sir?” he inquired, with the suggestion plainly tendered in his voice that it would be much better if he did.

“Not this time, Parkinson.”

“Very well, sir. Is there any particular address to which we can telephone in case you are required, sir?”

“Mr Greatorex has instructions.”

Parkinson stood aside, his resources exhausted. Madame Ferraja laughed a little mockingly as they walked down the drive.

“Your man-servant thinks I may eat you, Signor Carrados,” she declared vivaciously.

Carrados, who held the key of his usually exact attendant’s perturbation — for he himself had recognized in Madame Ferraja the angelic Nina Brun, of the Sicilian tetradrachm incident, from the moment she opened her mouth — admitted to himself the humour of her audacity. But it was not until half-an-hour later that enlightenment rewarded Parkinson. Inspector Beedel had just arrived and was speaking with Greatorex when the conscientious valet, who had been winnowing his memory in solitude, broke in upon them, more distressed than either had ever seen him in his life before, and with the breathless introduction: “It was the ears, sir! I have her ears at last!” poured out his tale of suspicion, recognition and his present fears.

In the meanwhile the two objects of his concern had reached the gate as the summoned taxicab drew up.

“Seven Heronsbourne Place,” called Carrados to the driver.

“No, no,” interposed the lady, with decision, “let him stop at the beginning of the street. It is not far to walk. My husband would be on the verge of distraction if he thought in the dark that it was the arrival of the police; — who knows?”

“Brackedge Road, opposite the end of Heronsbourne Place,” amended Carrados.

Heronsbourne Place had the reputation, among those who were curious in such matters, of being the most reclusive residential spot inside the four-mile circle. To earn that distinction it was, needless to say, a cul-de-sac. It bounded one side of Heronsbourne Park but did not at any point of its length give access to that pleasance. It was entirely devoted to unostentatious little houses, something between the villa and the cottage, some detached and some in pairs, but all possessing the endowment of larger, more umbrageous gardens than can generally be secured within the radius. The local house agent described them as “delightfully old-world” or “completely modernized” according to the requirement of the applicant.

The cab was dismissed at the corner and Madame Ferraja guided her companion along the silent and deserted way. She had begun to talk with renewed animation, but her ceaseless chatter only served to emphasize to Carrados the one fact that it was contrived to disguise.

“I am not causing you to miss the house with looking after me — No. 7, Madame Ferraja?” he interposed.

“No, certainly,” she replied readily. “It is a little farther. The numbers are from the other end. But we are there. Ecco!”

She stopped at a gate and opened it, still guiding him. They passed into a garden, moist and sweet-scented with the distillate odours of a dewy evening. As she turned to relatch the gate the blind man endeavoured politely to anticipate her. Between them his hat fell to the ground.

“My clumsiness,” he apologized, recovering it from the step. “My old impulses and my present helplessness, alas, Madame Ferraja!”

“One learns prudence by experience,” said Madame sagely. She was scarcely to know, poor lady, that even as she uttered this trite aphorism, under cover of darkness and his hat, Mr Carrados had just ruined his signet ring by blazoning a golden “7” upon her garden step to establish its identity if need be. A cul-de-sac that numbered from the closed end seemed to demand some investigation.

“Seldom,” he replied to her remark. “One goes on taking risks. So we are there?”

Madame Ferraja had opened the front door with a latchkey. She dropped the latch and led Carrados forward along the narrow hall. The room they entered was at the back of the house, and from the position of the road it therefore overlooked the park. Again the door was locked behind them.

“The celebrated Mr Carrados!” announced Madame Ferraja, with a sparkle of triumph in her voice. She waved her hand towards a lean, dark man who had stood beside the door as they entered. “My husband.”

“Beneath our poor roof in the most fraternal manner,” commented the dark man, in the same derisive spirit. “But it is wonderful.”

“The even more celebrated Monsieur Dompierre, unless I am mistaken?” retorted Carrados blandly. “I bow on our first real meeting.”

“You knew!” exclaimed the Dompierre of the earlier incident incredulously. “Stoker, you were right and I owe you a hundred lire. Who recognized you, Nina?”

“How should I know?” demanded the real Madame Dompierre crossly. “This blind man himself, by chance.”

“You pay a poor compliment to your charming wife’s personality to imagine that one could forget her so soon,” put in Carrados. “And you a Frenchman, Dompierre!”

“You knew, Monsieur Carrados,” reiterated Dompierre, “and yet you ventured here. You are either a fool or a hero.”

“An enthusiast — it is the same thing as both,” interposed the lady. “What did I tell you? What did it matter if he recognized? You see?”

“Surely you exaggerate, Monsieur Dompierre,” contributed Carrados. “I may yet pay tribute to your industry. Perhaps I regret the circumstance and the necessity but I am here to make the best of it. Let me see the things Madame has spoken of, and then we can consider the detail of their price, either for myself or on behalf of others.”

There was no immediate reply. From Dompierre came a saturnine chuckle and from Madame Dompierre a titter that accompanied a grimace. For one of the rare occasions in his life Carrados found himself wholly out of touch with the atmosphere of the situation. Instinctively he turned his face towards the other occupant of the room, the man addressed as “Stoker,” whom he knew to be standing near the window.

“This unfortunate business has brought me an introduction,” said a familiar voice.

For one dreadful moment the universe stood still round Carrados. Then, with the crash and grind of overwhelming mental tumult, the whole strategy revealed itself, like the sections of a gigantic puzzle falling into place before his eyes.

There had been no robbery at the British Museum! That plausible concoction was as fictitious as the intentionally transparent tale of treasure trove. Carrados recognized now how ineffective the one device would have been without the other in drawing him — how convincing the two together — and while smarting at the humiliation of his plight he could not restrain a dash of admiration at the ingenuity — the accurately conjectured line of inference — of the plot. It was again the familiar artifice of the cunning pitfall masked by the clumsily contrived trap just beyond it. And straightway into it he had blundered!

“And this,” continued the same voice, “is Carrados, Max Carrados, upon whose perspicuity a government — only the present government, let me in justice say — depends to outwit the undesirable alien! My country; O my country!”

“Is it really Monsieur Carrados?” inquired Dompierre in polite sarcasm. “Are you sure, Nina, that you have not brought a man from Scotland Yard instead?”

“Basta! he is here; what more do you want? Do not mock the poor sightless gentleman,” answered Madame Dompierre, in doubtful sympathy.

“That is exactly what I was wondering,” ventured Carrados mildly. “I am here — what more do you want? Perhaps you, Mr Stoker —— ?”

“Excuse me. ‘Stoker’ is a mere colloquial appellation based on a trifling incident of my career in connection with a disabled liner. The title illustrates the childish weakness of the criminal classes for nicknames, together with their pitiable baldness of invention. My real name is Montmorency, Mr Carrados — Eustace Montmorency.”

“Thank you, Mr Montmorency,” said Carrados gravely. “We are on opposite sides of the table here to-night, but I should be proud to have been with you in the stokehold of the Benvenuto.”

“That was pleasure,” muttered the Englishman. “This is business.”

“Oh, quite so,” agreed Carrados. “So far I am not exactly complaining. But I think it is high time to be told — and I address myself to you — why I have been decoyed here and what your purpose is.”

Mr Montmorency turned to his accomplice.

“Dompierre,” he remarked, with great clearness, “why the devil is Mr Carrados kept standing?”

“Ah, oh, heaven!” exclaimed Madame Dompierre with tragic resignation, and flung herself down on a couch.

“Scusi,” grinned the lean man, and with burlesque grace he placed a chair for their guest’s acceptance.

“Your curiosity is natural,” continued Mr Montmorency, with a cold eye towards Dompierre’s antics, “although I really think that by this time you ought to have guessed the truth. In fact, I don’t doubt that you have guessed, Mr Carrados, and that you are only endeavouring to gain time. For that reason — because it will perhaps convince you that we have nothing to fear — I don’t mind obliging you.”

“Better hasten,” murmured Dompierre uneasily.

“Thank you, Bill,” said the Englishman, with genial effrontery. “I won’t fail to report your intelligence to the Rasojo. Yes, Mr Carrados, as you have already conjectured, it is the affair of the Countess X. to which you owe this inconvenience. You will appreciate the compliment that underlies your temporary seclusion, I am sure. When circumstances favoured our plans and London became the inevitable place of meeting, you and you alone stood in the way. We guessed that you would be consulted and we frankly feared your intervention. You were consulted. We know that Inspector Beedel visited you two days ago and he has no other case in hand. Your quiescence for just three days had to be obtained at any cost. So here you are.”

“I see,” assented Carrados. “And having got me here, how do you propose to keep me?”

“Of course that detail has received consideration. In fact we secured this furnished house solely with that in view. There are three courses before us. The first, quite pleasant, hangs on your acquiescence. The second, more drastic, comes into operation if you decline. The third — but really, Mr Carrados, I hope you won’t oblige me even to discuss the third. You will understand that it is rather objectionable for me to contemplate the necessity of two able-bodied men having to use even the smallest amount of physical compulsion towards one who is blind and helpless. I hope you will be reasonable and accept the inevitable.”

“The inevitable is the one thing that I invariably accept,” replied Carrados. “What does it involve?”

“You will write a note to your secretary explaining that what you have learned at 7 Heronsbourne Place makes it necessary for you to go immediately abroad for a few days. By the way, Mr Carrados, although this is Heronsbourne Place it is not No. 7.”

“Dear, dear me,” sighed the prisoner. “You seem to have had me at every turn, Mr Montmorency.”

“An obvious precaution. The wider course of giving you a different street altogether we rejected as being too risky in getting you here. To continue: To give conviction to the message you will direct your man Parkinson to follow by the first boat-train to-morrow, with all the requirements for a short stay, and put up at Mascot’s, as usual, awaiting your arrival there.”

“Very convincing,” agreed Carrados. “Where shall I be in reality?”

“In a charming though rather isolated bungalow on the south coast. Your wants will be attended to. There is a boat. You can row or fish. You will be run down by motor car and brought back to your own gate. It’s really very pleasant for a few days. I’ve often stayed there myself.”

“Your recommendation carries weight. Suppose, for the sake of curiosity, that I decline?”

“You will still go there but your treatment will be commensurate with your behaviour. The car to take you is at this moment waiting in a convenient spot on the other side of the park. We shall go down the garden at the back, cross the park, and put you into the car — anyway.”

“And if I resist?”

The man whose pleasantry it had been to call himself Eustace Montmorency shrugged his shoulders.

“Don’t be a fool,” he said tolerantly. “You know who you are dealing with and the kind of risks we run. If you call out or endanger us at a critical point we shall not hesitate to silence you effectively.”

The blind man knew that it was no idle threat. In spite of the cloak of humour and fantasy thrown over the proceedings, he was in the power of coolly desperate men. The window was curtained and shuttered against sight and sound, the door behind him locked. Possibly at that moment a revolver threatened him; certainly weapons lay within reach of both his keepers.

“Tell me what to write,” he asked, with capitulation in his voice.

Dompierre twirled his mustachios in relieved approval. Madame laughed from her place on the couch and picked up a book, watching Montmorency over the cover of its pages. As for that gentleman, he masked his satisfaction by the practical business of placing on the table before Carrados the accessories of the letter.

“Put into your own words the message that I outlined just now.”

“Perhaps to make it altogether natural I had better write on a page of the notebook that I always use,” suggested Carrados.

“Do you wish to make it natural?” demanded Montmorency, with latent suspicion.

“If the miscarriage of your plan is to result in my head being knocked — yes, I do,” was the reply.

“Good!” chuckled Dompierre, and sought to avoid Mr Montmorency’s cold glance by turning on the electric table-lamp for the blind man’s benefit. Madame Dompierre laughed shrilly.

“Thank you, Monsieur,” said Carrados, “you have done quite right. What is light to you is warmth to me — heat, energy, inspiration. Now to business.”

He took out the pocket-book he had spoken of and leisurely proceeded to flatten it down upon the table before him. As his tranquil, pleasant eyes ranged the room meanwhile it was hard to believe that the shutters of an impenetrable darkness lay between them and the world. They rested for a moment on the two accomplices who stood beyond the table, picked out Madame Dompierre lolling on the sofa on his right, and measured the proportions of the long, narrow room. They seemed to note the positions of the window at the one end and the door almost at the other, and even to take into account the single pendent electric light which up till then had been the sole illuminant.

“You prefer pencil?” asked Montmorency.

“I generally use it for casual purposes. But not,” he added, touching the point critically, “like this.”

Alert for any sign of retaliation, they watched him take an insignificant penknife from his pocket and begin to trim the pencil. Was there in his mind any mad impulse to force conclusions with that puny weapon? Dompierre worked his face into a fiercer expression and touched reassuringly the handle of his knife. Montmorency looked on for a moment, then, whistling softly to himself, turned his back on the table and strolled towards the window, avoiding Madame Nina’s pursuant eye.

Then, with overwhelming suddenness, it came, and in its form altogether unexpected.

Carrados had been putting the last strokes to the pencil, whittling it down upon the table. There had been no hasty movement, no violent act to give them warning; only the little blade had pushed itself nearer and nearer to the electric light cord lying there ... and suddenly and instantly the room was plunged into absolute darkness.

“To the door, Dom!” shouted Montmorency in a flash. “I am at the window. Don’t let him pass and we are all right.”

“I am here,” responded Dompierre from the door.

“He will not attempt to pass,” came the quiet voice of Carrados from across the room. “You are now all exactly where I want you. You are both covered. If either moves an inch, I fire — and remember that I shoot by sound, not sight.”

“But — but what does it mean?” stammered Montmorency, above the despairing wail of Madame Dompierre.

“It means that we are now on equal terms — three blind men in a dark room. The numerical advantage that you possess is counterbalanced by the fact that you are out of your element — I am in mine.”

“Dom,” whispered Montmorency across the dark space, “strike a match. I have none.”

“I would not, Dompierre, if I were you,” advised Carrados, with a short laugh. “It might be dangerous.” At once his voice seemed to leap into a passion. “Drop that matchbox,” he cried. “You are standing on the brink of your grave, you fool! Drop it, I say; let me hear it fall.”

A breath of thought — almost too short to call a pause — then a little thud of surrender sounded from the carpet by the door. The two conspirators seemed to hold their breath.

“That is right.” The placid voice once more resumed its sway. “Why cannot things be agreeable? I hate to have to shout, but you seem far from grasping the situation yet. Remember that I do not take the slightest risk. Also please remember, Mr Montmorency, that the action even of a hair-trigger automatic scrapes slightly as it comes up. I remind you of that for your own good, because if you are so ill-advised as to think of trying to pot me in the dark, that noise gives me a fifth of a second start of you. Do you by any chance know Zinghi’s in Mercer Street?”

“The shooting gallery?” asked Mr Montmorency a little sulkily.

“The same. If you happen to come through this alive and are interested you might ask Zinghi to show you a target of mine that he keeps. Seven shots at twenty yards, the target indicated by four watches, none of them so loud as the one you are wearing. He keeps it as a curiosity.”

“I wear no watch,” muttered Dompierre, expressing his thought aloud.

“No, Monsieur Dompierre, but you wear a heart, and that not on your sleeve,” said Carrados. “Just now it is quite as loud as Mr Montmorency’s watch. It is more central too — I shall not have to allow any margin. That is right; breathe naturally” — for the unhappy Dompierre had given a gasp of apprehension. “It does not make any difference to me, and after a time holding one’s breath becomes really painful.”

“Monsieur,” declared Dompierre earnestly, “there was no intention of submitting you to injury, I swear. This Englishman did but speak within his hat. At the most extreme you would have been but bound and gagged. Take care: killing is a dangerous game.”

“For you — not for me,” was the bland rejoinder. “If you kill me you will be hanged for it. If I kill you I shall be honourably acquitted. You can imagine the scene — the sympathetic court — the recital of your villainies — the story of my indignities. Then with stumbling feet and groping hands the helpless blind man is led forward to give evidence. Sensation! No, no, it isn’t really fair but I can kill you both with absolute certainty and Providence will be saddled with all the responsibility. Please don’t fidget with your feet, Monsieur Dompierre. I know that you aren’t moving but one is liable to make mistakes.”

“Before I die,” said Montmorency — and for some reason laughed unconvincingly in the dark— “before I die, Mr Carrados, I should really like to know what has happened to the light. That, surely, isn’t Providence?”

“Would it be ungenerous to suggest that you are trying to gain time? You ought to know what has happened. But as it may satisfy you that I have nothing to fear from delay, I don’t mind telling you. In my hand was a sharp knife — contemptible, you were satisfied, as a weapon; beneath my nose the ‘flex’ of the electric lamp. It was only necessary for me to draw the one across the other and the system was short-circuited. Every lamp on that fuse is cut off and in the distributing-box in the hall you will find a burned-out wire. You, perhaps — but Monsieur Dompierre’s experience in plating ought to have put him up to simple electricity.”

“How did you know that there is a distributing-box in the hall?” asked Dompierre, with dull resentment.

“My dear Dompierre, why beat the air with futile questions?” replied Max Carrados. “What does it matter? Have it in the cellar if you like.”

“True,” interposed Montmorency. “The only thing that need concern us now — —”

“But it is in the hall — nine feet high,” muttered Dompierre in bitterness. “Yet he, this blind man — —”

“The only thing that need concern us,” repeated the Englishman, severely ignoring the interruption, “is what you intend doing in the end, Mr Carrados?”

“The end is a little difficult to foresee,” was the admission. “So far, I am all for maintaining the status quo. Will the first grey light of morning find us still in this impasse? No, for between us we have condemned the room to eternal darkness. Probably about daybreak Dompierre will drop off to sleep and roll against the door. I, unfortunately mistaking his intention, will send a bullet through —— Pardon, Madame, I should have remembered — but pray don’t move.”

“I protest, Monsieur — —”

“Don’t protest; just sit still. Very likely it will be Mr Montmorency who will fall off to sleep the first after all.”

“Then we will anticipate that difficulty,” said the one in question, speaking with renewed decision. “We will play the last hand with our cards upon the table if you like. Nina, Mr Carrados will not injure you whatever happens — be sure of that. When the moment comes you will rise — —”

“One word,” put in Carrados with determination. “My position is precarious and I take no risks. As you say, I cannot injure Madame Dompierre, and you two men are therefore my hostages for her good behaviour. If she rises from the couch you, Dompierre, fall. If she advances another step Mr Montmorency follows you.”

“Do nothing rash, carissima,” urged her husband, with passionate solicitude. “You might get hit in place of me. We will yet find a better way.”

“You dare not, Mr Carrados!” flung out Montmorency, for the first time beginning to show signs of wear in this duel of the temper. “He dare not, Dompierre. In cold blood and unprovoked! No jury would acquit you!”

“Another who fails to do you justice, Madame Nina,” said the blind man, with ironic gallantry. “The action might be a little high-handed, one admits, but when you, appropriately clothed and in your right complexion, stepped into the witness-box and I said: ‘Gentlemen of the jury, what is my crime? That I made Madame Dompierre a widow!’ can you doubt their gratitude and my acquittal? Truly my countrymen are not all bats or monks, Madame.” Dompierre was breathing with perfect freedom now, while from the couch came the sounds of stifled emotion, but whether the lady was involved in a paroxysm of sobs or of laughter it might be difficult to swear.



It was perhaps an hour after the flourish of the introduction with which Madame Dompierre had closed the door of the trap upon the blind man’s entrance.

The minutes had passed but the situation remained unchanged, though the ingenuity of certainly two of the occupants of the room had been tormented into shreds to discover a means of turning it to their advantage. So far the terrible omniscience of the blind man in the dark and the respect for his markmanship with which his coolness had inspired them, dominated the group. But one strong card yet remained to be played, and at last the moment came upon which the conspirators had pinned their despairing hopes.

There was the sound of movement in the hall outside, not the first about the house, but towards the new complication Carrados had been strangely unobservant. True, Montmorency had talked rather loudly, to carry over the dangerous moments. But now there came an unmistakable step and to the accomplices it could only mean one thing. Montmorency was ready on the instant.

“Down, Dom!” he cried, “throw yourself down! Break in, Guido. Break in the door. We are held up!”

There was an immediate response. The door, under the pressure of a human battering-ram, burst open with a crash. On the threshold the intruders — four or five in number — stopped starkly for a moment, held in astonishment by the extraordinary scene that the light from the hall, and of their own bull’s-eyes, revealed.

Flat on their faces, to present the least possible surface to Carrados’s aim, Dompierre and Montmorency lay extended beside the window and behind the door. On the couch, with her head buried beneath the cushions, Madame Dompierre sought to shut out the sight and sound of violence. Carrados — Carrados had not moved, but with arms resting on the table and fingers placidly locked together he smiled benignly on the new arrivals. His attitude, compared with the extravagance of those around him, gave the impression of a complacent modern deity presiding over some grotesque ceremonial of pagan worship.

“So, Inspector, you could not wait for me, after all?” was his greeting.
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INTRODUCTION
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IN OFFERING A series of stories which continue the adventures of a group of characters already introduced to the reading public, a writer is inevitably at a certain disadvantage. In contriving their first appearance he has been able to select both the occasion and the moment which lend themselves most effectively to his plan. He has begun at the beginning — or, at least, at what, so far as you and he and the tale he has to tell are concerned, must be accepted as the beginning. Buttonholing you at the intersection of these three lines of destiny he has, in effect, exclaimed: My dear Reader! the very man I wished to see. I want to introduce rather a remarkable character to you — Max Carrados, whom you see approaching. You will notice that he is blind — quite blind; but so far from that crippling his interests in life or his energies, it has merely impelled him to develop those senses which in most of us lie half dormant and practically unused. Thus you will understand that while he may be at a disadvantage when you are at an advantage, he is at an advantage when you are at a disadvantage. The alert, slightly spoffish gentleman with the knowing look, who accompanies him, is his friend Carlyle. He has a private inquiry business now; formerly he was a solicitor, but... (here the voice becomes discreetly inaudible)... and having run up across Carrados again... And so on.

This is well enough once, but it should not be repeated. One cannot begin at the beginning twice. In any case, it does not dispose of an obvious dilemma: those among prospective readers who are acquainted with the first book do not need to be informed of the how, when and wherefore of Carrados and his associates; those who are not so acquainted (possibly even a larger class) do need to be informed, and may resent the omission. In the circumstances a word of explanation where it can conveniently be avoided seems to offer the least harmful course.

Max Carrados was published in the spring of 1914. It consisted of eight tales, each separate and complete in itself, but connected (as are the nine of the present volume) by the central figure of Carrados. The first story, “The Coin of Dionysius,” cleared the necessary ground. Carlyle, a private inquiry agent, who has descended in the social scale owing to an irregularity — an indiscretion rather than a crime — is very desirous one evening of testing the genuineness of a certain rare and valuable Sicilian tetradrachm, for upon its authenticity an immediate arrest depends. It is too late at night for him to get in touch with expert professional opinion, but finally he is referred to a certain gifted amateur, a Mr Max Carrados, who lives at Richmond. To Richmond he accordingly proceeds, and is at once recognised by Carrados as a former friend, Calling by name. The recognition is not at first mutual, for Carrados has also changed his name — he was formerly Max Wynn — in order to qualify for a considerable fortune, and he, like Carlyle, has altered in appearance with passing years. More to the point, he has become blind: “Literally... I was riding along a bridle-path through a wood about a dozen years ago with a friend.

He was in front. At one point a twig sprang back — you know how easily a thing like that happens. It just flicked my eye — nothing to think twice about.... It is called amaurosis.”

Carlyle fails to recognise Carrados because the latter is an altered personality, with a different name, and living in unexpected circumstances, but to the blind man the change in Carlyle is negligible against the identity of a remembered voice. They talk of old times and of present times. Carlyle explains his business, and Carrados confesses that the idea of criminal investigation has always attracted him. Even yet, he thinks, he might not be entirely out at it, for blindness has unexpected compensations: “A new world to explore, new experiences, new powers awakening; strange new perceptions; life in the fourth dimension.”

Not regarding the suggestion of co-operation seriously, Carlyle puts the offer aside, but, later, Carrados returns to it again. Then the private detective remembers the object of his visit, the meanwhile forgotten coin, and to settle the matter, and to demonstrate to Carrados his helplessness (for the idea of the blind man being an expert must, of course, have been someone’s blunder), he slyly offers to put his friend on the track of a mystery. “Yes,” he accordingly replied, with crisp deliberation, as he recrossed the room; “yes, I will, Max. Here is the clue to what seems to be a rather remarkable fraud.” He put the tetradrachm into his host’s hand. “What do you make of it?” For a few seconds Carrados handled the piece with the delicate manipulation of his finger-tips, while Carlyle looked on with a self-appreciative grin. Then with equal gravity the blind man weighed the coin in the balance of his hand. Finally he touched it with his tongue.

“Well?” demanded the other.

“Of course I have not much to go on, and if I was more fully in your confidence I might come to another conclusion”

“Yes, yes,” interposed Carlyle, with amused encouragement.

“Then I should advise you to arrest the parlour-maid, Nina Brun, communicate with the police authorities of Padua for particulars of the career of Helene Brunesi, and suggest to Lord Seastoke that he should return to London to see what further depredations have been made in his cabinet.”

Mr Carlyle’s groping hand sought and found a chair, on which he dropped blankly. His eyes were unable to detach themselves for a single moment from the very ordinary spectacle of Mr Carrados’s mildly benevolent face, while the sterilised ghost of his now forgotten amusement still lingered about his features.

“Good heavens!” he managed to articulate, “how do you know?”

“Isn’t that what you wanted of me?” asked Carrados suavely.

“Don’t humbug, Max,” said Carlyle severely. “This is no joke.” An undefined mistrust of his own powers suddenly possessed him in the presence of this mystery. “How do you come to know of Nina Brun and Lord Seastoke?”

“You are a detective, Louis,” replied Carrados. “How does one know these things?”

The bottom having been thus knocked out of his objection, Carlyle has no option but to promise Carrados the reversion of “the next murder” that comes his way. Actually, it is a case involving thirty-five murders that redeems this pledge.

But in spite of every device of Carrados’s perspicuity there is still the cardinal deficiency that he cannot see. Whatever remains outside the range of four supertrained senses, aided by that subtle and elusive perception (every man in odd moments has surprised his own mind in the act of throwing out faint-spun and wholly forgotten tentacles of search towards it) called in vague ignorance the “sixth sense” — all beyond these must be for ever a terra incognita to his knowledge. To remedy this he has a personal attendant called Parkinson. Carlyle ingenuously falls into a proposed test that Carrados suggests — his powers of observation against those of Parkinson. When it comes to actual specified details the visitor finds that he only has a loose and general idea of the appearance of the man who has admitted him. On the other hand, when Parkinson is called up he is able to run off a precise and categorical description of Mr Carlyle — although his period of observation had certainly not been the more favourable — from the size and material of the caller’s boots, with a button missing from the left foot, to the fashion and fabric of his watch-chain. A very ordinary man of strictly limited ability, he has, in fact, trained this one faculty of detailed observation and retention to supply his master’s need.

These three men — Carrados, Carlyle and Parkinson — are the only characters of any prominence who are carried over from the first book to the second. An Inspector Beedel makes an occasional and unimportant appearance in both. In the story called “The Mystery of the Poisoned Dish of Mushrooms” a Mrs Bellmark (niece to Carlyle) will be met; she is the lady whose acquaintance Carrados formed in “The Comedy at Fountain Cottage,” when a very opportune buried treasure was unearthed in her suburban garden. Every generation not unnaturally “fancies itself,” and whatever is happening is therefore somewhat more wonderful than anything that has ever happened before. But for this present age there is, of course, a special reason why the exploits of the sightless obtain prominence, and why every inch won in the narrowing of the gulf between the seeing and the blind is hailed almost with the satisfaction of a martial victory. That the general condition of the blind is being raised, that they are, in the mass, more capable and infinitely less dependent than at any period of the past, is undeniable, and these things are plainly to the good; but when we think that blind men individually do more surprising feats and carry themselves more confidently in their blindness than has ever been done before, we deceive ourselves, in the superficiality that is common to the times. The higher capacity under blindness is a form of genius and, like other kinds of genius, it is not the prerogative of any century or of any system. Judged by this standard, Max Carrados is by no means a super-blind man, and although for convenience the qualities of more than one blind prototype may have been collected within a single frame, on the other hand literary licence must be judged to have its limits, and many of the realities of fact have been deemed too improbable to be transferred to fiction. Carrados’s opening exploit, that of accurately deciding an antique coin to be a forgery, by the sense of touch, is far from being unprecedented.

The curious and the incredulous may be referred to a little book, first published in 1820. This is entitled Biography of the Blind, or the Lives of such as have distinguished themselves as Poets, Philosophers, Artists, &c., and it is by James Wilson, “Who has been Blind from his Infancy.” From the authorities given (they are stated in every case), it is obvious that these lives and anecdotes are available elsewhere, but probably in no other single volume is so much that is informing and entertaining on this one subject brought together. The coin incident finds its warrant in the biography of Nicholas Saunderson, LL.D., F.R.S., who was born in Yorkshire in the year 1682. When about twelve months old he lost not only his sight but the eyes themselves from an attack of small-pox. In 1707 he proceeded to Cambridge, where he appears to have made some stir; at all events he was given his M.A. in 1711 by a special process and immediately afterwards elected Lucasian Professor of Mathematics. Of his lighter qualities Wilson says: “He could with great nicety and exactness perceive the smallest degree of roughness, or defect of polish, on a surface; thus, in a set of Roman medals he distinguished the genuine from the false, though they had been counterfeited with such exactness as to deceive a connoisseur who had judged from the eye. By the sense of touch also, he distinguished the least variation; and he has been seen in a garden, when observations were making on the sun, to take notice of every cloud that interrupted the observation, almost as justly as others could see it. He could also tell when anything was held near his face, or when he passed by a tree at no great distance, merely from the different impulse of the air on his face. His ear was also equally exact; he could readily distinguish the fourth part of a note by the quickness of this sense; and could judge of the size of a room, and of his distance from the wall. And if he ever walked over a pavement in courts or piazzas which reflected sound, and was afterwards conducted thither again, he could tell in what part of the walk he had stood, merely by the note it sounded.”

Another victim to small-pox during infancy was Dr. Henry Moyes, a native of Fifeshire, born during the middle of the eighteenth century. “He was the first blind man who had proposed to lecture on chemistry, and as a lecturer he acquired great reputation; his address was easy and pleasing, his language correct, and he performed his experiments in a manner which always gave great pleasure to his auditors.... Being of a restless disposition, and fond of travelling, he, in 1785, visited America.... The following paragraph respecting him appeared in one of the American newspapers of that day:— ‘The celebrated Dr Moyes, though blind, delivered a lecture upon optics, in which he delineated the properties of light and shade, and also gave an astonishing illustration of the power of touch. A highly polished plate of steel was presented to him with the stroke of an etching tool so minutely engraved on it that it was invisible to the naked eye, and only discoverable by a powerful magnifying glass; with his fingers, however, he discovered the extent, and measured the length of the line. Dr Moyes informed us that being overturned in a stage-coach one dark rainy evening in England, and the carriage and four horses thrown into a ditch, the passengers and drivers, with two eyes apiece, were obliged to apply to him, who had no eyes, for assistance in extricating the horses. “As for me,” said he, “I was quite at home in the dark ditch... now directing eight persons to haul here, and haul there with all the dexterity and activity of a man-of-war’s boatswain.”

Thomas Wilson, “the blind bell-ringer of Dumfries,” also owed his affliction to small-pox in childhood. At the mature age of twelve he was promoted to be chief ringer of Dumfries. Says our biographer: “He moreover excelled in the culinary art, cooking his victuals with the greatest nicety; and priding himself on the architectural skill he displayed in erecting a good ingle or fire. In his domestic economy he neither had nor required an assistant. He fetched his own water, made his own bed, cooked his own victuals, planted and raised his own potatoes; and, what is more strange still, cut his own peats, and was allowed by all to keep as clean a house as the most particular spinster in the town. Among a hundred rows of potatoes he easily found the way to his own; and when turning peats walked as carefully among the hags of lochar moss as those who were in possession of all their faculties. At raising potatoes, or any other odd job, he was ever ready to bear a hand; and when a neighbour became groggy on a Saturday night, it was by no means an uncommon spectacle to see Tom conducting him home to his wife and children.... At another time, returning home one evening a little after ten o’clock, he heard a gentleman, who had just alighted from the mail, inquiring the way to Colin, and Tom instantly offered to conduct him thither. His services were gladly accepted, and he acted his part so well that, although Colin is three miles from Dumfries, the stranger did not discover his guide was blind until they reached the end of their journey.”

Music, indeed, in some form, would seem to be the natural refuge of the blind. Among the many who have made it their profession, John Stanley was one of the most eminent. Born in 1713, he lost his sight at the age of two, not from disease, but “by falling on a marble hearth, with a china basin in his hand.” At eleven he became organist of All-Hallows’, Bread Street; at thirteen he was chosen from among many candidates to fill a similar position at St Andrew’s, Holborn. Eight years later “the Benchers of the Honourable Society of the Inner Temple elected him one of their organists.” The following was written by one of Stanley’s old pupils:— “It was common, just as the service of St Andrew’s Church, or the Temple, was ended, to see forty or fifty organists at the altar, waiting to hear his last voluntary; and even Handel himself I have frequently seen at both of those places. In short, it must be confessed that his extempore voluntaries were inimitable, and his taste in composition wonderful. I was his apprentice, and I remember, the first year I went to him, his occasionally playing (for his amusement only) at billiards, mississipie, shuffle-board, and skittles, at which games he constantly beat his competitors. To avoid prolixity I shall only mention his showing me the way, both on horseback and on foot, through the private streets in Westminster, the intricate passages of the city, and the adjacent villages, places at which I had never been before. I remember also his playing very correctly all Corelli’s and Geminiani’s twelve solos on the violin. He had so correct an ear that he never forgot the voice of any person he had once heard speak, and I myself have divers times been a witness of this. In April, 1779, as he and I were going to Pall Mall, to the late Dr Boyce’s auction, a gentleman met us who had been in Jamaica twenty years, and in a feigned voice said, ‘How do you do, Mr. Stanley?’ when he, after pausing a little, said, ‘God bless me, Mr Smith, how long have you been in England?’ If twenty people were seated at a table near him, he would address them all in regular order, without their situations being previously announced to him. Riding on horseback was one of his favourite exercises; and towards the conclusion of his life, when he lived at Epping Forest, and wished to give his friends an airing, he would often take them the pleasantest road and point out the most agreeable prospects.”

All the preceding, it will be noticed, became blind early in life, and this would generally seem to be a necessary condition towards the subject acquiring an exceptional mastery over his affliction. At all events, of the twenty-six biographies (including his own) in which Wilson provides the necessary data, only six lose their sight later than youth, and several of these — as Milton and Euler, for instance — are included for their eminence pure and simple and not because they are remarkable as blind men. Perhaps even Huber must be included in this category, for his marvellous research work among bees (he it was who solved the mystery of the queen bee’s aerial “nuptial flight”) seems to have been almost entirely conducted through the eyes of his wife, his son, and a trained attendant, and not to depend in any marked way on the compensatory development of other senses. Of the twenty youthful victims, the cause of blindness is stated in fourteen cases, and of these fourteen no fewer than ten owe the calamity to small-pox.

To this general rule of youthful initiation Dr. Hugh James provides an exception. He was born at St Bees in 1771, and had already been practising for several years when he became totally blind at the age of thirty-five. In spite of this, he continued his ordinary work as a physician, “even with increased success.” If Dr James’s record under this handicap is less showy than that of many others, it is remarkable for the mature age at which he successfully adapted himself to a new life. He died at forty-five, still practising; indeed he died of a disease contracted at the bedside of a needy patient.

But for energy, resource and sheer bravado under blindness, no age and no country can show anything to excel the record of John Metcalf— “Blind Jack of Knaresborough” (1717-1810). At six he lost his sight through small-pox, at nine he could get on pretty well unaided, at fourteen he announced his intention of disregarding his affliction thenceforward and of behaving in every respect as a normal human being. It is true that immediately on this brave resolve he fell into a gravel pit and received a serious hurt while escaping, under pursuit, from an orchard he was robbing, but fortunately this did not affect his self-reliance. At twenty he had made a reputation as a pugilist. Metcalf’s exploits are too many and diverse to be more than briefly touched upon. In boyhood he became an expert swimmer, diver, horse-rider and, indeed, an adept in country sports generally. While yet a boy he was engaged to find the bodies of two men who had been drowned in a local river and swept away into its treacherous depths; he succeeded in recovering one. He followed the hounds regularly, won some races, and had at that time an ambition to become a jockey. He was also a very good card-player (for stakes), a professional violinist, and a trainer of fighting-cocks. All through life there was a streak of jocosity, even of devilment, in his nature. Twenty-one found him very robust, just under six feet two high, and as ready with his tongue as with his hands and feet. The following year he learned that his sweetheart was being married by her parents to a more eligible rival. Metcalf eloped with her on the night before the wedding and married her himself the next day. From Knaresborough, where they set up house, he walked to London and back, beating the coach on the return journey. On the outbreak of the ‘45 he started recruiting for the King and in two days had enlisted one hundred and forty men. Sixty-four of these, Metcalf playing at their head, marched into Newcastle, where they were drafted into Pulteney’s regiment. With them Metcalf took part in the battle of Falkirk, and in other engagements down to Culloden. After Culloden he returned to Knaresborough and became horse-dealer, cotton and worsted merchant, and general smuggler. A little later he did well in army contract work, and then started to run a stage-coach between York and Knaresborough, driving it himself both summer and winter. His extensive journeyings and his coach work had made the blind man familiar, in a very special way, with the roads and the land between them, and in 1765, at the age of forty-eight, he came into his true vocation — that of road construction. It is unnecessary to follow his career in this development; it is enough to say that during the next twenty-seven years he constructed some one hundred and eighty miles of road. Much of it was over very difficult country, some of it, indeed, over country which up to that time had been deemed impossible, but all of it was well made. His plans did not always commend themselves in advance to the authorities. For such a contingency Metcalf had a very reasonable proposal: “Let me make the road my way, and if it is not perfectly satisfactory when finished I will pull it all to pieces and, without extra charge, make it your way.” He had been over the ground in his very special way; of this a Dr Bew, who knew him, wrote: “With the assistance only of a long staff, I have several times met this man traversing roads, ascending steep and rugged heights, exploring valleys and investigating their extent, form and situation so as to answer his designs in the best manner.... He was alone as usual.”

Remarkable to the end, John Metcalf reached his ninety-fourth year and left behind him ninety great-grandchildren.

It would be easy to multiply appropriate instances from Wilson’s book, but bulk is not the object. Nor can his Anecdotes of the Blind be materially drawn upon, although it is impossible to resist alluding to two delightful cases where blind men detected blindness in horses after the animals had been examined and passed by ordinary experts. In one instance suspicion arose from the sound of the horse’s step hi walking, “which implied a peculiar and unusual caution in the manner of putting down his feet.” In the other case the blind man, relying solely on his touch, “felt the one eye to be colder than the other.” These two anecdotes are credited to Dr Abercrombie; Scott, in a note to Peveril of the Peak (“Mute Vassals”), recounts a similar case, where the blind man discovered the imperfection by touching the horse’s eyes sharply with one hand, while he placed the other over its heart and observed that there was no increase of pulsation.

One point in the capacity of the blind is frequently in dispute — the power to distinguish colour. Even so ingenious a man as the Nicholas Saunderson already mentioned not only could gain no perception of colour himself, but used to say that “it was pretending to impossibilities.” Mr J. A. Macy, who edited Miss Helen Keller’s book, The Story of my Life — an experience that ought surely to have effaced the word “impossible” from his mind in connection with the blind — makes the bold statement: “No blind person can tell colour.”

Three instances of those for whom this power has been claimed are all that can be included here. The reader must attach so much credibility to them as he thinks fit:

1. From Wilson’s Biography, as ante:

“The late family tailor (MacGuire) of Mr M’Donald, of Clanronald, in Inverness-shire, lost his sight fifteen years before his death, yet he still continued to work for the family as before, not indeed with the same expedition, but with equal correctness. It is well known how difficult it is to make a tartan dress, because every stripe and colour (of which there are many) must fit each other with mathematical exactness; hence even very few tailors who enjoy their sight are capable of executing that task.... It is said that MacGuire could, by the sense of touch, distinguish all the colours of the tartan.”

2. From the Dictionary of National Biography:

“M’Avoy, Margaret (1800-1820), blind lady, was born at Liverpool of respectable parentage on 28 June 1800. She was of a sickly constitution, and became totally blind in June 1816. Her case attracted considerable attention from the readiness with which she could distinguish by her touch the colours of cloth, silk, and stained glass; she could accurately describe, too, the height, dress, bearing, and other characteristics of her visitors; and she could even decipher the forms of letters in a printed book or clearly written manuscript with her fingers’ ends, so as to be able to read with tolerable facility. Her needlework was remarkable for its extreme neatness. Within a few days of her death she wrote a letter to her executor. She died at Liverpool on 18 August 1820.”

3. From The Daily Telegraph, 29th April 1922:

“American scientists are deeply interested in the discovery of a young girl of seventeen, Willetta Huggins, who, although totally blind and deaf, can ‘see and hear’ perfectly through a supernormal sense of smell and touch. Miss Huggins, who has been quite deaf since she was ten years old, and totally blind since she was fifteen, demonstrated to the satisfaction of physicians and scientists that she can hear perfectly over the telephone by placing her finger-tips upon the receiver and listening to conversation with friends by placing her fingers on the speakers’ cheeks. She attends lectures and concerts, and hears by holding a thin sheet of paper between her fingers directed broadside towards the volume of sound, and reads newspaper headlines by running her finger-tips over large type. She discerns colours by odours, and before the Chicago Medical Society recently she separated several skeins of wool correctly and declared their colours by smelling them, and also recognised the various colours in a neck-tie.”

* * * * *

The case of Miss Helen Keller has already been referred to. In America that case has become classic; indeed in its way the life of Miss Keller is almost as remarkable as that of John Metcalf, but, needless to say, the way is a very different one. Her book, The Story of My Life, is a very full and engrossing account of her education (in this instance “life” and “education” are interchangeable) from “the earliest time” until shortly after her entry into Radcliffe College in 1900, she then being in her twenty-first year. The book consists of three parts: (1) her autobiography; (2) her letters; (3) her biography from external sources, chiefly by the account of Miss Sullivan, who trained her.

The difficulty here was not merely blindness. When less than two years old not only sight, but hearing, and with hearing speech, were all lost. Her people were well-to-do, and skilled advice was frequently obtained, but no improvement came. As the months and the years went on, intelligent communication between the child and the world grew less, while a naturally impulsive nature deepened into sullenness and passion in the face of a dimly realised “difference,” and of her inability to understand and to be understood. When Miss Sullivan came to live with the Kellers in 1887, on a rather forlorn hope of being able to do something with Helen, the child was six, and relapsing into primitive savagery. The first — and in the event the one and only — problem was that of opening up communication with the stunted mind, of raising or piercing the black veil that had settled around it four years before.

A month after her arrival Miss Sullivan wrote as follows: — 



“I must write you a line this morning because something very important has happened. Helen has taken the second great step in her education. She has learned that everything has a name, and that the manual alphabet is the key to everything she wants to know.

“In a previous letter I think I wrote you that ‘mug’ and ‘milk’ had given Helen more trouble than all the rest. She confused the nouns with the verb ‘drink.’ She didn’t know the word for ‘drink,’ but went through the pantomime of drinking whenever she spelled ‘mug’ or ‘milk.’ This morning, while she was washing, she wanted to know the name for ‘water.’ When she wants to know the name of anything, she points to it and pats my hand. I spelled ‘w-a-t-e-r’ and thought no more about it until after breakfast. Then it occurred to me that with the help of this new word I might succeed in straightening out the ‘mug-milk’ difficulty. We went out to the pump-house, and I made Helen hold her mug under the spout while I pumped. As the cold water gushed forth, filling the mug, I spelled ‘w-a-t-e-r’ in Helen’s free hand. The word coming so close upon the sensation of cold water rushing over her hand seemed to startle her. She dropped the mug and stood as one transfixed. A new light came into her face. She spelled ‘water’ several times. Then she dropped on the ground and asked for its name and pointed to the pump and the trellis, and suddenly turning round she asked for my name. I spelled ‘teacher.’ Just then the nurse brought Helen’s little sister into the pump-house, and Helen spelled ‘baby’ and pointed to the nurse. All the way back to the house she was highly excited, and learned the name of every object she touched, so that in a few hours she had added thirty new words to her vocabulary. Here are some of them: door, open, shut, give, go, come, and a great many more.

“P.S. — I didn’t finish my letter in time to get it posted last night, so I shall add a line. Helen got up this morning like a radiant fairy. She has flitted from object to object, asking the name of everything and kissing me for very gladness. Last night when I got in bed, she stole into my arms of her own accord and kissed me for the first time, and I thought my heart would burst, so full was it of joy.”



Seven months later we have this characteristic sketch. It may not be very much to the point here, but it would be difficult to excel its peculiar quality:



“We took Helen to the circus, and had ‘the time of our lives!’ The circus people were much interested in Helen, and did everything they could to make her first circus a memorable event. They let her feel the animals whenever it was safe. She fed the elephants, and was allowed to climb up on the back of the largest, and sit in the lap of the ‘Oriental Princess’ while the elephant marched majestically around the ring. She felt some young lions. They were as gentle as kittens; but I told her they would get wild and fierce as they grew older. She said to the keeper: ‘I will take the baby lions home and teach them to be mild.’ The keeper of the bears made one big black fellow stand on his hind legs and hold out his great paw to us, which Helen shook politely. She was greatly delighted with the monkeys and kept her hand on the star performer while he went through his tricks, and laughed heartily when he took off his hat to the audience. One cute little fellow stole her hair-ribbon, and another tried to snatch the flowers out of her hat. I don’t know who had the best time, the monkeys, Helen, or the spectators. One of the leopards licked her hands, and the man in charge of the giraffes lifted her up in his arms so that she could feel their ears and see how tall they were. She also felt a Greek chariot, and the charioteer would have liked to take her round the ring; but she was afraid of ‘many swift horses.’ The riders and clowns and rope-walkers were all glad to let the little blind girl feel their costumes and follow their motions whenever it was possible, and she kissed them all, to show her gratitude. Some of them cried, and the Wild Man of Borneo shrank from her sweet little face in terror. She has talked about nothing but the circus ever since.”



So far there is nothing in this case very material to the purpose of this Introduction. The story of Helen Keller is really the story of the triumph of Miss Sullivan, showing how, with infinite patience and resource, she presently brought a naturally keen and versatile mind out of bondage and finally led it, despite all obstacles, to the full attainment of its originally endowed powers. But the last resort of the blind — some of them — is the undeterminate quality to which the expression “sixth sense” has often been applied. On this subject, Helen being about seven years old at this time, Miss Sullivan writes: “On another occasion while walking with me she seemed conscious of the presence of her brother, although we were distant from him. She spelled his name repeatedly and started in the direction in which he was coming.

“When walking or riding she often gives the names of the people we meet almost as soon as we recognise them.”

And a year later:



“I mentioned several instances where she seemed to have called into use an inexplicable mental faculty; but it now seems to me, after carefully considering the matter, that this power may be explained by her perfect familiarity with the muscular variations of those with whom she comes into contact, caused by their emotions.... One day, while she was walking out with her mother and Mr Anagnos, a boy threw a torpedo, which startled Mrs Keller. Helen felt the change in her mother’s movements instantly, and asked, ‘What are we afraid of?’ On one occasion, while walking on the Common with her, I saw a police officer taking a man to the station-house. The agitation which I felt evidently produced a perceptible physical change; for Helen asked excitedly, ‘What do you see?’

“A striking illustration of this strange power was recently shown while her ears were being examined by the aurists in Cincinnati. Several experiments were tried, to determine positively whether or not she had any perception of sound. All present were astonished when she appeared not only to hear a whistle, but also an ordinary tone of voice. She would turn her head, smile, and act as though she had heard what was said. I was then standing beside her, holding her hand. Thinking that she was receiving impressions from me, I put her hands upon the table, and withdrew to the opposite side of the room. The aurists then tried their experiments with quite different results. Helen remained motionless through them all, not once showing the least sign that she realised what was going on. At my suggestion, one of the gentlemen took her hand, and the tests were repeated. This time her countenance changed whenever she was spoken to, but there was not such a decided lighting up of the features as when I held her hand.

“In the account of Helen last year it was stated that she knew nothing about death, or the burial of the body; yet on entering a cemetery for the first time in her life she showed signs of emotion — her eyes actually filling with tears....

“While making a visit at Brewster, Massachusetts, she one day accompanied my friend and me through the graveyard. She examined one stone after another, and seemed pleased when she could decipher a name. She smelt of the flowers, but showed no desire to pluck them; and, when I gathered a few for her, she refused to have them pinned on her dress. When her attention was drawn to a marble slab inscribed with the name Florence in relief, she dropped upon the ground as though looking for something, then turned to me with a face full of trouble, and asked, ‘Where is poor little Florence?’ I evaded the question, but she persisted. Turning to my friend, she asked, ‘Did you cry loud for poor little Florence?’ Then she added: ‘I think she is very dead. Who put her in big hole?’ As she continued, to ask these distressing questions, we left the cemetery. Florence was the daughter of my friend, and was a young lady at the time of her death; but Helen had been told nothing about her, nor did she even know that my friend had had a daughter. Helen had been given a bed and carriage for her dolls, which she had received and used like any other gift. On her return to the house after her visit to the cemetery, she ran to the closet where these toys were kept, and carried them to my friend, saying, ‘They are poor little Florence’s.’ This was true, although we were at a loss to understand how she guessed it.”



“Muscular variation” would rather seem to be capable of explaining away most of the occult phenomena if this is it. But at all events the latest intelligence of Miss Keller is quite tangible and undeniably “in the picture.” According to Who’s Who in America, she “Appears in moving picture-play, Deliverance, based on her autobiography.” This, doubtless, is another record in the achievements of the blind: Miss Keller has become a “movie.”


THE VIRGINIOLA FRAUD
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IF THERE WAS one thing more than another about Max Carrados that came as a continual surprise, even a mild shock, to his acquaintances, it was the wide and unrestricted scope of his amusements. Had the blind man displayed a pensive interest in chamber music, starred by an occasional visit to the opera, taken a daily walk in the park on his attendant’s arm, and found his normal recreation in chess or in being read to, the routine would have seemed an eminently fit and proper one. But to call at The Turrets and learn that Carrados was out on the river punting, or to find him in his gymnasium, probably with the gloves on, outraged one’s sense of values. The only extraordinary thing in fact about his recreations was their ordinariness. He frequently spent an afternoon at Lord’s when there was the prospect of a good game being put up; he played golf, bowls, croquet and cards; fished in all waters, and admitted that he had never missed the University Boat Race since the great finish of ‘91. When he walked about the streets anywhere within two miles of his house he was quite independent of any guidance, and on one occasion he had saved a mesmerised girl’s life on Richmond Bridge by dragging her into one of the recesses just in time to escape an uncontrollable dray that had jumped the kerb.

This prelude is by way of explaining the attitude of a certain Mr Marrable whom Carrados knew, as he knew a hundred strange and useful people. Marrable had chambers in the neighbourhood of Piccadilly which he furnished and decorated on a lavish and expensive scale. His bric-à-brac, pictures, books and appointments, indeed, constituted the man’s means of living, for he was one of the best all-round judges of art and the antique in London, and with a nonchalant air of indifference he very pleasantly and profitably lounged his way through life on the honey extracted from-one facile transaction after another. Living on his wits in a strictly legitimate sense, he enjoyed all the advantages of being a dealer without the necessity of maintaining a place of business. It was not even necessary for him to find “bargains” in the general sense, for buying in the ordinary market and selling in a very special and restricted one disclosed a substantial margin. This commercial system, less rare than one might imagine, involved no misrepresentation: his wealthy and exclusive clients were quite willing to pay the difference for the cachet of Mr Marrable’s connoisseurship and also, perhaps, for the amiable reluctance with which he carried on his operations.

The business that took Carrados to the amateur dealer’s rooms one day in April has nothing to do with this particular incident. It was quite friendly and satisfactory on both sides, but it was not until Carrados rose to leave that the tangent of the visit touched the circle of the Virginiola.

“I am due at Gurnard’s at about three-thirty,” remarked Marrable, glancing at a Louis XVI. ormolu clock for which he had marked off a certain musical comedy countess at two hundred and fifty guineas. “Your way at all?”

“Gurnard & Lane’s — the auctioneers?”

“Yes. They have a book sale on this afternoon.”

“I hope I haven’t been keeping you,” apologised Carrados.

“Oh, not at all. There is nothing I want among the earlier lots.” He picked up a catalogue from a satinwood desk in which Mademoiselle Mars had once kept her play-bills and glanced down the pages. “No. 191 is the first I have marked: An Account of the Newly Discovered Islands of Sir George Sommers, called ‘Virginiola.’ You aren’t a competitor, by the way?”

“No,” replied Carrados; “but if you don’t mind I should like to go with you.”

Marrable looked at him with slightly suspicious curiosity.

“You’d find it uncommonly dull, surely, seeing nothing,” he remarked.

“I generally contrive to extract some interest from what is going on,” said Carrados modestly. “And as I have never yet been at a book sale—”

“Oh, come, by all means,” interposed the other. “I shall be very glad of your company. Only I was surprised for the moment at the idea. I should warn you, however, that it isn’t anything great in the way of a dispersal — no Caxtons or first-folio Shakespeares. Consequently there will be an absence of ducal bibliophiles and literary Cabinet ministers, and we shall have a crowd of more or less frowsy dealers.”

They had walked down into the street as they conversed. Marrable held up a finger to the nearest taxicab on an adjacent rank, opened the door for Carrados, and gave the driver the address of the auction rooms of which he had spoken.

“I don’t expect to get very much,” he speculated, turning over the later pages of the catalogue, which he still carried in his hand. “I’ve marked a dozen lots, but I’m not particularly keen on half of them. But I should certainly like to land the Virginiola.”

“It is rare, I suppose?” inquired Carrados. Indifferent to books from the bibliophile’s standpoint, he was able to feel the interest that one collector is generally willing to extend to the tastes of another.

“Yes,” assented Marrable with weighty consideration. “Yes. In a way it is extremely rare. But this copy is faulty — the Dedication and Address pages are missing. That will bring down the bidding enormously, and yet it is just the defect that makes it attractive to me.”

For a moment he was torn between the secretiveness bred of his position and a human desire to expound his shrewdness. The weakness triumphed.

“A few months ago,” he continued, “I came cross another copy of the Virginiola among the lumber of a Bristol second-hand book-dealer’s stock. It was altogether a rotten specimen — both covers gone, scores of pages ripped away, and most of those that remained appallingly torn and dirty. It was a fragment in fact, and I was not tempted even at the nominal guinea that was put upon it. But now—”

“Quite so,” agreed Carrados.

“The first few pages were just the scrap that was presentable. I have a wonderful memory for details like that. The pages I want were discoloured, but they were sound. Sunshine or a chloride of lime bath will restore them to condition. If I get this Virginiola I shall run down to Bristol to-morrow.”

“I congratulate you,” said Carrados. “Unless, of course, your Bristol friend runs up to London to-day!” Mr. Marrable started rather violently. Then he shook his head with a knowing look.

“No; he won’t do that. He is only a little backstreet huckster. True, if he found out that a Virginiola short of the pages he possesses was being sold he might have written to a London dealer, but he won’t find out. For some reason they have overlooked the defect in cataloguing. Of course every expert will spot the omission at once, as I did this morning, and the book will be sold as faulty, but if my Bristol friend, as you call him, did happen to see a catalogue there would be nothing to suggest any profitable opening to him.”

“Splendid,” admitted the blind man. “What would a perfect Virginiola be worth?”

“Auction price? Oh, about five hundred guineas.”

“And to-day’s copy?”

“Ah, that’s more difficult ground. You see, every perfect copy is alike, but every imperfect copy is different. Well, say anything from a hundred and fifty to three hundred, according to who wants it. I shall be very content to take it half-way.”

“Two hundred and twenty-five? Yes, I suppose so.

Five hundred, less two twenty-five plus one leaves two hundred and seventy-four guineas to the good. You shall certainly pay for the taxi!”

“Oh, I don’t mind standing the taxi,” declared Mr Marrable magniloquently; “but don’t pin me down to five hundred — that’s the auction price. I should want a trifle above — if I decided to let the book go out of my own library, that is to say. Probably I should keep it. Well, here we are.”

The cab had drawn to the kerb opposite the door of Messrs Gurnard’s unpretentious frontage. Mr Marrable piloted his friend into the sale-room and to a vacant chair by the wall, and then went off to watch the fray at closer quarters. Carrados heard the smooth-tongued auctioneer referring to an item as No. 142, and for the next fifty lots he followed the strangely unexciting progress of the sale with his own peculiar speculative interest.

“Lot 191,” announced the easy, untiring voice. “An Account of the Newly Discovered Islands, etc.” At last the atmosphere pulsed to a faint thrill of expectation. “Unfortunately we had not the book before us when the catalogue was drawn up. Lot 191 is imperfect and is sold not subject to return; a very desirable volume all the same. What may I say for Lot 191, please? An Account, etc., in original leather, faulty, and not subject to return.”

As Mr Marrable had indicated, the defective Virginiola occupied a rather special position. Did anyone else want it? was in several minds; and if so, how much did he want it? Everyone waited until at last the question seemed to fine down into: Did anyone want it?

“May I say two hundred guineas?” suggested the auctioneer persuasively.

A large, heavy-faced man, who might have been a cattle-dealer from the North by every indication that his appearance gave, opened the bidding. He, at any rate, could have dissipated the uncertainty and saved the room the waiting. Holding, as he did, two commissions, he was bound to make the price a point above the lower of the orders.

“A hundred and twenty-one pounds.”

“Guineas,” came back like a slap from across the tables.

“A hundred and twenty-eight pounds.”

“Guineas.”

“A hundred and thirty-five.”

“Guineas.”

“A hundred and fifty.”

“Guineas.”

The duel began to resemble the efforts of some unwieldy pachyderm to shake off the attack of a nimble carnivore by fruitless twists and plunges. But now other voices, nods and uplifted eyebrows joined in, complicating a direct issue, and the forked arithmetic played hi among pounds and guineas with bewildering iteration. Then, as suddenly as it had grown, the fusilade shrivelled away, leaving the two original antagonists like two doughty champions emerging from a melee.

“Two hundred and thirty.”

“Guineas.”

“Two hundred and fifty.”

“Guineas.”

“Two hundred and seventy.”

There was no response. The large man in the heavy ulster and pot-hat was to survive the attack after all, apparently: the elephant to outlast the jaguar.

“Two hundred and seventy pounds?” The auctioneer swept a comprehensive inquiry at every participant in the fray and raised his hammer., “It’s against you, sir. No advance? At two hundred and seventy pounds . . . ?”

The hammer began to fall. A score of pencils wrote

“£270” against Lot 191.

“And eighty!”

The voice of the new bidder cut in crisp and businesslike. Without ostentation it conveyed the cheerful message: “Now we are just beginning. I feel uncommonly fit.” It caught the hammer in mid-air and arrested it. It made the large man feel tired and discouraged. He pushed back his hat, shook his head slowly, with his eyes fixed on his catalogue, and remained in stolid meditation. Carrados smiled inwardly at the restraint and strategy of his friend.

“Two hundred and eighty. Thank you, sir. Two hundred and eighty pounds . . . ?” He knew by intuition that the price was final and the hammer fell decisively. “Mr. Marrable. . . . Lot 192, History and Antiquities of the County, etc. Put it in the bidding, please. One pound . . . ?” ,

After the sale Mr Marrable came round to Carrados’s chair in very good spirits. Certainly he had had to give a not insignificant price for the Virginiola, but the attendant circumstances had elated him. Then he had secured the greater part of the other lots he wanted, and at quite moderate valuations.

“I’ve paid my cheque and got my delivery note,” he explained. “I shall send my men round for the books when I get back. What do you think of the business?”

“Vastly entertaining,” replied Carrados. “I have enjoyed myself thoroughly.”

“Oh, well . . . But they were out for the Virginiola, weren’t they?”

“Yes,” admitted Carrados. “I feel that it is my turn to stand a taxi. Can I drop you?”

Mr Marrable assented graciously and they set out again.

“Look here,” said that gentleman as they approached his door, “I think that I can put my hand on the Rimini cameo I told you about, if you don’t mind coming up again. Do you care to, now that you are here?”

“Certainly,” replied Carrados. “I should like to handle it.”

“May as well turn off the taxi then. There is a stand quite near.”

The cameo proved interesting and led to the display of one or two other articles of bijouterie. The host rang for tea and easily prevailed on Carrados — who could be entertained by anyone except the rare individual who had no special knowledge on any subject whatever — to remain. Thus it came about that the blind man was still there when the servant arrived with the books.

“I say, Carrados,” called out Mr Marrable. He had crossed the room to speak with his man, who had come up immediately on his return. The servant continued to explain, and it was evident that something annoying had happened. “Here’s a devilish fine thing,” continued Mr Marrable, dividing his attention between the two. “Felix has just been to Gurnard’s and they tell him that the Virginiola cannot be found!” “‘Mislaid for the moment,’ the gentleman said,” amplified Felix.

“They send me back my cheque pending the book’s recovery, but did you ever hear of such a thing? I was going down to Bristol by an early train to-morrow. Now I don’t know what the deuce to do.”

“Why not go back and find out what has really happened?” suggested Carrados. “They will tell you more than they would tell your man. If the book is stolen you may as well put off your journey. If it is mislaid — taken off by someone else in mistake, I expect they mean — it may be on its way back by now.”

“Yes; I suppose I’d better go. You’ve had enough of it, I suppose?”

“On the contrary I was going to ask you to let me accompany you. It may be getting interesting.”

“I hope not,” retorted Marrable. “Come if you can spare the time, but the very tamest ending will suit me the best.”

Felix had called up another cab by the time they reached the door, and for the second time that afternoon they spun through the West End streets with the auction rooms for their destination.

“Your turn to pay again, I think,” proposed Carrados when they arrived. “You take the odd numbers and I’ll take the even!”

Inside, most of the staff were obviously distracted by the strain of the untoward event and it was very evident that barbed words had been on the wing. In the private office to which Mr Marrable’s card gained them immediate admittance they found all those actually concerned in the loss engaged in saying the same things over to each other for the hundredth time.

“The book isn’t on the shelves now and there’s the number in the delivery note; that’s all I know about it,” a saleroom porter was reiterating with the air of an extremely reasonable martyr.

“Yes, yes,” admitted the auctioneer who had conducted the sale, “no one Oh, I’m glad you are here, Mr Marrable. You’ve heard of our — er — eh—”

“My man came back with something about the book — the Virginiola — being mislaid,” replied Mr Marrable.

“That is all I know so far.”

“Well, it’s very regrettable, of course, and we must ask your indulgence; but what has happened is simple enough and I hope it isn’t serious.”

“What concerns me,” interposed Mr Marrable, “is merely this: Am I to have the book, and when?”

“We hope to deliver it into your hands — well, in a very short time. As I was saying, what has happened is this: Another purchaser bought certain lots. Among them was Lot 91. My sale clerk, in the stress of his duties, inadvertently filled in the delivery note as Lot 191.” A gesture of despairing protest from the unfortunate young man referred to passed unheeded.

“Consequently, as this gentleman took away his purchases at the end of the sale, he carried off the Virginiola among them. When he comes to look into the parcel he will at once discover the substitution and — er — of course return the volume.”

“I see,” assented Mr Marrable. “That seems straightforward enough, but the delay is unfortunate for me. Have you sent after the purchaser, by the way?”

“We haven’t sent after the purchaser because he happens to live in Derbyshire,” was the reply. “Here is his card. We are writing at once, but the probability is that he is staying in London overnight at least.”

“You might wire.”

“We will, of course, wire if you ask us to do so, Mr Marrable, but it seems to indicate an attitude of distrust towards Mr — er — Mr Dillworthy of Cullington Grange that I see no reason to entertain.”

“Assuming the whole incident to be accidental, I think you are doing quite right. But in order to save time mayn’t it perhaps be worth while anticipating that something else may have been at work?” They all looked at Mr Carrados, who advanced this suggestion diffidently. The young man in the background breathed an involuntary “Ah!” of agreement and came a little more to the front.

“Do you suggest that Mr Dillworthy of Cullington Grange would actually deny possession of the book?” inquired the auctioneer a little cuttingly.

“Pardon me,” replied Carrados blandly, “but do you know Mr Dillworthy of Cullington Grange?”

“No, certainly, I—”

“Nor, of course, the purchaser of Lot 91? That naturally follows. Then for the purpose of our hypothesis I would suggest that we eliminate Mr Dillworthy, who quite reasonably may not have been within a hundred miles of Charing Cross to-day. What remains? His visiting-card, that would cost about a crown at the outside to reproduce, or might much more cheaply be picked up from a hundred halls or office tables.”

The auctioneer smiled.

“An elaborate plant, eh? Have you any practical knowledge, sir, of the difficulty, the impossibility, that would attend the disposal of this imperfect copy the moment our loss is notified?”

“But suppose it should become a perfect copy in the meantime? That might throw dust in their eyes. Eh, Marrable?”

“I say!” exclaimed the virtuoso, with his ideas forcibly directed into a new channel. “Yes, there is that, you know, Mr Trenchard.”

“Even in that very unlikely event the Virginiola remains a white elephant. It cannot be got off to-day nor yet to-morrow. Any bookseller would require time in which to collate the volume; it dare not be offered by auction. It is like a Gainsborough or a Leonardo illegally come by — so much unprofitable lumber after it is stolen.”

“Then,” hazarded Carrados, “there is the alternative, which might suggest itself to a really intelligent artist, of selling it before it is stolen.” The conditions were getting a little beyond Mr Trenchard’s easy access. “Sell it before it is stolen?” he repeated. “Why?”

“Because of the extreme difficulty, as you have proved, of selling it after.”

“But how, I mean?”

“I think,” interposed a quiet voice from the doorway, “that we had better accept Mr Carrados’s advice, if he does us the great service of offering it, without discussion, Leonard. I have the pleasure of speaking to Mr Max Carrados, have I not?” continued a white-haired old gentleman, advancing into the room. “My young friend Trenchard, in his jealousy for the firm’s reputation, starts with the conviction that it is impossible for us to be victimised. You and I know better, Mr Carrados. Now will you tell me — I am Mr Ing, by the way — will you tell me what has really happened?”

“I wish I could,” admitted Carrados frankly. “Unfortunately I know less of the circumstances than you do, and although I was certainly present during a part of the sale, I never even ‘saw’ the book” — he spread out the fingers of a hand to illustrate— “and probably I was not within several yards of it or its present holder.”

“But you have some idea of the method adopted — some theory,” persisted Mr Ing. “You can tell us what to do.”

“Even there I can only put two and two together and suggest investigation on common-sense lines.”

“It is necessary to go to an expert even for that sometimes,” submitted the old gentleman with a very comical look. “Now, Mr Carrados, pray enlighten us.”

“May I put a few questions then?”

“By all means.”

“Do you require me, sir?” inquired Mr Trenchard distantly.

“Not if you will kindly leave the sale-book and papers, I think, thank you,” replied Carrados. “This young gentleman, though.” The sale clerk came forward eagerly. “You have the delivery note there? No, I don’t want it. This gentleman, whom we will refer to as Mr Dillworthy — 91 is the first thing he bought?”

“Yes, sir.”

“The price?”

“Three pounds fifteen.”

“Is that a good price or a bargain?”

The clerk looked towards Mr Ing.

“It’s Coulthorp’s Marvellous Recoveries, sir; the edition of 1674,” he explained.

“A fair price,” commented the old gentleman. “Yes, quite a good auction figure.”

“The Virginiola is folio, I believe. What size is Marvellous Recoveries?”

“It is folio also.”

“What was the next lot that Dr Dillworthy bought?”

“Lot 198.”

“Any others?”

“Yes, sir. Lots 211, 217 and 234.”

“And the prices of these four lots?”

“Lot 198, a guinea; 211, twelve-and-six; 217, fifteen shillings; 234, twenty-three shillings.”

“Those must be very low prices?”

“They are books in no great demand. At every sale from mixed sources there are a certain number of make-weight lots.”

“We find, then, that Mr Dillworthy bought 91 at a good price. After that he did nothing until 191 had passed. Then he at once secured four lots of cheap books. This gives a certain colour to suspicion, but it may be pure coincidence. Now,” he continued, addressing himself to the clerk again, “after the delivery slip had been made out, did Mr Dillworthy borrow a pen from you?”

The youth’s ingenuous face suddenly flashed to a recollection.

“Suffering Moses!” he exclaimed irrepressibly.

“Well”

“Then he did?” demanded Mr Ing, too keenly interested to stop to reprove the manner.

“Not exactly, sir. He didn’t borrow a pen, but I lent him one.”

“Ah!” remarked Carrados, “that sounds even better. How did it come about?”

“His bill was six pounds twelve and six. He gave me seven pounds and I made out the delivery form and gave it to him with the change. Then he said: ‘Could you do with a fiver instead of five ones, by the way? I may run short of change,’ and he held out a banknote. ‘Certainly, if you will kindly write your name and address on the back,’ I replied, and I gave him a pen.”

“The one you had been using?”

“Yes; it was in my hand. He turned away and I thought that he was doing what I asked, but before he would have had time to do that he handed me the pen back and said: ‘Thanks; after all, I’ll leave it as it is.’”

“Who sent in the book for sale?”

“Described as ‘the property of a gentleman,’” contributed Mr Marrable. “I wondered.”

“If you will excuse me for a moment,” said Mr Ing, “I will find out.”

He returned from another office smiling amiably but shaking his head.

“‘The property of a gentleman,’” he repeated with senile deliberateness. “I find that the owner expressed a definite wish for the transaction to be treated confidentially. It is no unusual thing for a client to desire that. On certain points of etiquette, Mr Carrados, I am just as jealous for the firm as Trenchard could be, so that until we can obtain consent I am afraid that the gentleman must remain anonymous.”

“The question is,” volunteered Mr Marrable, “where has the volume got to, rather than where has it come from?”

“Sometimes,” remarked the blind man, “after looking in many unlikely places one finds the key in the lock itself. At all events we seem to have come to the end of our usefulness here. Unless one of your people happens to come forward with a real clue, Mr Ing, I venture to predict that you will find more profit in investigating farther afield.”

“But what are we to do?” exclaimed the old gentleman rather blankly, when he saw that Carrados was preparing to go. “We are absolute babes at this sort of thing — at least I know that I am.”

“The remedy for that is quite simple. Put the case into the hands of the police.”

“True, true; but it is not so absolutely simple to us. We have various interests and, yes, let us say, old-fashioned prejudices to consider. I suppose” — he became quite touchingly wistful— “I suppose that you could not be persuaded, Mr Carrados?”

“I’m afraid not,” replied Carrados. “I have other irons in the fire just now. But before you do call in the police, by the way, there is Mr Trenchard’s view to be considered.”

“You mean?”

“I mean that it would be as well to make sure that the Virginiola has been stolen.”

“By wiring to Cullington Grange?”

“Assuming that there is a Cullington Grange. Then there is a harmless experiment in collateral proof that you might like to make in the meantime if the reply is delayed, as it reasonably may be through a dozen causes.”

“And what is that, Mr Carrados?”

“Send up Charing Cross Road and find out among the second-hand shops whether the other books Mr Dillworthy took away with him were sold there immediately after the sale. They were only bought to round off the operation. They would be a dangerous incubus to keep, but if our man is a cool hand he may contrive to realise a pound or so for them before anything is known. You might even learn something else in the process.”

“Aye, aye, to be sure,” acquiesced Mr Ing. “We’ll do that at once. And then, Mr Carrados, just a parting hint. If you were taking up the case what would you do then?”

The temptation to be oracular was irresistible. Carrados smiled inwardly.

“I should try to find a tall, short-sighted, Welsh book-dealer who smokes perique tobacco, suffers from a weak chest, wears thick-soled boots and always carries an umbrella,” he replied with impressive gravity. Mr Ing, the saleroom porter, the young clerk and Mr Marrable all looked at each other and then began to repeat the varied attributes of the required individual.

“There’s that — what’s his name? — old chap with a red waistcoat who’s always here,” hopefully suggested the porter in an aside. “He wears specs, and I’ve never seen him without an umbrella.”

“He’s a Scotchman and stands about five feet three, fathead!” whispered the clerk. “Isn’t Mr Powis Welsh, sir?”

“To be sure. Powis of Redmayne Street is the man,” assented Mr Ing. “Isn’t that correct, Mr Carrados?”

“I don’t know,” replied Carrados, “but if he answers to the description it probably is.”

“And then?”

“Then I think I should call and encourage him to talk to me — about Shakespeare.”

“Why, dash it, Carrados,” cried Mr Marrable, “you said that you knew nothing of book-collecting and yet you seem to be aware that Powis specialises Shakespeariana and to know that the Virginiola would interest him. I wonder how much you have been getting at me!”

“Oh, I suppose that I’m beginning to pick up a thing or two,” admitted the blind man diffidently.

In the course of his experience of crime, fragments of many mysteries had been brought to Carrados’s notice — detached chapters of chequered human lives to which the opening and the finis had never been supplied. Some had fascinated him and yet remained impenetrable to the end, yet the theft of the Virginiola, a mere coup of cool effrontery in which he felt no great interest after he had pierced the method, was destined to unfold itself before his mind without an effort on his part.

The sale at Gurnard’s had taken place on a Wednesday. Friday brought Carrados a reminder of the stone that he had set rolling in the appearance of a visiting-card bearing the name and address of Mr Powis of Redmayne Street. Mr Powis was shown in and proved to be a tall, mild-looking man with a chronic cough. He carried a moderate parcel in one hand and, despite the bright, settled condition of the weather, an umbrella in the other.

“I’m an antiquarian bookseller, Mr Carrados,” he remarked by way of introduction. “I haven’t the honour of your custom that I know of, but I dare say you can guess what brings me here.”

“You might tell me,” replied Carrados.

“Oh yes, Mr Carrados, I will tell you. Certainly I will tell you,” retorted Mr Powis, in a rather louder voice than was absolutely necessary. “Mr Ing looked in at my place of pizzness yesterday. He said that he was ‘just passing’— ‘just passing,’ you understand.”

Mr Powis emphasised the futility of the subterfuge by laughing sardonically.

“A charming old gentleman,” remarked Carrados pleasantly. “I don’t suppose that he would deceive a rabbit.”

“I don’t suppose that he could,” asserted Mr Powis. “‘By the way,’ he said, ‘did you see the Virginiola we sold yesterday?’ ‘By the way!’ Yes, that was it.”

Carrados nodded his smiling appreciation.

“‘Oh-ho,’ I thought, ‘the Virginiola!’ ‘Yes, Mr Ing,’ I said, ‘it was a nice copy parring the defect, but a week ago I could have shown you a nicer and a perfect one to poot.’

“‘You’ve got one too, have you?’ he asked.

“‘Certainly I have,’ I replied, ‘or I should not say so. At least I had, but it may be sold now. It has gone to a gentleman in Rutland.’

“‘Rutland; that’s a little place,’ he remarked thoughtfully. ‘Have you any objection to mentioning your customer’s name?’

“‘Not in the least, Mr Ing,’ I told him. ‘Why should I have? It has taken me five and twenty years to make my connection, but let all the trade have it. Sir Roland Chargrave of Densmore Hall is the gentleman.’

“Now, look you, Mr Carrados, I could see by the way Mr Ing gasped when I told him that things are not all right. It seems to be your doing that I am brought into it and I want to know where I stand.”

“Have you any misgivings as to where you stand?” inquired Carrados.

“No, Mr Carrados, I have not,” exclaimed the visitor indignantly. “I pought my Virginiola three or four weeks ago and I paid a goot price for it.”

“Then you certainly have nothing to trouble about.”

“Put I have a goot deal to trouble about,” vociferated Mr Powis. “I have a copy of the Virginiola to dispose of”

“Oh, you still have it, then?”

“Yes, Mr Carrados, I have. Thanks to what is peing said pehind my pack, the pook was returned to me this morning. My name has been connected with a stolen copy and puyers are very shy, look you, when they hear that. And word, it travels; oh yes. You may not know how, but to-day they will be saying in Wales: ‘Have you heard what is peing said of Mr Powis of London?’ And to-morrow in Scotland it will be: ‘That old tamn rascal Powis has been caught at last!’”

In spite of Mr Powis’s desperate seriousness Carrados could not restrain a laugh at the forcefulness of the recital. “Come, come, Mr Powis,” he said soothingly, “it isn’t as bad as that, you know. In any case you have only to display your receipt.”

“Oh, very goot, very goot indeed!” retorted the Welshman in an extremity of satire. “Show a buyer my receipt! Excellent! That would be a capital way to carry on the antiquarian pook pizzness! Besides,” he added, rather lamely, “in this case it happens that I do not possess a receipt.”

“Isn’t that — rather an oversight?” suggested Carrados.

“No doubt I could easily procure one. Let me tell you the circumstances, Mr Carrados. I only want to convince you that I have nothing to conceal.”

With this laudable intention Mr Powis’s attitude became more and more amiable and his manner much less Welsh. He had, in fact, used up all the indignation that he had generated in anticipation of a wordy conflict — a species of protective mimicry common to mild-tempered men.

“I bought this book from the Rev. Mr Winch, the vicar of Fordridge, in Leicestershire. A few weeks ago I received a registered parcel from Fordridge containing a fine copy of the Virginiola. The same post brought me a letter from Mr Winch. I dare say I have it here. . . . No, never mind; it was to the effect that the book had been in the writer’s family for many generations. Being something of a collector, he had never wished to sell it, but an unexpected misfortune now obliged him to raise a sum of money. He had contracted blood-poisoning in his hand and he had to come up to London for an operation. After that he would have to take a long sea voyage. He went on to say that he had heard of me as a likely buyer and would call on me in a day or two. In the meantime he sent the book to give me full opportunity of examining it.

“Nothing could be more straightforward, Mr Carrados. Two days later Mr Winch walked into my place. We discussed the price, and finally we agreed upon — well, a certain figure.”

“You can rely upon my discretion, Mr Powis.”

“I paid him £2 60.”

“That would be a fair price in the circumstances?”

“I thought so, Mr Carrados. I don’t say that it wasn’t a bargain, but it wasn’t an outrageous bargain.”

“You have occasionally done better?” smiled Carrados.

“Frequently. If I buy a book for threepence and sell it again for a shilling I do better, although it doesn’t sound so well. Of course I am a dealer and I have to live on my profits and to pay for my bad bargains with my good bargains. Now if I had had an immediate customer in view the book might have been worth a good deal more to me. I may say that Wednesday’s price at Gurnard’s surprised me. Prices have certainly been going up, but only five years ago it would have required a practically perfect copy to make that.”

“At all events, Mr Winch accepted?”

“I think I may say that he was perfectly satisfied,” amended Mr Powis. “You see, Mr Carrados, he wanted the money at once, and, apart from the uncertainty and expense, he could not have waited for an auction. I was making out a cheque when he reminded me that his right hand was useless and asked me to initial it to ‘bearer.’ That is why I come to have no receipt.”

“Yes,” assented Carrados. “Yes, that is it. How was the letter signed?”

“It was typewritten, like the rest of it. You remember that his hand was bad when he wrote.”

“True. Did you notice the postmark — was it Fordridge?”

“Yes; you should understand that Mr Winch posted on the book before he left Fordridge for London.” It seemed to the visitor that Mr Carrados was rather slow even for a blind man.

“I think I am beginning to grasp the position,” said Carrados mildly. “Of course you had no occasion to write to him at Fordridge?”

“Nothing whatever. Besides, he was coming to London almost immediately. If I wrote it was to be to the Fitzalan Hotel, off the Strand. Now here is the book, Mr Carrados. You saw — you examined, that is, the auction Virginiola?”

“No, unfortunately I did not.”

“I am sorry. You would now have recognised how immeasurably superior my copy is, even apart from the missing pages.”

“I can quite believe it.” He was turning over the leaves of the book, which Mr Powis had passed to him.

“But this writing on the dedication page?”

“Oh, that,” said the dealer carelessly. “Some former owner has written his name there.”

“I suppose it constitutes a blot?”

“Why, yes, in a small way it does,” admitted Mr Powis. “Had it been ‘Wm. Shakespeare,’ it would have added a thousand guineas; as it’s only ‘Wm. Shoelack,’ it knocks two or three off.”

“Possibly,” suggested Carrados, “it was this blemish that decided Sir Roland Chargrave against the book?”

“No, no,” insisted Mr Powis. “Someone has hinted something to him. I don’t say that you are to blame, Mr Carrados, but a suspicion has been created; it has got about.”

“But Sir Roland is the one man whom it could not affect,” pointed out Carrados. “He, at any rate, would know that this copy is unimpeachable, because when the other was being stolen this was actually in his hands and had been for — for how long?”

“Five or six days; he kept it for about a week. And that no doubt is true as a specific case; but a malicious rumour is wide, Mr Carrados. So-and-so is unreliable; he deals in questionable property; better be careful. It is enough. No, no; Mr Chatton said nothing about any objection to the book, merely that Sir Roland had decided not to retain it.”

“Mr Chatton?”

“He is the secretary or the librarian there. I have frequently done business with him in the old baronet’s time. This man is a nephew who succeeded only a few months ago. Well, Mr Carrados, I hope I have convinced you that I came by this Virginiola in a legitimate manner?”

“Scarcely that.”

“I haven’t!” exclaimed Mr Powis in blank astonishment.

“I never doubted it. At the sale I happened to hear you remark to a friend that you had recently bought a copy. My suggestion to Mr Ing was merely to hint that, with your exceptional knowledge, your unique experience, you would probably be able to put them on the right line as to the disposal of the stolen copy and so on. An unfortunate misunderstanding.”

Mr Powis stared and then nodded several times with an expression of acute resignation.

“That old man is past work,” he remarked feelingly. “I might have saved myself a journey. Well, I’ll go now, Mr Carrados.”

“Not yet,” declared Carrados hospitably; “I am going to persuade you to stay and lunch with me, Mr Powis. I want” — he was still fingering the early pages of the Virginiola with curious persistence— “I want you to explain to me the way in which these interesting old books were bound.”

With the departure of Mr Powis a few hours later Carrados might reasonably conclude that he had heard the last of the Virginiola theft, for he was now satisfied that it would never reach publicity as a police court case. But, willy-nilly, the thing pursued him. Mr Carlyle was to have dined with him one evening in the following week. It was a definite engagement, but during the day the inquiry agent telephoned his friend’ to know what he should do. A young gentleman who had been giving him some assistance in a case was thrown on his hands for the evening.

“You are the most amiable of men, Max,” chirruped Mr Carlyle; “but, really, I don’t like to ask”

“Bring him by all means,” assented the most amiable of men. “I expect two or three others to turn up tonight.” So Mr Carlyle brought him.

“Mr Chatton, Max.”

An unobtrusive young man, whose face wore a perpetual expression of docile willingness, shook hands with Carrados. Anything less like the sleek, competent self-assurance of the conventional private secretary it would be difficult to imagine. Mr Chatton’s manner was that of a well-meaning man who habitually blundered from a too conscientious sense of duty, knew it all along, and was pained at the inevitableness of the recurring catastrophe.

“I have just taken up a case that might interest you, Max,” said Mr Carlyle, as the three of them stood together. “Simple enough, but it involves a valuable old book that has been stolen. Gurnard’s called me in” — and he proceeded to outline the particulars of the missing Virginiola.

“And you went down yourself to Gurnard’s to look into it, Mr Chatton?” said Carrados, masking the species of admiration that he felt for his new acquaintance.

“Well, I don’t know about looking into it,” confessed Mr Chatton. “You see, it doesn’t really concern Sir Roland at all now. But I thought that I ought to offer them any information — a description or something of that sort might be wanted — when I heard of their loss. Of course,” he added, with a deepening of his habitual look of rueful perturbation, “we can’t help it, but it’s very distressing to think of them losing so much money over our affair.”

“Not a bit of it, not a bit of it,” cried Mr Carlyle heartily. “It’s all in the way of business and Gurnard’s won’t feel a touch like that. Very good of you to take all the .trouble you have, I say.” He turned his beaming, self-confident eye towards his host to explain. “I happened to meet Mr Chatton there this morning and ever since he has been helping me to put about inquiries in likely quarters and so on. I haven’t any doubt of pulling our man up in a week or two, unless it’s the work of a secret bibliomaniac, and Gurnard’s don’t entertain that.”

“Wednesday last, you say,” pondered Carrados.

“Aren’t they rather late in turning it over to you?”

“Just what I complained of. Then it came out that they had been pinning their faith to the advice of some officious idiot who happened to be present at the sale. Nothing came of it, of course.”

“They did not happen to mention the idiot’s name?” inquired Max tentatively.

“No. The old gentleman — Mr Ing — said that he had already got into hot water once through doing that.” Mr Carlyle began to laugh in his hearty way over a recollection of the incident. “Do you know what this genius’s brilliant idea was? He put them on the track of a copy of this book that had been recently sold to a dealer, assuming that it must necessarily be the stolen copy. And so it had been recently sold, Max, but it happened to be before the other was stolen!”

“Very amusing,” agreed Carrados.

“Do you know, I can’t help thinking that I was somehow to blame for that,” confessed Mr Chatton in a troubled voice. “You remember, I told you”

“No, no,” protested Mr Carlyle encouragingly.

“How could it be your fault?”

“Well, it’s very good of you to reassure me,” continued the young man, relieved but not convinced. “But I really think I may have introduced a confusing element. I should like Mr Carrados to judge. . . . When I learned from Sir Roland that he intended sending this Virginiola to Gurnard’s, knowing that it was a valuable book, I saw the necessity of going over it carefully with another copy— ‘collating’ it is called — to find out whether anything was missing. The British Museum doesn’t possess an example, and in any case I could not well spare a day just then to come to London for the purpose. So I wrote to a few dealers, rather, I am afraid, giving them the impression that we wished to buy a copy. In this way I got what I wanted sent up on approval and I was able to go through the two thoroughly. At the moment I argued that my duty to my employer justified the subterfuge, but I don’t know, I don’t know; I really question whether it was quite legitimate.”

“Oh, nonsense,” remonstrated Mr Carlyle, to whom the subtleties did not appeal. “Rather a smart way of getting what you wanted in the circumstances, don’t you think, Max?”

Carrados paid a willing if equivocal tribute to the wider problem of Mr Chatton’s brooding conscientiousness.

“Very ingenious altogether,” he admitted.

* * * * *

Mr. Carlyle did not pull his man up in a few weeks; in fact he never reached him at all. For the key to the disappearance of the Virginiola he had to wait two years. He was at The Turrets one day when his host was called away for a short time to see a man who had come on business.

Carlyle had picked up a newspaper, when Carrados came back from the door and opening one of the inner drawers of his desk threw out a long envelope.

“There,” he remarked as he went on again, “is something that may interest you more.”

He was quite right. The inquiry agent cut open the envelope that was addressed to himself and read the following narrative: — 

In the year 1609 a seafaring gentleman called Somers — Sir George Somers — was wrecked on an island in the Atlantic. This island — one of a group — although destitute of human inhabitants, was overrun by pigs. During the first part of their enforced residence there the shipwrecked mariners were much concerned by unearthly shrieks and wailings that filled the night. With the simple piety of the time these were attributed to the activity of witches, imps and demons. In fact, in addition to the varied appellations of Virginiola, Bermoothes, Somers Islands, etc., the place was enticingly called “The He of Divels.”

In due course the castaways were rescued and returned to England. In due course, also, there appeared a variety of printed accounts of their adventures. (We are prone to think that the tendency is modern, Louis, but it is not.) One of these coming into the hands of a cynical, middle-aged playwright on the look-out for a new plot to annex, was at once pressed into his scheme. Doubtless he saw behind the shadowy “divels” the substantial outlines of the noisy “hogges.” However, the idea was good enough for a background. He wrote his play and called it The Tempest. This is the explanation offered to me of the high and increasing value of rare early works on Bermuda. They can be classed among the Shakespeariana. There is also another reason: they can be classed among the Americana.

About three hundred years later a certain young gentleman who combined fairly expensive tastes with good commercial ability succeeded to a title and its appendages. Among the latter were a mansion in Rutlandshire, which he determined was too expensive, a library in which he was not vastly interested, and a private secretary whose services he continued to retain. One day about six months after his succession Sir Roland Chargrave called in his secretary to receive instructions.

“Look here, Chatton,” he said, “I have decided to let this place furnished for a time. See Turvey about the value and then advertise it for something more than he advises. It ought to bring in a decent rental. Then there are some valuable things here that are no earthly good to me. I’ll start with the library.”

“You intend to dispose of the library, Sir Roland?” faltered the secretary.

“No. The library gives a certain distinction to a fellow and the Chargraves have always had one. I’ll keep the library, but I’ll weed out all the old stuff that will make high prices. Uncle Vernon left a valuation list which appears to have been made out about ten years ago. One book alone — An Account of Virginiola — he puts down at £300. Then there are a dozen others that ought to bring another £200 among them. I require £500 just now. Here is a list of the books I have picked out. Send them off to Gurnard’s to be sold as soon as possible. Don’t have my name catalogued. I don’t want it to be known that I’m selling anything. That’s all.”

The secretary withdrew with an accentuation of his unhappy manner. It was very distressing to him, this dispersal of the family heirlooms. It was also extremely inconvenient personally, because he had already sold the Virginiola himself only a week before. For he also had expenses. Perhaps he had fallen into the hands of the Jews; perhaps it was the Jewesses. At all events, like Sir Roland, he required money, and again like Sir Roland, the Virginiola had seemed the most suitable method. He had quietly withdrawn the book about the time of his former master’s death, and thus saved the new baronet quite an item in duty. He had secured Sir Vernon’s valuation list and after six months had concluded that he was safe. He had taken extraordinary pains to cover his identity in selling the book and the old dotard appeared to have made two lists and to have deposited one elsewhere!

Like a wise man Mr Chatton set about discovering how he could retrieve himself. He had had charge of the library and he knew that it was too late to report the book as lost. In any case he would be dismissed; if inquiry was made at that stage he would be prosecuted. From the depths of his brooding melancholy Mr Chatton evolved a scheme.

The first thing was to get back the Virginiola a little before the sale. By that time he had sent in the list, but not the books. Doubtless he still had some of the illicit funds in hand. Now the Virginiola had been valued at £300 by old Sir Vernon, but if at the sale it was discovered to be imperfect in an important detail then it might realise only a fraction of that sum. There was also another consideration. A name had been indelibly written on one of the early pages, and if Mr Powis was not to recognise his property that page must be temporarily removed.

I think it was Chatton’s undoubted intention to buy back the book if possible and run no further risk with it. What he had not taken into account was the enormous rise in the value of this class of work. What had been reasonably worth £300 ten years before, the market now apprised at nearly double. Even the imperfect copy reached nearly the original estimate and thereby Chatton’s first string failed.

But this painstakingly conscientious young man had not been content to risk all on a single chance. What form his second venture took it will be unnecessary to recall to you. He calculated on the chances of the saleroom, and he succeeded. The Virginiola was recovered; the abstracted sheet was cunningly replaced, probably certain erasable marks that had been put in for fuller disguise were removed, and Mr Powis received back his property with formal regrets.

I anticipate an indignant question rising to your lips. I did not tell you this before, Louis, because of one curious fact. The story is entirely speculative on my part so far as demonstrable proof is concerned. Chatton, who is rather a remarkable young man, did not leave behind him one solitary shread of evidence that would stand before a jury. Time and Mr Chatton’s future career can alone bring my justification, but some day if we have the opportunity (I am committing this to paper in case we should not) we will go over the evidence together. In the meanwhile Gurnard’s can, as you said, stand the loss.



Here the typewritten account ended, but at the foot of the last page Carrados had pasted a newspaper cutting. From it Mr Carlyle learned that “Vernon Howard, alias Digby Skeffington, etc., etc., whose real name was said to be Chatton, well connected,” had, the week before, been convicted, chiefly on the King’s evidence of a female accomplice, of obtaining valuable jewellery under false pretences. Sentence had been deferred, pending further inquiries.


THE DISAPPEARANCE OF MARIE SEVERE
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“I WONDER IF you might happen to be interested in this case of Marie Severe, Mr. Carrados?”

If Carrados’s eyes had been in the habit of expressing emotion they would doubtless have twinkled as Inspector Beedel thus casually introduced the subject of the Swanstead on Thames schoolgirl whose inexplicable disappearance two weeks earlier had filled column upon column of every newspaper with excited speculation until the sheer impossibility of keeping the sensation going without a shred of actual fact had relegated Marie Severe to the obscurity of an occasional paragraph.

“If you are concerned with it, I am sure that I shall be interested, Inspector,” said the blind man encouragingly. “It is still being followed, then?”

“Why, yes, sir, I have it in hand, but as for following it — well, ‘following’ is perhaps scarcely the word now.”

“Ah,” commented Carrados. “There was very little to follow; I remember.”

“I don’t think that I’ve ever known a case of the kind with less, sir. For all the trace she left, the girl might have melted out of existence, and from that day to this, with the exception of that printed communication received by her mother — you remember that, Mr. Carrados? — there hasn’t been a clue worth wasting so much as shoe leather on.”

“You have had plenty of hints all the same, I suppose?”

Inspector Beedel threw out a gesture of mild despair. It conveyed the patient exasperation of the conscientious and long-suffering man.

“I should say that the case ‘took on’ remarkably, Mr. Carrados. I doubt if there has been a more popular sensation of its kind for years. Mind you, I’m all in favour of publicity in the circumstances the photographs and description may bring important facts to light, but sometimes it’s a bit trying for those who have to do the work at our end. ‘Seen in Northampton,’ ‘seen in Ealing,’ ‘heard of in West Croydon,’ ‘girl answering to the description observed in the waiting-room at Charing Cross,’ ‘suspicious-looking man with likely girl noticed about the Victoria Dock, Hull,’ ‘seen and spoken to near Chorley, Lancs,’ ‘caught sight of apparently struggling in a luxurious motor car on the Portsmouth Road,’ ‘believed to have visited a Watford picture palace’ — they’ve all been gone into as carefully as though we believed that each one was the real thing at last.”

“And you haven’t, eh?”

The Inspector looked round. He knew well enough that they were alone in the study at The Turrets, but the action had become something of a mannerism with him.

“I don’t mind admitting to you, sir, that I’ve never had any other opinion than that the father of the little girl went down that day and got her away. Where she is now, and whether dead or alive, I can’t pretend to say, but that he’s at the bottom of it I’m firmly convinced. And what’s more,” he added with slow significance, “I hope so.”

“Why in particular?” inquired the other.

Beedel felt in his breast — pocket, took out a formidable wallet, and from among its multitudinous contents selected a cabinet photograph sheathed in its protecting envelope of glazed transparent paper.

“If you could make out anything of what this portrait shows, you’d understand better what I mean, Mr. Carrados,” he replied delicately.

Carrados shook his head but nevertheless held out his hand for the photograph.

“No good, I’m afraid,” he confessed before he took it. “A print of this sort is one of the few things that afford no graduation to the sense of touch. No, no” — as he passed his finger-tips over the paper— “a gelatino-chloride surface of mathematical uniformity, Inspector, and nothing more. Now had it been the negative—”

“I am sure that that could be procured if you wished to have it, Mr. Carrados. Anyway, I dare say that you’ve seen in some of the papers what this young girl is like. She is ten years old and big — at least tall — for her age. This picture is the last taken — some time this year — and I am told that it is just like her.”

“How should you describe it, Inspector?”

“I am not much good at that sort of thing,” said the large man with a shy awkwardness, “but it makes as sweet a picture as ever I’ve seen. She is very straight-set, and yet with a sort of gracefulness such as a young wild animal might have. It’s a full-faced position, and she is looking straight out at you with an expression that is partly serious and partly amused, and as noble and gracious with it all as a young princess might be. I have children of my own, Mr. Carrados, and of course I think they’re very nice and pretty, but this — this is quite a different thing. Her hair is curly without being in separate curls, and the description calls it black. Eyes dark brown with straight eyebrows, complexion a sort of glowing brown, small regular teeth. Of course we have a full description of what she was wearing and so forth.”

“Yes, yes,” assented Carrados idly. “The Van Brown Studio, Photographers, eh? These people are quite well off, then?”

“Oh yes; very nice house and good position — Mrs. Severe, that is to say. You will remember that she obtained a divorce from her husband four or five years ago. I’ve turned up the particulars and it wasn’t what you’d call a bad case as things go, but the lady seemed determined, and in the end Severe didn’t defend. She had five or six hundred a year of her own, but he had nothing beyond his salary, and he threw his position up then, and ever since he has been going steadily down. He’s almost on the last rung now and picks up his living casual.”

“What’s the case against him?”

“Well, it scarcely amounts to a case as yet because there is no evidence of his being seen with the child, nor is there anything to connect him with her after the disappearance. Still, it is a working hypothesis. If it was the act of a tramp or a maniac, experience goes to show that we should have found her, dead or alive, by now. Mrs. Severe is all for it being her husband. Of course the decree gave her the custody of Marie. Severe asked to be allowed to see her occasionally, and at first a servant took the child to have tea with him once a month. That was at his rooms. Then he asked to be met in one of the parks or at a gallery. He hadn’t got so much as a room then, you see, sir. At last the servant reported that he had grown so shabby as to shame her that the child should be seen with him, though she did say that he was always sober and very kind to Marie, bringing her a little toy or something even when he didn’t seem to have sixpence for himself. After that the visits were stopped altogether. Then about a month ago these two, husband and wife, met accidentally in the street. Severe said that he hoped to be doing a bit better soon, and asked for the visits to be continued. How it would have gone I cannot say, but Mrs. Severe happened to have a friend with her, an American lady called Miss Julp, who seems to be living with her now, and the middle-aged female — she’s a hard sister, that Cornelia Julp, I should say — pushed her way into the conversation and gave her views on his conduct until Severe must have had some trouble with his hands. Finally Mrs. Severe had an unfortunate impulse to end the discussion by giving her husband a bank-note. She says she got the most awful look she ever saw on any face. Then Severe very deliberately tore up the note, dropped the pieces down a gutter grid that they were standing near, dusted his fingers on his handkerchief, raised his hat and walked away without another word. That was the last she saw of him, but she professes to have been afraid of something happening ever since.”

“Then something happens, and so, of course, it must be Severe?” suggested Carrados.

“It does look a bit like that so far, I must admit, sir,” assented the Inspector. “Still, Mrs. Severe’s opinions aren’t quite all. Severe’s account of his movements on the afternoon in question — say between twelve-thirty and four in particular — are not satisfactory. Latterly he has been occupying a miserable room off Red Lion Street. He went out at twelve and returned about five — that he doesn’t deny. Says he spent the time walking about the streets and in the Holborn news-room, but can mention no one who saw him during those five hours. On the other hand, a porter at Swanstead station identifies him as a passenger who alighted there from the 1.17 that afternoon.”

“From a newspaper likeness?”

“In the first instance, Mr. Carrados. Afterwards in person.”

“Did they speak, or is it merely visual?”

“Only from what he saw of him.”

“Struck, I suppose, by the remarkable fact that the passenger wore a hat and a tie — as shown in the picture, or inspired to notice him closely by something indescribably suggestive in the passenger’s way of giving up his ticket? It may be all right, Beedel, I admit, but I heartily distrust the weight of importance that these casual identifications are being given on vital points nowadays. Are you satisfied with this yourself?”

“Only as corroborative, sir. Until we find the girl or some trace of her we’re bound to make casts in the hope of picking up a line. Well, then there’s the letter Mrs. Severe received.”

“Have you that with you?”

The Inspector took up the wallet that he had not yet returned to his pocket and selected another enclosure.

“It’s a very unusual form,” he commented as he handed the envelope to Mr. Carrados and waited for his opinion.

The blind man passed his finger-tips across the paper and at once understood the point of singularity. The lines were printed, but not in consecutive form, every letter being on a little separate square of paper. It was evident that they had been cut out from some other sheet and then pasted on the envelope to form the address.

“London, E. C., 5.30 p.m., 15th May,” read Carrados from the postmark.

“The day of the kidnapping. There is a train from Swanstead arriving at Lambeth Bridge at 4.47,” remarked Beedel.

“What was your porter doing when that left?”

“He was off duty, sir.”

Carrados took out the enclosure and read it off as he had already done the envelope, but with a more deliberative touch, for the print was smaller. The type and the paper were suggestive of a newspaper origin. In most cases whole words had been found available.

“Do not be alarmed,” ran the patchwork message. “The girl is in good hands. Only risk lies in pressing search. Wait and she will return uninjured.”

“You have identified the newspaper?”

“Yes; it is all cut from The Times of May the 13th. The printing on the back of the words fixes it absolutely. Premeditated, Mr. Carrados.”

“The whole incident points to that. The date of the newspaper means little, but the deliberate selection of words, the careful way they have been cut out and aligned, taken in conjunction with the time the child disappeared and the time that this was posted — yes, I think you may assume premeditation, Inspector.”

“Stationery of the commonest description; immediate return to London, and the method of a man who used this print because he feared that under any disguise his handwriting might be recognised.”

Carrados nodded.

“Severe cannot hope to retain the child, of course,” he remarked casually. “What motive do you infer?”

“Mrs. Severe is convinced that it is to distress her, out of revenge.”

“And this letter is to reassure her?”

The Inspector bit his lip as he smiled at the quiet thrust.

“It might also be to influence her towards suspending search,” he suggested.

“At all events I dare say that it has reassured her?”

“In a certain way, yes, it has. It has enabled us to establish that the act is not one of casual lust or vagabondage. There is an alternative that we naturally did not suggest to her.”

“And that is?”

“Another Thelby Wood case, Mr. Carrados. The maniacal infatuation of someone who would be the last to be suspected. Some man of good position, a friend and neighbour possibly, who sees this beautiful young creature — the school friend of his own daughters or sitting before him in church it may be — and becomes the slave of his diseased imagination until he is prepared to risk everything for that one overpowering object. A primitive man for the time, one may say, or, even worse, a satyr or a gorilla.”

“I wonder,” observed Carrados thoughtfully, “if you also have ever felt that you would like to drop it and become a monk, Inspector. Or a Stylites on a pole.”

Beedel laughed softly and then rubbed his chin in the same contemplative spirit.

“I think I know what you mean, sir,” he admitted. “It’s a black page. But,” he added with wholesome philosophy, “after all, it is only a page in a longish book. And if I was in a monastery there’d be one or two more things done that I’ve helped to keep undone.”

“Including the cracking of my head, Inspector? Very true. We must take the world as we find it and ourselves as we are. And I wish that I could agree with you about Severe. It would be a more endurable outlook: spite and revenge are at least decent human motives. Unfortunately, the only hint I can offer is a negative one.” He indicated the printed cuttings on the sheet that Beedel had submitted to him. “This photo-mountant costs about sixpence a pot, but you can buy a bottle of gum for a penny.

“Well, sir,” said Beedel, “I did think of having that examined, but I waited for you to see the letter as it stood. After all, it didn’t strike me as a point one could put much reliance on.”

“Quite right,” assented Mr. Carrados, “there is nothing personal or definite in it. It may suggest a photographer, amateur or professional, but it would be preposterous to assume so much from this alone. Severe, even, may have — . There are hundreds of chances. I should disregard it for the moment.”

“There is nothing more to be got from the letter?”

“There may be, but it is rather elusive at present. What has been done with it?”

“I received it from Mrs. Severe and it has been in my possession ever since.”

“You haven’t submitted it to a chemist for any purpose?”

“No, sir. I gave a copy of the wording to some newspaper gentlemen, but no one but myself has handled it.”

“Very good. Now if you care to leave it with me for a few days.”

Inspector Beedel expressed his immediate willingness and would have added his tribute of obligation for Mr. Carrados’s service, but the blind man cut him short.

“Don’t rely on anything, Inspector,” he warned him. “I am afraid that this resolves itself into a game of chance. Just one touch of luck may give us a winning point, or it may go the other way. In any case there is no reason why I should not motor round by Swanstead one of these days when I am out. If anything fresh turns up before you hear from me you had better telephone me. Now exactly where did this happen?”

The actual facts surrounding the disappearance of Marie Severe constituted the real mystery of the case. Arling Avenue, Swanstead, was one of those leisurely suburban roads where it is impossible to imagine anything happening hurriedly from the delivery of an occasional telegram to the activity of the local builder. Houses, detached houses each surrounded by its rood or more of garden, had been built here and there along its length at one time or another, but even the most modern one had now become matured, and the vacant plots between them had reverted from the condition of “eligible sites” into very passable fields of buttercups and daisies again, so that Arling Avenue remained a pleasant and exclusive thoroughfare. One side of the road was entirely unbuilt on and afforded the prospect of a level meadow where hay was made and real animals grazed in due season. The inhabitants of Arling Avenue never failed to point out to visitors this evidence of undeniable rurality. It even figured in the prospectus of Homewood, the Arling Avenue day school for girls and little boys which the Misses Chibwell had carried on with equal success and inconspicuousness until the Severe affair suddenly brought them into the glare of a terrifying publicity.

Mrs. Severe’s house, The Hollies, was the first in the road, as the road was generally regarded — that is to say, from the direction of the station. Beedel picked up a loose sheet of paper and scored it heavily with a plan of the neighbourhood as he explained the position with some minuteness. Next to The Hollies came Arling Lodge. After Arling Lodge there was one of the vacant plots of ground before the next house was reached, but between the Lodge and the vacant plot was a broad grassy opening, unfenced towards the road, and here the Inspector’s pencil underlined the deepest significance, culminating in an ominous X about the centre of the space. Originally the opening had doubtless marked the projection of another road, but the scheme had come to nothing. Occasionally a little band of exploring children with the fictitious optimism of youth pecked among its rank and tangled growth in the affectation of hoping to find blackberries there; once in a while a passing chair-mender or travelling tinker regarded it favourably for the scene of his midday siesta, but its only legitimate use seemed to be that of affording access to the side door of Arling Lodge garden. The Inspector pencilled in the garden door as an afterthought, with the parenthesis that it was seldom used and always kept locked. Then he followed out the Avenue as far as the school, indicating all the houses and other features. The whole distance traversed did not exceed two hundred yards.

A few minutes before two o’clock on the afternoon of her disappearance Marie Severe set out as usual for Miss Chibwell’s school. Since the incident of the unfortunate encounter with her former husband Mrs. Severe had considered it necessary to exercise a peculiar vigilance over her only child. Thenceforward Marie never went out alone; never, with the exception of the short walk to school and back, that is to say, for in that quiet straight road, in the full light of day, it was ridiculous to imagine that anything could happen. It was ridiculous, but all the same the vaguely uneasy woman generally walked to the garden gate with the little girl and watched her until the diminished figure passed, with a last gay wave of hand or satchel, out of her sight into the school yard.

“That’s how it would have been on this occasion,” narrated Beedel, “only just as they got to the garden gate a tradesman whom Mrs. Severe wanted to speak with drove up and passed in by the back way. The lady looked along the avenue, and as it happened at that moment Miss Chibwell was standing in the road by her gate. No one else was in sight, so it isn’t to be wondered at that Mrs. Severe went back to the house immediately without another thought.

“That was the last that has been seen of Marie. As a matter of fact, Miss Chibwell turned back into her garden almost as soon as Mrs. Severe did. When the child did not appear for the afternoon school the mistress thought nothing of it. She is a little short-sighted and although she had seen the two at their gate she concluded that they were going out together somewhere. Consequently it was not until four o’clock, when Marie did not return home, that the alarm was raised.”

Continuous narration was not congenial to Inspector Beedel’s mental attitude. He made frequent pauses as though to invite cross-examination. Sometimes Carrados ignored the opening, at others he found it more convenient to comply.

“The inference is that someone was waiting in this space just beyond Arling Lodge?” he now contributed.

“I think it is reasonable to assume that, sir. Premeditated, we both admit. Doubtless a favourable opportunity was being looked for and there it was. At all events there” — he tapped the X as the paper lay beneath Carrados’s hand— “there is the very last trace that we can rely on.”

“The scent, you mean?”

“Yes, Mr. Carrados. We got one of our dogs down the next morning and put him on the trail. We gave him the scent of a boot and from the gate he brought us without a pause to where I have marked this X. There the line ended. There can be no doubt that from that point the girl had been picked up and carried. That is a very remarkable thing. It could scarcely have been done openly past the houses. The fences on all sides are of such a nature that it is incredible for any man to have got an unwilling or insensible burden of that sort over without at least laying it down in the process. If our dog is to be trusted, it wasn’t laid down. Some sort of a vehicle remains. We find no recent wheel-marks and no one seems to have seen anything that would answer about at that time.

“You are determined to mystify me, Inspector,” smiled Carrados.

“I’m that way myself, sir,” said the detective.

“And I know you too well to ask if you have done this and that—”

“I’ve done everything,” admitted Beedel modestly.

“Is this X spot commanded by any of the houses? Here is Arling Lodge There is one window overlooking, but now the trees are too much out for anything to be seen. Besides, it’s only a passage window. Dr. Ellerslie took me up there himself to settle the point.”

“Ellerslie — Dr. Ellerslie?”

“The gentleman who lives there. At least he doesn’t live altogether there, as I understand that he has it for a week-end place. Boating, I believe, sir. His regular practice is in town.”

“Harley Street? Prescott Ellerslie, do you know?”

“That is the same, Mr. Carrados.”

“Oh, a very well-known man. He has a great reputation as an operator for peritonitis. Nothing less than fifty guineas a time, Inspector.” Perhaps the fee did not greatly impress Mr. Carrados, but doubtless he judged that it would interest Inspector Beedel. “And this house on the other side — Lyncote?”

“A retired Indian army colonel lives there — Colonel Doige.”

“I mean as regards overlooking the spot.”

“No; it is quite cut off from there. It cannot be seen.”

Carrados’s interpreting finger stopped lightly over a detail of the plan that it was again exploring. The Inspector’s pencil had now added a line of dots leading from The Hollies gate to the X.

“The line the dog took,” Beedel explained, following the other’s movement. “You notice that the girl turned sharply out of the avenue into this opening at right angles.”

“I was just considering that.”

“Something took her attention suddenly or someone called her there — I wonder what, Mr. Carrados.”

“I wonder,” echoed the blind man, raising the anonymous letter to his face again.

Mr. Carrados frequently professed to find inspiration in the surroundings of light and brilliance to which his physical sense was dead, but when he wished to go about his work with everyone else at a notable disadvantage he not unnaturally chose the dark. It was therefore night when, in accordance with his promise to Beedel, he motored round by Swanstead, or, more exactly, it was morning, for the clock in the square ivied tower of the parish church struck two as the car switch-backed over the humped bridge from Middlesex into Surrey.

“This will do, Harris; wait here,” he said a little later. He knew that there were trees above and wide open spaces on both sides. The station lay just beyond, and from the station to Arling Avenue was a negligible step. Even at that hour Arling Avenue might have been awake to the intrusion of an alien car of rather noticeable proportions. The adaptable Harris picked out Mr. Carrados’s most substantial rug and went to sleep, to dream of a wayside cycle shop and tea-rooms where he could devote himself to pedigree Wyandottes. With Parkinson at his elbow Carrados walked slowly on to Arling Avenue. What was lacking on Beedel’s plan Parkinson’s eyes supplied; on a subtler plane, in the moist, warm night, full of quiet sounds and earthy odours, other details were filled in like the work of a lightning cartoonist before the blind man’s understanding.

They walked the length of the avenue once and then returned to the grassy opening where the last trace of Marie Severe had evaporated.

“I will stay here. You walk on back to the highroad and wait for me. I may be some time. If I want you, you will hear the whistle.”

“Very good, sir.” Parkinson knew of old that there were times when his master would have no human eye upon him as he went about his work, and with a magnificent stolidity the man had not a particle of curiosity. It did not even occur to him to wonder. But for nearly half-an-hour the more inquiring creatures of the night looked down — or up, according to their natures — to observe the strange attitudes and quiet persistence of the disturber of the solitude as he crossed and recrossed their little domain, studied its boundaries, and explored every corner of its miniature thickets. A single petal picked up near the locked door to the garden of Arling Lodge seemed a small return for such perseverance, but it is to be presumed that the patient search had not been in vain, for it was immediately after the discovery that Carrados left the opening, and with the cool effrontery that marked his methods he opened the front gate of Dr. Ellerslie’s garden and made his way with slow but unerring insight along the boundary wall.

“A blind man,” he had once replied to Mr. Carlyle’s nervous remonstrance— “a blind man carries on his face a sufficient excuse for every indiscretion.”

It was nearly three o’clock when, by the light of the street lamp at the corner of the avenue and the highroad, Parkinson saw his master approaching. But to the patient and excellent servitor’s disappointment Carrados at that moment turned back and retraced his steps in the same leisurely manner. As a matter of fact, a new consideration had occurred to the blind man and he continued to pace up and down the footpath as he considered it.

“Oh, sir!”

He stopped at once, but betraying no surprise, without the start which few can restrain when addressed suddenly in the dark. It was always dark to him, but was it ever sudden? Was he indeed ignorant of the obscure figure that had appeared at the gate during his perambulation?

“I have seen you walking up and down at this hour and I wondered — I wondered whether you had any news.”

“Who are you?” he asked.

“I am Mrs. Severe. My little girl Marie disappeared from here two weeks ago. You must surely know about it; everybody does.”

“Yes, I know,” he admitted. “Inspector Beedel told me.”

“Oh, Inspector Beedel!” There was obvious disappointment in her voice. “He is very kind and promises — but nothing comes of it, and the days go on, the days go on,” she repeated tragically.

“Ida! Ida!” Someone was calling from one of the upper windows, but Carrados was speaking also and Mrs. Severe merely waved her hand back towards the house without responding.

“Your little girl was very fond of flowers?”

“Oh yes, indeed.” The pleasant recollection dwarfed the poor lady’s present sense of calamity and for a moment she was quite bright. “She loved them. She would bury her face in a bunch of flowers and drink their scent. She almost lived in the garden. They were more to her than toys or dolls, I am sure. But how do you know?”

“I only guessed.”

“Ida! Ida!” The rather insistent, nasally querulous voice was raised again and this time Mrs. Severe replied.

“Yes, dear, immediately,” she called back, still lingering, however, to discover whether she had anything to hope from this outlandish visitant.

“Had Marie been ill recently?” Carrados detained her with the question.

“Ill! Oh no.” The reply was instant and emphatic. It was almost — if one could credit a mother’s pride in her child’s health being carried to such a length — it was almost resentful.

“Nothing that required the services of a doctor?”

“Marie never requires the services of a doctor.” The tone, distant and constrained, made it clear that Mrs. Severe had given up any expectations in this quarter. “My child, I am glad to say, does not know what illness means,” she added deliberately.

“Ida! Oh, here you are.” The very unromantically accoutred form of a keen-visaged, middle-aged female, padding heavily in bedroom slippers along the garden walk, gave its quietus to the situation.

“What a scare you gave me, dearie. Why, whoever—”

“Good-night,” said Mrs. Severe, turning from the gate.

Carrados raised his hat and resumed his interrupted stroll. He had not sought the interview and he made no effort to prolong it, for there was little to be got from that source.

“A strange flare of maternal pride,” he remarked in his usual detached fashion as he rejoined Parkinson.

About five o’clock on the same day — five o’clock in the afternoon, let it be understood — Inspector Beedel was called to the telephone.

“Oh, nothing fresh so far, Mr. Carrados,” he reported when he identified his caller. “I shan’t forget to let you know whenever there—”

“But I think that possibly there is,” replied Mr. Carrados. “Or at least there might be if you went down to Arling Lodge and insisted on seeing the child who slept there last night.”

“Arling Lodge? Dr. Ellerslie’s? You don’t mean to say, sir—”

“That is for you to satisfy yourself. Dr. Ellerslie is a widower with no children. Marie Severe was drugged by phronolal on some flowers which she was given. Phronolal is a new anaesthetic which is practically unknown outside medical circles. She was carried into the garden of Arling Lodge and into the house. The bunch of flowers was thrown down temporarily inside the wall, probably while the door was relocked. The girl’s hair caught on a raspberry cane six yards from the back door along the path leading there. Ellerslie had previously sent away the two people who look after the place — a housekeeper and her husband who sees to the garden. That letter, by the way, was associable with phronolal. Now you have all that I know, Inspector, and I hope to goodness that I am clear of it.”

“But, good heavens, Mr. Carrados, this is really terrible!” protested Beedel, moved to emotion in spite of his rich experience of questionable humanity. “A man in his position! Is he a maniac?”

“I don’t know. To tell you frankly, Inspector, I haven’t gone an inch further than I was compelled to go in order to be sure. Make use of the information as you like, but I don’t want to have anything more to do with the case. It isn’t a pleasant thing to have pulled down a man like Ellerslie — a callous, exacting machine in the operating-room, one hears, but a man who was doing fine work — saving useful lives every day. I’m sick of it, Beedel, that’s all.”

“I understand, sir. Still, there’s the other side, isn’t there, after all? Of course I’ll keep your name out of it as you wish, but I shall be given a good deal of credit that I oughtn’t to accept. If you don’t do anything for a few weeks the papers are always more complimentary when you do do it.”

“I’m afraid that you will have to put up with that,” replied Carrados drily.

There was an acquiescent laugh from the other end and a reference to the speaker’s indebtedness. Then: “Well, I’ll get the necessary authority and go down at once, sir.”

“Yes. Good-bye,” said Carrados. He hung up the receiver with the only satisfaction that he had experienced since he had fixed on Ellerslie — satisfaction to have done with it. The thing was unpalatable enough in itself, and to add another element of distaste, through one or two circumstances that had come his way in the past, he had an actual regard for the surgeon whom some called brutal, but who was universally admitted to be splendidly efficient. It would have been a much more congenial business to the blind man to clear him than to implicate. He betook himself to a tray of Sicilian coins of the autonomous period to get the taste out of his mouth and swore that he would not read a word of any stage of the proceedings.

“A Mr. Severe wishes to see you, sir.”

So it happened that about an hour after he had definitely shelved his interest in the case Max Carrados was again drawn into its complications. Had Severe been merely a well-to-do suppliant, perhaps ... but the blind man had enough of the vagabond spirit to ensure his sympathy towards one whom he knew, on the contrary, to be extremely ill-to-do. In a flash of imagination he saw the outcast walking from Red Lion Street to Richmond, and, denied admission, from Richmond back to Red Lion Street again, because he hadn’t sixpence to squander, the man who always bought a little toy...

“It is nearly seven, isn’t it, Parkinson? Mr. Severe will stay and dine with me,” were almost the first words the visitor heard.

“Very well, sir.”

“I? Dine?” interposed Severe quickly. “No, no. I really—”

“If you will be so good as to keep me company,” said Carrados with suave determination. Parkinson retired, knowing that the thing was settled. “I am quite alone, Mr. Severe, and my selfishness takes that form. If a man calls on me about breakfast-time he must stay to breakfast, at lunch-time to lunch, and so on.”

“Your friends, doubtless,” suggested Severe with latent bitterness. “Well, I am inclined to describe anyone who will lighten my darkness for an hour as a friend. You would yourself in the circumstances, you know.” And then, quite unconsciously, under this treatment the years of degradation slipped from Severe and he found himself accepting the invitation in the conventional phrases and talking to his host just as though they were two men of the same world in the old times. Guessing what had brought him, and knowing that it mattered little or nothing then, Carrados kept his guest clear of the subject of the disappearance until they were alone again after dinner. Then, to be denied no longer, Severe tackled it with a blunt inquiry:

“Scotland Yard has been consulting you about Marie, Mr. Carrados?”

“Surely that is not in the papers?”

“I don’t know,” replied Severe, “but they aren’t my authority. Among the people I have mostly to do with many shrewd bits of information circulate that never get into the Press. Sometimes they are mere headwork, of course, but quite often they have ground. Just at present I am something of a celebrity in my usual haunts — I am ‘Jones’ in town, by the way, but my identity has come out — and everything to do with the notorious Severe affair comes round to me. I hear that Inspector Beedel, who has the case in hand, has just been to see you. Your co-operation is inferred.”

“And if so?” queried Carrados.

“If so,” continued his visitor, “I have a word to say. Beedel got it into his thick, unimaginative skull that I must be the kidnapper because, on the orthodox ‘motive’ lines, he couldn’t fix on anyone else. As a matter of fact, Mr. Carrados, I have rather too much affection for my little daughter to have taken her out of a comfortable home. My unfortunate wife may have her faults — I don’t mind admitting that she has — serious faults and a great many of them, but she would at least give Marie decent surroundings. When I heard of the child’s disappearance — it was in the early evening papers the next morning — I was distracted. I dreaded every edition to see a placard announcing that the body had been found and to read the usual horrible details of insane or bestial outrage. I searched my pockets and found a shilling and a few coppers. Without any clear idea of what I expected to do, I tore off to the station and spent my money on a third single to Swanstead.”

“Oh,” interposed Carrados, “the 1.17 arrival?”

Severe laughed contemptuously.

“The station porter, you mean?” he said. “Yes; that bright youth merely predated his experience by twenty-four hours when he saw that there was bunce in it a few days later. Oh, I dare say he really thought it then. As for me, before I had got to Swanstead I had realised my mistake. What could I do in any case? Nothing that the least efficient local bobby could not do much better. Least of all did I wish to meet Ida — Mrs. Severe. No I walked out of the station, turned to the right instead of the left and padded back to town.”

“And you have come now, a fortnight or more later, to tell me this, Mr. Severe?”

“Well, I have come to have small hopes of Beedel. At first I didn’t care two straws what they thought, expecting every hour to hear the worst. But that may not have happened. Two weeks have passed without anything being found, so that the child may be alive somewhere. If you are taking it up there is a chance — provided only that you don’t let them obsess you with the idea that I have had anything to do with it.”

“I don’t imagine that you have had anything to do with it, Mr. Severe, and I believe that Marie is still alive.”

“Thank God for that,” said Severe with sudden intensity. “I am very, very glad to hear you express that opinion, Mr. Carrados. I don’t suppose that I shall see much of the girl as time goes on or that she will be taught to regard the Fifth Commandment very seriously. All the same, the relief of hearing that makes me your debtor for ever...Anxious as I am, I will be content with that. I won’t worry you for your clues or your ideas...but I will tell you one thing. It may amuse you. My notion, a few days ago, of what might have happened—”

“Yes?” encouraged his host.

“It shows you the wild ideas one gets in such circumstances. My former wife is, if I may be permitted to say so, the most amiable and devoted creature in the world. Subject to that, I will readily concede that a more self-opinionated, credulous, dogmatically wrong-headed and crank-ridden woman does not exist. There isn’t a silly fad that she hasn’t taken up — and what’s more tragic, absolutely believed in for the time — from ozonised milk to rhythmic yawning. Some time ago she was swept into Christian Science. An atrocious harpy called Julp — a professional ‘healer’ — fastened on her and has dominated her ever since. Well, fantastic as it seems now, I was actually prepared to believe that Marie had been ill and under their really sincere but grotesque ‘healing’ had died. Then to hide the failure of their creed or because they got panic-stricken—”

Then Carrados interrupted, an incivility he rarely committed.

“Yes, yes, I see,” he said quickly. “But your daughter never is ill?”

“Never ill? Marie? Oh, isn’t she! In the past six months I’ve—”

“But Mrs. Severe deliberately said — her words — that Marie ‘does not know what illness means.’”

“That’s their jargon. They hold that illness does not exist and so it has no meaning. But I should describe Marie as a delicate child on the whole — bilious attacks and so on.”

“Christian Scientists...gastric trouble...Prescott Ellerslie? Good heavens! This comes of half doing a thing,” muttered Carrados.

“Nothing wrong, I hope?” ventured the visitor.

“Wait.” Severe wondered what the deuce turn the business was taking, but there being no incentive to do anything else, he waited. Coffee, rather more fragrant that that purveyed at the nocturnal stall, and fat Egyptian cigarettes of a subtle aroma somehow failed nevertheless to make the time pass quickly. Yet five minutes would have covered Carrados’s absence.

“Nothing wrong, but an unfortunate oversight,” he remarked when he returned. “I was too late to catch Beedel, so we must try to mend matters at the other end if we can. I shall have to ask you to go with me. I have ordered the car and I can tell you how we stand on the way.”

“I shall be glad if you can make any use of me,” said Severe.

“I hope that I may. And as for anything being wrong,” added Carrados with deliberation, “so far as Marie is concerned I think we may find that the one thing necessary for her future welfare has been achieved.”

“That’s all I ask,” said Severe.

“But it isn’t all that I ask,” retorted the blind man almost sharply; This time there was nothing clandestine about the visit to Arling Avenue. On the contrary, the pace they kept up made it necessary that the horn should give pretty continuous notice of their presence.

If it was a race, however, they had the satisfaction of being successful.

The manner — more suggestive of the trained nurse than the domestic servant — of the maid who came to the door of Arling Lodge made it clear to Carrados, apart from any other indication, that the catastrophe of Beedel’s arrival had not yet been launched. When the young person at the door began conscientiously, but with obvious inexperience, to prevaricate with the truth, the caller merely accepted her statements and wrote a few words on his card.

“When Dr. Ellerslie does return, will you please give him this at once?” he said. “I will wait.”

It is to be inferred that the great specialist’s return had been providentially timed, for Carrados was scarcely seated when Prescott Ellerslie hurried into the room with the visiting-card in his hand.

“Mr. Carrados?” he postulated. “Will you please explain this rather unusually worded request for an interview?”

“Certainly I will,” replied Carrados. “The wording is prompted by the necessity of compelling your immediate attention. The interview is the outcome of my desire to be of use to you.”

“Thank you,” said Ellerslie with non-committal courtesy. “And the occasion?”

“The occasion is the impending visit of Inspector Beedel from Scotland Yard, not, this time, to look out of your landing window, but to demand the surrender of the missing Marie Severe and, if you deny any knowledge of her, armed with authority to search your house.”

“Oh,” replied the doctor with astonishing composure. “And if the situation develops on the lines which you have so pointedly indicated, how do you propose to help me?”

“That depends a little on your explanation of the circumstances.”

“Surely between Mr. Carrados and Scotland Yard there is nothing that remains to be explained!”

“Mr. Carrados can only speak for himself,” replied the blind man with unmoved good humour. “And in his case there are several things to be explained. There is probably not a great deal of time before the Inspector’s arrival, but there may be enough if you are disposed—”

“Very well,” acquiesced Ellerslie. “You are quite right in assuming Marie Severe to be in this house. I had her brought here...out of revenge, to redress an old and very grievous injury. Perhaps you had guessed that?”

“Not in those terms,” said Carrados mildly.

“Yet so it was. Ten years ago a very sweet and precious little child, my only daughter, was wantonly done to death by an ignorant and credulous woman who had charge of her, in the tenets of her faith. It is called Christian Science. The opportunity was put before me and to-day I stand convicted of having outraged every social and legal form by snatching Marie Severe from just that same fate.”

Carrados nodded gravely.

“Yes,” he assented. “That is the thing I missed.”

“I used to see her on her way to school, whenever I was here,” went on the doctor wistfully, “and soon I came to watch for her and to know the times at which she ought to pass. She was of all living creatures the gayest and the most vivid, glowing and vibrant with the compelling joy of life, a little being of wonderful grace, delicacy and charm. She has, I found when I came to know her somewhat, that distinction of manner which one is prone to associate unreasonably only with the children of the great and wealthy — a young nobility. In much the reminded me constantly of my own lost child; in other ways she attracted me by her diversity. Such, Mr. Carrados, was the nature of my interest in Marie Severe.

“I don’t know the Severes and I have never even spoken to the mother. I believe that she has only lived here about a year, and in any case I have no concern in the social life of Swanstead. But a few months ago my worthy old housekeeper struck up an acquaintance with one of Mrs. Severe’s servants, a staid, middle-aged person who had gone into the family as Marie’s nurse. The friendship begun down our respective gardens — they adjoin — developed to the stage of these two dames taking tea occasionally with one another. My Mrs. Glass is a garrulous old woman. Hitherto my difficulty had often been to keep her quiet. Now I let her talk and deftly steered the conversation. I learned that my neighbours were Christian Scientists and had a so — called ‘healer’ living with them. The information struck me with a sudden dread.”

‘I suppose they are never ill, then?’ I inquired carelessly.

“Mrs. Severe had not been ill since she had embraced Christian Science, and Miss Julp was described in a phrase obviously of her own importing as being ‘all selvage.’ The servants were allowed to see a doctor if they wished, although they were strongly pressed to have done with such ‘trickery’ in dispelling a mere ‘illusion.’”

‘And isn’t there a child?’ I asked.

“Marie, it appeared, had from time to time suffered from the ‘illusion’ that she had not felt well — had suffered pain. Under Miss Julp’s spiritual treatment the ‘hallucination’ had been dispelled. Mrs. Glass had laughed, looked very knowing and then given her friend away in her appreciation of the joke. The faithful nurse had accepted the situation and as soon as her mistress’s back was turned had doctored Marie according to her own simple notions. Under this double influence the child had always picked up again, but the two women had ominously speculated what would happen if she fell ‘really ill.’ I led her on to details of the sicknesses — their symptoms, frequency and so on. It was a congenial topic between the motherly old creature and the nurse and I could not have had a better medium. I learned a good deal from her chatter. It did not reassure me.

“From that time, without allowing my interest to appear, I sought better opportunities to see the child. I inspired Mrs. Glass to suggest to the nurse that Miss Marie might come and explore the garden here — it is a large and tangled place, such as an adventuring child would love to roam in, and this one, as I found, was passionately fond of flowers and growing things and birds and little animals. I got a pair of tame squirrels and turned them loose here. You can guess her enchantment when she discovered them. I went out with nuts for her to give them and we were friends at once. All the time I was examining her without her knowledge. I don’t suppose it ever occurred to her that I might be a doctor. The result practically confirmed the growing suspicion that everything I had heard pointed to. And the tragic irony of the situation was that it had been appendicitis that my child — my child — had perished from!”

“Oh, so this was appendicitis, then?”

“Yes. It was appendicitis of that insidious and misleading type to which children are particularly liable. These apparently negligible turns at intervals of weeks were really inflammation of the appendix and the condition was inevitably passing into one of general suppurative peritonitis. Very soon there would come another ‘illusion’ according to the mother and Miss Julp, another ‘bilious turn’ according to the nurse, similar to those already experienced, but apparently more obstinate. The Christian Scientists would argue with it, Hannah would surreptitiously dose it. This time, however, it would hang on. Still there would be no really very alarming symptoms to wring the natural affection of the mother, nothing severe enough to have the nurse into mutiny. The pulse running at about 140 would be the last thing they would notice.”

“And then?” Ellerslie was pacing the room in savage indignation, but Carrados had Beedel’s impending visit continually before him.

“Then she would be dead. Quite suddenly and unceremoniously this fair young life, which in ten minutes I could render immune from this danger for all the future, would go clean out — extinguished to demonstrate that appendicitis does not exist and that Mind is All in All. If my diagnosis was correct there could be no appeal, no shockful realisation of the true position to give the mother a chance. It would be inevitable, but it would be quite unlooked for.

“What was I to do, should you say, Mr. Carrados, in this emergency? I had dealt with these fanatics before and I knew that if I took so unusual a course as to go to Mrs. Severe I should at the best be met by polite incredulity and a text from Mrs. Mary Baker Eddy’s immortal work. And by doing that I should have made any other line of action risky, if not impossible. You, I believe, are a humane man. What was I to do?”

“What you did do,” said his visitor, “was about the most dangerous thing that a doctor could be mixed up in.”

“Oh; no,” replied Ellerslie, “he does a much more dangerous thing whenever he operates on a septiferous subject, whenever he enters a fever-stricken house. To career and reputation, you would say; but believe me, Mr. Carrados, life is quite as important as livelihood, and every doctor does that sort of thing every day. Well, like many very ordinary men whom you may meet, I am something of a maniac and something of a mystic. Incredible as it will doubtless seem to the world to-morrow, I found that, at the risk of my professional career, at the risk, possibly, of a criminal conviction, the greatest thing that I should ever do would be to save this one exquisite young life. Elsewhere other men just as good could take my place, but here it was I and I alone.”

“Well, you did it?” prompted Carrados. “I must remind you that the time presses and I want to know the facts.”

“Yes I did it. I won’t delay with the precautions I had taken in securing the child or with the scheme that I had worked out for returning her. I believed that I had a very good chance of coming through undiscovered and I infer that I have to thank you that I did not. Marie has not the slightest idea where she is and when I go into the room I am sufficiently disguised. She thinks that she has had an accident.”

“Of course you must have had assistance?”

“I have had the devoted help of an assistant and two nurses, but the whole responsibility is mine. I managed to send off Mrs. Glass and her husband for a holiday so as to keep them out of it. That was after I had decided upon the operation. To justify what I was about to do there had to be no mistake about the necessity. I contrived a final test.

“Less than three weeks ago I saw Hannah and the little girl come to the house one afternoon. Shortly afterwards Mrs. Glass knocked at my door. Could she ask Hannah to tea and, as Mrs. Severe and her friend were being out until late, might Miss Marie also stay? There was, as she knew, no need for her to ask me, but my housekeeper is primitive in her ideas of duty. Of course I readily assented, but I suggested that Marie should have tea with me; and so it was arranged.

“Before tea she amused herself about the garden. I told her to gather me a bunch of flowers and when she came in with them I noticed that she had scratched her arm with a thorn. I hurried through the meal, for I had then determined what to do. When we had finished, without ringing the bell, I gave her a chair in front of the fire and sat down opposite her. There was a true story about a clever goose that I had promised her.

“‘But you are going to sleep, Marie,’ I said, looking at her fixedly. ‘It is the heat of the fire.’

“‘I think I must be,’ she admitted drowsily. ‘Oh, how silly. I can scarcely keep my eyes open.’

“‘You are going to sleep,’ I repeated. ‘You are very, very tired.’ I raised my hand and moved it slowly before her face. ‘You can hardly see my hand now. Your eyes are closed. When I stop speaking you will be asleep.’ I dropped my hand and she was fast asleep.

“I had made my arrangements and had everything ready. From her arm, where the puncture of the needle was masked by the scratch, I secured a few drops of blood. Then I applied a simple styptic to the place and verified by a more leisurely examination some of the symptoms I had already looked for. When I woke her, a few minutes later, she had no inkling of what had passed.

“‘Why,’ I was saying as she awakened, ‘I don’t believe that you have heard a word about old Solomon!’

“I applied the various laboratory tests to the blood which I had obtained without delay. The result, taken in conjunction with the other symptoms, was conclusive. I was resolved upon my course from that moment. The operation itself was simple and completely successful. The condition demonstrated the pressing necessity for what I did. Marie Severe will probably outlive her mother now — especially if the lady remains faithful to Christian Science. As for the sequel...I am sorry, but I don’t regret.”

* * * * *

“A surprise, eh, Inspector?”

Inspector Beedel, accompanied by Mrs. Severe and — if the comparative degree may be used to indicate her relative importance — even more accompanied by Miss Julp, had arrived at Arling Lodge and been given immediate admission. It was Carrados who thus greeted him.

Beedel looked at his friend and then at Dr. Ellerslie. With unconscious habit he even noticed the proportions of the room, the position of the door and window, and the chief articles of furniture. His mind moved rather slowly, but always logically, and in cases where “sound intelligence” sufficed he was rarely unsuccessful. He had brought Mrs. Severe to identify Marie, whom he had never seen, and his men remained outside within whistle-call in case of any emergency. He now saw that he might have to shift his ground and he at once proceeded cautiously.

“Well, sir,” he admitted, “I did not expect to see you here.”

“Nor did I anticipate coming. Mrs. Severe” — he bowed to her— “I think that we have already met informally. Your friend, Miss Julp, unless I am mistaken? It is a good thing that we are all here.”

“That is my name, sir,” struck in the recalcitrant Cornelia, “but I am not aware—”

“At the gate early — very early — this morning, Miss Julp. I recognise your step. But accept my assurance, my dear lady” — for Miss Julp had given a start of maidenly confusion at the recollection— “that although I heard, I did not see you. Well, Inspector, I have since found that I misled you. The mistake was mine — a fundamental error. You were right. Mrs. Severe was right. Dr. Ellerslie is unassailably right. I speak for him because it was I who fastened an unsupportable motive on his actions. Marie Severe is in this house, but she was received here by Dr. Ellerslie in his professional capacity and strictly in the relation of doctor and patient...Mr. Severe has at length admitted that he alone is to blame. You see, you were right after all.”

“Arthur! Oh!” exclaimed Mrs. Severe, deeply moved.

“But why,” demanded the other lady hostilely, “why should the man want her here?”

“Mr. Severe was apprehensive on account of his daughter’s health,” replied Carrados gravely. “His story is that, fearing something serious, he submitted her to this eminent specialist, who found a dangerous — a critical — condition that could only be removed by immediate operation. Dr. Ellerslie has saved your daughter’s life, Mrs. Severe.”

“Fiddlesticks!” shouted Miss Julp excitedly. “It’s an outrage — a criminal outrage. An operation! There was no danger — there couldn’t be with me at hand. You’ve done it this time, Doctor Ellerslie. My gosh, but this will be a case!”

Mrs. Severe sank into a chair, pale and trembling.

“I can scarcely believe it,” she managed to say. “It is a crime. Dr. Ellerslie — no doctor had the right. Mr. Severe has no authority whatever. The court gave me sole control of Marie.”

“Excuse me,” put in Carrados with the blandness of perfect self-control and cognisance of his point, “excuse me, but have you ever informed Dr. Ellerslie of that ruling?”

“No,” admitted Mrs. Severe with faint surprise. “No. Why should I?”

“Quite so. Why should you? But have you any knowledge that Dr. Ellerslie is acquainted with the details of your unhappy domestic differences?”

“I do not know at all. What do these things matter?”

“Only this: Why should Dr. Ellerslie question the authority of a parent who brings his child? It shows at least that he is the one who is concerned about her welfare. For all Dr. Ellerslie knew, you might be the unauthorised one, Mrs. Severe. A doctor can scarcely be expected to withhold a critical operation while he investigates the family affairs of his patients.”

“But all this time — this dreadful suspense. He must have known.” Carrados shrugged his shoulders and seemed to glance across the room to where their host had so far stood immovable.

“I did know, Mrs. Severe. I could not help knowing. But I knew something else, and to a doctor the interests of his patient must overrule every ordinary consideration. Should the occasion arise, I shall be prepared at any time to justify my silence.”

“Oh, the occasion will arise and pretty sharp, don’t you fear,” chimed in the irrepressible Miss Julp. “There’s a sight more in this business, Ida, than we’ve got at yet. A mighty cute idea putting up Severe now. I never did believe that he was in it. He’s a piece too mean-spirited to have the nerve. And where is Arthur Severe now? Gone, of course; quit the country and at someone else’s expense.”

“Not at all,” said Carrados very obligingly. “Since you ask, Miss Julp” — he raised his voice— “Mr. Severe!”

The door opened and Severe strolled into the room with great sang- froid. He bowed distantly to his wife and nodded familiarly to the police official.

“Well, Inspector,” he remarked, “you’ve cornered me at last, you see.”

“I’m not so sure of that,” retorted Beedel shortly.

“Oh, come now; you are too modest. My unconvincing alibi that you broke down. The printed letter so conclusively from my hand. And Grigson — your irrefutable, steadfast witness from the station here, Inspector. There’s no getting round Grigson now, you know.”

Beedel rubbed his chin helpfully but made no answer. Things seemed to have reached a momentary impasse.

“Perhaps we may at least all sit down,” suggested Ellerslie, to break the silence. “There are rather a lot of us, but I think the chairs will go round.”

“If I wasn’t just dead tired I would sooner drop than sit down in the house of a man calling himself a doctor,” declared Miss Julp. Then she sat down rather heavily. Sharp on the action came a piercing yell, a deep — wrung “Yag!” of pain and alarm, and the lady was seen bounding to her feet, to turn and look suspiciously at the place she had just vacated.

“It was a needle, Cornelia,” said Mrs. Severe, who sat next to her. “See, here it is;”

“Dear me, how unfortunate,” exclaimed Ellerslie, following the action; “one of my surgical needles. I do hope that it has been properly sterilised since the last operation.”

“What’s that?” demanded Miss Julp sharply.

“Well,” explained the doctor slowly, “I mean that there is such a thing as blood-poisoning. At least,” he amended, “for me there is such a thing as blood-poisoning. For you, fortunately, it does not exist. Any more than pain does,” he added thoughtfully.

“Do you mean,” demanded Miss Julp with slow precision, “that through your carelessness, your criminal carelessness, I run any risk of blood-poisoning?”

“Cornelia!” exclaimed Mrs. Severe in pale incredulity.

“Of course not,” retorted the surgeon. “How can you if such a thing does not exist?”

“I don’t care whether it exists or not—”

“Cornelia !” repeated her faithful disciple in horror.

“Be quiet, Ida. This is my business. It isn’t like an ordinary illness. I’ve always had a horror of blood-poisoning. I have nightmares about it. My father died of it. He had to have glass tubes put in his veins, and the night he died. Oh, I tell you I can’t stand the thought of it. There’s nothing else I believe in, but blood-poisoning—”

She shuddered. “I tell you, doctor,” she declared with a sudden descent to the practical, “if I get laid up from this you’ll have to stand the racket, and pretty considerable damages as well.”

“But at the worst this is a very simple matter,” protested Ellerslie. “If you will let me dress the place—”

Miss Julp went as red as a swarthy-complexioned lady of forty-five could be expected to go.

“How can I let you dress the place?” she snapped. “It is—”

“Oh, Cornelia, Cornelia!” exclaimed Mrs. Severe reproachfully, through her disillusioned tears, “would you really be so false to the great principles which you have taught me?”

“I have a trained nurse here,” suggested the doctor. “She would do it as well as I could.”

“Are you really going?” demanded Mrs. Severe, for there was no doubt that Miss Julp was going and going with alacrity.

“I don’t abate one iota of my principles, Ida,” she remarked. “But one has to discriminate. There are natural illnesses and there are unnatural illnesses. We say with truth that there can be no death, but no one will deny that Christian Scientists do, as a matter of fact, in the ordinary sense, die. Perhaps this is rather beyond you yet, dear, but I hope that some day you will see it in the light of its deeper mystery.”

“Do you?” replied Mrs. Severe with cold disdain. “At present I only see that there is one law of indulgence for yourself and another for your dupes.”

“After all,” interposed Ellerslie, “this embarrassing discussion need never have arisen. I now see that the offending implement is only one of Mrs. Glass’s darning needles. How careless of her! You need have no fear, Miss Julp.”

“Oh, you coward!” exclaimed Miss Julp breathlessly. “You coward! I won’t stay here a moment longer. I will go home.”

“I won’t detain you,” said Mrs. Severe as Cornelia passed her. “Your home is in Chicago, I believe? Ann will help you to pack.”

Carrados rose and touched Beedel on the arm.

“You and I are not wanted here, Inspector,” he whispered. “The bottom’s dropped out of the case,” and they slipped away together.

Mrs. Severe looked across the room towards her late husband, hesitated and then slowly walked up to him.

“There is a great deal here that I do not understand,” she said, “but is not this so, that you were willing to go to prison to shield this man who has been good to Marie?”

Severe flushed a little. Then he dropped his deliberate reply.

“I am willing to go to hell for this man for his goodness to Marie,” he said curtly.

“Oh!” exclaimed Mrs. Severe with a little cry. “I wish you never said that you would go to hell for me!”

The outcast stared. Then a curious look, a twisted smile of tenderness and half-mocking humour crossed his features.

“My dear,” he responded gravely, “perhaps not. But I often thought it!”

Dr. Ellerslie, who had followed out the last two of his departing guests, looked in at the door.

“Marie is awake, I hear,” he said. “Will you go up now, Mrs. Severe ?”

With a shy smile the lady held out her hand towards the shabby man.

“You must go with me, Arthur,” she stipulated.


THE SECRET OF DUNSTAN’S TOWER
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IT WAS A peculiarity of Mr Carrados that he could drop the most absorbing occupation of his daily life at a moment’s notice if need be, apply himself exclusively to the solution of some criminological problem, possibly a matter of several days, and at the end of the time return and take up the thread of his private business exactly where he had left it.

On the morning of the 3rd of September he was dictating to his secretary a monograph to which he had given the attractive title, “The Portrait of Alexander the Great, as Jupiter Ammon, on an unedited octadrachm of Macedonia,” when a telegram was brought in. Greatorex, the secretary, dealt with such communications as a matter of course, and, taking the envelope from Parkinson’s salver, he cut it open in the pause between a couple of sentences.

“This is a private matter of yours, sir,” he remarked, after glancing at the message. “Handed in at Netherhempsfield, 10.48 A.M. Repeated. One step higher. Quite baffled. Tulloch.”

“Oh yes; that’s all right,” said Carrados. “No reply, Parkinson. Have you got down ‘the Roman supremacy’?”

“‘. . . the type of workmanship that still enshrined the memory of Spartan influence down to the era of Roman supremacy,’” read the secretary.

“That will do. How are the trains for Netherhempsfield?”

Greatorex put down the notebook and took up an “ABC.”

“Waterloo departure 11—” He cocked an eye towards the desk clock. “Oh, that’s no good. 12.17, 2.11, 5.9, 7.25.”

“The 5.9 should do,” interposed Carrados. “Arrival?”

“6.48.”

“Now what has the gazeteer to say about the place?”

The yellow railway guide gave place to a weightier volume, and the secretary read out the following details:



“Netherhempsfield, parish and village, po, South Downshire. 2728 acres land and 27 water; soil rich loam, occupied as arable, pasture, orchard and woodland; subsoil various. The church of St Dunstan (restored 1740) is Saxon and Early English. It possesses an oak roof with curious grotesque bosses, and contains brasses and other memorials (earliest 13th century) of the Aynosforde family. In the ‘Swinefield,’ 1½ miles south-west of the village, are 15 large stones, known locally as the Judge and Jury, which constitute the remains of a Druidical circle and temple. Dunstan’s Tower, a moated residence built in the baronial style, and probably dating from the 14th century, is the seat of the Aynosfordes.”



“I can give three days easily,” mused Carrados.

“Yes, I’ll go down by the 5.9.”

“Do I accompany you, sir?” inquired Greatorex.

“Not this time, I think. Have three days off yourself. Just pick up the correspondence and take things easy. Send on anything to me, care of Dr Tulloch. If I don’t write, expect me back on Friday.”

“Very well, Mr Carrados. What books shall I put out for Parkinson to pack?”

“Say . . . Gessner’s Thesaurus and — yes, you may as well add Hilarion’s Celtic Mythology.”

Six hours later Carrados was on his way to Netherhempsfield. In his pocket was the following letter, which may be taken as offering the only explanation why he should suddenly decide to visit a place of which he had never even heard until that morning: — 



“ Dear Mr Carrados (‘Old Wynn,’ it used to be), — Do you remember a fellow at St Michael’s who used to own insects and the name of Tulloch— ‘Earwigs,’ they called him? Well, you will find it at the end of this epistle, if you have the patience to get there. I ran across Jarvis about six months ago on Euston platform — you’ll recall him by his red hair and great feet — and we had a rapid and comprehensive pow-wow. He told me who you were, having heard of you from Lessing, who seems to be editing a high-class review. He always was a trifle eccentric, Lessing.

“As for yours t., well, at the moment I’m local demon in a G-f-s little place that you’d hardly find on anything less than a 4-inch ordnance. But I won’t altogether say it mightn’t be worse, for there’s trout in the stream, and after half-a-decade of Cinder Moor, in the Black Country, a great and holy peace broods on the smiling land.

“But you will guess that I wouldn’t be taking up the time of a busy man of importance unless I had something to say, and you’d be right. It may interest you, or it may not, but here it is.

“Living about two miles out of the village, at a sort of mediaeval stronghold known as Dunstan’s Tower, there is an ancient county family called Aynosforde. And, for the matter of that, they are about all there is here, for the whole place seems to belong to them, and their authority runs from the power to charge you two-pence if you sell a pig between Friday night and Monday morning to the right to demand an exchange of scabbards with the reigning sovereign whenever he comes within seven bowshot flights of the highest battlement of Dunstan’s Tower. (I don’t gather that any reigning sovereign ever has come, but that isn’t the Aynosfordes’ fault.) But, levity apart, these Aynosfordes, without being particularly rich, or having any title, are accorded an extraordinary position. I am told that scarcely a living duchess could hold out against the moral influence old dame Aynosforde could bring to bear on social matters, and yet she scarcely ever goes beyond Netherhempsfield now.

“My connection with these high-and-mighties ought to be purely professional, and so, in a manner, it is, but on the top of it I find myself drawn into a full-blooded, old haunted house mystery that takes me clean out of my depth.

“Darrish, the man whose place I’m taking for three months, had a sort of arrangement that once a week he should go up to the Tower and amuse old Mrs Aynosforde for a couple of hours under the pretence of feeling her pulse. I found that I was let in for continuing this. Fortunately the old dame was quite amiable at close quarters. I have no social qualifications whatever, and we got on very well together on those terms. I have heard that she considers me ‘thoroughly responsible.’

“For five or six weeks everything went on swimmingly. I had just enough to do to keep me from doing nothing; people have a delightful habit of not being taken ill in the night, and there is a comfortable cob to trot round on.

“Tuesday is my Dunstan’s Tower day. Last Tuesday I went as usual. I recall now that the servants about the place seemed rather wild and the old lady did not keep me quite as long as usual, but these things were not sufficiently noticeable to make any impression on me at the time. On Friday a groom rode over with a note from Swarbrick, the butler. Would I go up that afternoon and see Mrs Aynosforde? He had taken the liberty of asking me on his own responsibility as he thought that she ought to be seen. Deuced queer it struck me, but of course I went.

“Swarbrick was evidently on the look-out. He is a regular family retainer, taciturn and morose rather than bland. I saw at once that the old fellow had something on his mind, and I told him that I should like a word with him. We went into the morning-room.

“‘Now, Swarbrick,’ I said, ‘you sent for me. What is the matter with your mistress since Tuesday?’”He looked at me dourly, as though he was still in two minds about opening his mouth. Then he said slowly:

“It isn’t since Tuesday, sir. It was on that morning.’

‘“What was’? I asked.

“‘The beginning of it, Dr Tulloch. Mrs Aynosforde slipped at the foot of the stairs on coming down to breakfast.’

“‘She did?’ I said. ‘Well, it couldn’t have been very serious at the time. She never mentioned it to me.’

“‘No, sir,’ the old monument assented, with an appalling surface of sublime pride, ‘she would not.’

“‘Why wouldn’t she if she was hurt?’ I demanded. ‘People do mention these things to their medical men, in strict confidence.’

“‘The circumstances are unusual, sir,’ he replied, without a ruffle of his imperturbable respect. ‘Mrs Aynosforde was not hurt, sir. She did not actually fall, but she slipped — on a pool of blood.’

“‘That’s unpleasant,’ I admitted, looking at him sharply, for an owl could have seen that there was something behind all this. ‘How did it come there? Whose was it?’

“‘Sir Philip Bellmont’s, sir.’

“I did not know the name. ‘Is he a visitor here?’ I asked.

“‘Not at present, sir. He stayed with us in 1662. He died here, sir, under rather unpleasant circumstances.’

“There you have it, Wynn. That is the keystone of the whole business. But if I keep to my conversation with the still reluctant Swarbrick I shall run out of foolscap and into midnight. Briefly, then, the ‘unpleasant circumstances’ were as follows: — Just about two and a half centuries ago, when Charles II. was back, and things in England were rather gay, a certain Sir Philip Bellmont was a guest at Dunstan’s Tower. There were dice, and there was a lady — probably a dozen, but the particular one was the Aynosforde’s young wife. One night there was a flare-up. Bellmont was run through with a rapier, and an ugly doubt turned on whether the point came out under the shoulder-blade, or went in there. Dripping on to every stair, the unfortunate man was carried up to his room. He died within a few hours, convinced, from the circumstances, of treachery all round, and with his last breath he left an anathema on every male and female Aynosforde as the day of their death approached. There are fourteen steps in the flight that Bellmont was carried up, and when the pool appears in the hall some Aynosforde has just two weeks to live. Each succeeding morning the stain may be found one stair higher. When it reaches the top there is a death in the family. “This was the gist of the story. As far as you and I are concerned, it is, of course, merely a matter as to what form our scepticism takes, but my attitude is complicated by the fact that my nominal patient has become a real one. She is seventy-two and built to be a nonagenarian, but she has gone to bed with the intention of dying on Tuesday week. And I firmly believe she will.

“‘How does she know that she is the one?’ I asked. There aren’t many Aynosfordes, but I knew that there were some others.

“To this Swarbrick maintained a discreet ambiguity. It was not for him to say, he replied, but I can see that he, like most of the natives round here, is obsessed with Aynosfordism.

“‘And for that matter,’ I objected, ‘your mistress is scarcely entitled to the distinction. She will not really be an Aynosforde at all — only one by marriage.’”’No, sir,’ he replied readily, ‘Mrs Aynosforde was also a Miss Aynosforde, sir — one of the Dorset Aynosfordes. Mr Aynosforde married his cousin.’

“‘Oh,’ I said, ‘ do the Aynosfordes often marry cousins?’

“‘Very frequently, sir. You see, it is difficult otherwise for them to find eligible partners.’”Well, I saw the lady, explaining that I had not been altogether satisfied with her condition on the Tuesday. It passed, but I was not able to allude to the real business. Swarbrick, in his respectful, cast-iron way, had impressed on me that Sir Philip Bellmont must not be mentioned, assuring me that even Darrish would not venture to do so. Mrs Aynosforde was certainly a little feverish, but there was nothing the matter with her. I left, arranging to call again on the Sunday. “When I came to think it over, the first form it took was: Now who is playing a silly practical joke, or working a deliberate piece of mischief? But I could not get any further on those lines, because I do not know enough of the circumstances. Darrish might know, but Darrish is cruising off Spitsbergen, suffering from a nervous breakdown. The people here are amiable enough superficially, but they plainly regard me as an outsider.

“It was then that I thought of you. From what Jarvis had told me I gathered that you were keen on a mystery for its own sake. Furthermore, though I understand that you are now something of a dook, you might not be averse to a quiet week in the country, jogging along the lanes, smoking a peaceful pipe of an evening and yarning over old times. But I was not going to lure you down and then have the thing turn out to be a ridiculous and transparent hoax, no matter how serious its consequences. I owed it to you to make some reasonable investigation myself. This I have now done.

“On Sunday when I went there Swarbrick, with a very long face, reported that on each morning he had found the stain one step higher. The patient, needless to say, was appreciably worse. When I came down I had made up my mind.

“‘Look here, Swarbrick,’ I said, ‘there is only one thing for it. I must sit up here to-night and see what happens.’

“He was very dubious at first, but I believe the fellow is genuine in his attachment to the house. His final scruple melted when he learned that I should not require him to sit up with me. I enjoined absolute secrecy, and this, in a large rambling place like the Tower, is not difficult to maintain. All the maidservants had fled. The only people sleeping within the walls now, beyond those I have mentioned, are two of Mrs Aynosforde’s grandchildren (a girl and a young man whom I merely know by sight), the housekeeper and a footman. All these had retired long before the butler admitted me by an obscure little door, about half-an-hour after midnight.

“The staircase with which we are concerned goes up from the dining hall. A much finer, more modern way ascends from the entrance hall. This earlier one, however, only gives access now to three rooms, a lovely oak-panelled chamber occupied by my patient and two small rooms, turned nowadays into a boudoir and a bathroom. When Swarbrick had left me in an easy-chair, wrapped in a couple of rugs, in a corner of the dark dining hall, I waited for half-an-hour and then proceeded to make my own preparations. Moving very quietly, I crept up the stairs, and at the top drove one drawing-pin into the lintel about a foot up, another at the same height into the baluster opposite, and across the stairs fastened a black thread, with a small bell hanging over the edge. A touch and the bell would ring, whether the thread broke or not. At the foot of the stairs I made another attachment and hung another bell.

“‘I think, my unknown friend,’ I said, as I went back to the chair, ‘you are cut off above and below now.’

“I won’t say that I didn’t close my eyes for a minute through the whole night, but if I did sleep it was only as a watchdog sleeps. A whisper or a creak of a board would have found me alert. As it was, however, nothing happened. At six o’clock Swarbrick appeared, respectfully solicitous about my vigil.

“‘We’ve done it this time, Swarbrick,’ I said in modest elation. ‘Not the ghost of a ghost has appeared. The spell is broken.’

“He had crossed the hall and was looking rather strangely at the stairs. With a very queer foreboding I joined him and followed his glance. By heavens, Wynn, there, on the sixth step up, was a bright red patch! I am not squeamish; I cleared four steps at a stride, and stooping down I dipped my finger into the stuff and felt its slippery viscidity against my thumb. There could be no doubt about it; it was the genuine thing. In my baffled amazement I looked in every direction for a possible clue to human agency. Above, more than twenty feet above, were the massive rafters and boarding of the roof itself. By my side reared a solid stone wall, and beneath was simply the room we stood in, for the space below the stairway was not en?closed.

“I pointed to my arrangement of bells.

“‘Nobody has gone up or down, I’ll swear,’ I said a little warmly. Between ourselves, I felt a bit of an ass for my pains, before the monumental Swarbrick.

“‘No, sir,’ he agreed. ‘I had a similar experience myself on Saturday night.’

“‘The deuce you did,’ I exclaimed. ‘Did you sit up then?’

“‘Not exactly, sir,’ he replied, ‘but after making all secure at night I hung a pair of irreplaceable Dresden china cups in a similar way. They were both still intact in the morning, sir.’

“Well, there you are. I have nothing more to say on the subject. ‘Hope not,’ you’ll be muttering. If the thing doesn’t tempt you, say no more about it. If it does, just wire a time and I’ll be at the station. Welcome isn’t the word. — Yours as of yore,

“J1m Tulloch.

“P.S. — Can put your man up all right. J.T.”



Carrados had “wired a time,” and he was seized on the platform by the awaiting and exuberant Tulloch and guided with elaborate carefulness to the doctor’s cart, which was, as its temporary owner explained, “knocking about somewhere in the lane outside.”

“Splendid little horse,” he declared. “Give him a hedge to nibble at and you can leave him to look after himself for hours. Motors? He laughs at them, Wynn, merely laughs.”

Parkinson and the luggage found room behind, and the splendid little horse shook his shaggy head and launched out for home. For a mile the conversation was a string of, “Do you ever come across Brown now?” “You know Sugden was killed flying?” “Heard of Marling only last week; he’s gone on the stage.” “By the way, that appalling ass Sanders married a girl with a pot of money and runs horses now,” and doubtless it would have continued in a similar strain to the end of the journey if an encounter with a farmer’s country trap had not interrupted its tenor. The lane was very narrow at that point and the driver of the trap drew into the hedge and stopped to allow the doctor to pass. There was a mutual greeting, and Tulloch pulled.up also when their hubs were clear.

“No more sheep killed, I hope?” he called back.

“No, sir; I can’t complain that we have,” said the driver cheerfully. “But I do hear that Mr Stone, over at Daneswood, lost one last night.”

“In the same way, do you mean?”

“So I heard. It’s a queer business, doctor.”

“It’s a blackguardly business. It’s a marvel what the fellow thinks he’s doing.”

“He’ll get nabbed, never fear, sir. He’ll do it once too often.”

“Hope so,” said the doctor. “Good-day.” He shook the reins and turned to his visitor. “One of our local ‘Farmer Jarges.’ It’s part of the business to pass the time o’ day with them all .and ask after the cow or the pig, if no other member of the family happens to be on the sick list.”

“What is the blackguardly business?” asked Carrados.

“Well, that is a bit out of the common, I’ll admit. About a week ago this man, Bailey, found one of his sheep dead in the field. It had been deliberately killed — head cut half off. It hadn’t been done for meat, because none was taken. But, curiously enough, something else had been taken. The animal had been opened and the heart and intestines were gone. What do you think of that, Wynn?”

“Revenge, possibly.”

“Bailey declares that he hasn’t got the shadow of an enemy in the world. His three or four labourers are quite content. Of course a thing like that makes a tremendous sensation in a place like this. You may see as many as five men talking together almost any day now. And here, on the top if it, comes another case at Stone’s. It looks like one of those outbreaks that crop up from time to time for no obvious reason and then die out again.”

“No reason, Jim?”

“Well, if it isn’t revenge, and if it isn’t food, what is there to be got by it?”

“What is there to be got when an animal is killed?” Tulloch stared without enlightenment.

“What is there that I am here to trace?”

“Godfrey Dan’l, Wynn! You don’t mean to say that there is any connection between ?”

“I don’t say it,” declared Carrados promptly. “But there is very strong reason why we should consider it. It solves a very obvious question that faces us. A pricked thumb does not produce a pool. Did you microscope it?”

“Yes, I did. I can only say that it’s mammalian. My limited experience doesn’t carry me beyond that. Then what about the entrails, Wynn? Why take those?”

“That raises a variety of interesting speculations certainly.”

“It may to you. The only thing that occurs to me is that it might be a blind.”

“A very unfortunate one, if so. A blind is intended to allay curiosity — to suggest an obvious but fictitious motive. This, on the contrary, arouses curiosity. The abstraction of a haunch of mutton would be an excellent blind. Whereas now, as you say, what about the entrails?”

Tulloch shook his head.

“I’ve had my shot,” he answered. “Can you suggest anything?”

“Frankly, I can’t,” admitted Carrados.

“On the face of it, I don’t suppose anyone short of an oracle could. Pity our local shrine has got rusty in the joints.” He levelled his whip and pointed to a distant silhouette that showed against the last few red streaks in the western sky a mile away. “You see that solitary old outpost of paganism—”

The splendid little horse leapt forward in indignant surprise as the extended whip fell sharply across his shoulders. Tulloch’s ingenuous face seemed to have caught the rubicundity of the distant sunset.

“I’m beastly sorry, Wynn, old man,” he muttered. “I ought to have remembered.”

“My blindness?” contributed Carrados. “My dear chap, everyone makes a point of forgetting that. It’s quite a recognised form of compliment among friends. If it were baldness I probably should be touchy on the subject; as it’s only blindness I’m not.”

“I’m very glad you take it so well,” said Tulloch.

“I was referring to a stone circle that we have here. Perhaps you have heard of it?”

“The Druids’ altar!” exclaimed Carrados with an inspiration. “Jim, to my everlasting shame, I had forgotten it.”

“Oh, well, it isn’t much to look at,” confessed the practical doctor. “Now in the church there are a few decent monuments — all Aynosfordes, of course.”

“Aynosfordes — naturally. Do you know how far that remarkable race goes back?”

“A bit beyond Adam I should fancy,” laughed Tulloch. “Well, Darrish told me that they really can trace to somewhere before the Conquest. Some antiquarian Johnny has claimed that the foundations of Dunstan’s Tower cover a Celtic stronghold. Are you interested in that sort of thing?”

“Intensely,” replied Carrados; “but we must not neglect other things. This gentleman who owned the unfortunate sheep, the second victim, now? How far is Daneswood away?”

“About a mile — mile and a half at the most.” Carrados turned towards the back seat.

“Do you think that in seven minutes’ time you would be able to distinguish the details of a red mark on the grass, Parkinson?”

Parkinson took the effect of three objects, the sky above, the herbage by the roadside, and the back of his hand, and then spoke regretfully.

“I’m afraid not, sir; not with any certainty,” he replied.

“Then we need not trouble Mr Stone to-night,” said Carrados philosophically.

After dinner there was the peaceful pipe that Tulloch had forecast, and mutual reminiscences until the long clock in the corner, striking the smallest hour of the morning, prompted Tulloch to suggest retirement.

“I hope you have everything,” he remarked tentatively, when he had escorted the guest to his bedroom. “Mrs Jones does for me very well, but you are an unknown quantity to her as yet.”

“I shall be quite all right, you may be sure,” replied Carrados, with his engagingly grateful smile. “Parkinson will already have seen to everything. We have a complete system, and I know exactly where to find anything I require.”

Tulloch gave a final glance round.

“Perhaps you would prefer the window closed?” he suggested.

“Indeed I should not. It is south-west, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“And a south-westerly breeze to bring the news. I shall sit here for a little time.” He put his hand on the top rail of a chair with unhesitating precision and drew it to the open casement. “There are a thousand sounds that you in your arrogance of sight ignore, a thousand individual scents of hedge and orchard that come to me up here. I suppose it is quite dark to you now, Jim? What a lot you seeing people must miss!”

Tulloch guffawed, with his hand on the door knob. “Well, don’t let your passion for nocturnal nature study lead you to miss breakfast at eight. My eyes won’t, I promise you. Ta-ta.”

He jigged off to his own room and in ten minutes was soundly asleep. But the oak clock in the room beneath marked the quarters one by one until the next hour struck, and then round the face again until the little finger stood at three, and still the blind man sat by the open window that looked out over the south-west, interpreting the multitudinous signs of the quiet life that still went on under the dark cover of the warm summer night.

“The word lies with you, Wynn,” remarked Tulloch at breakfast the next morning — he was twelve minutes late, by the way, and found his guest interested in the titles of Dr Darrish’s excellent working library. “I am supposed to be on view here from nine to ten, and after that I am due at Abbot’s Farm somewhere about noon. With those reservations, I am at your disposal for the day.”

“Do you happen to go anywhere near the ‘Swinefield’ on your way to Abbot’s Farm?” asked Carrados.

“The ‘Swinefield’? Oh, the Druids’ circle. Yes, one way — and it’s as good as any other — passes the wheel-track that leads up to it.”

“Then I should certainly like to inspect the site.”

“There’s really nothing to see, you know,” apologised the doctor. “Only a few big rocks on end. They aren’t even chiselled smooth.”

“I am curious,” volunteered Carrados, “to discover why fifteen stones should be called ‘The Judge and Jury.’”

“Oh, I can explain that for you,” declared Tulloch. “Two of them are near together with a third block across the tops. That’s the Judge. The twelve jurymen are scattered here and there. But we’ll go, by all means.”

“There is a public right of way, I suppose?” asked Carrados, when, in due course, the trap turned from the highway into a field track.

“I don’t know about a right,” said Tulloch, “but I imagine that anyone goes across who wants to. Of course it’s not a Stonehenge, and we have very few visitors, or the Aynosfordes might put some restrictions. As for the natives, there isn’t a man who wouldn’t sooner walk ten miles to see a five-legged calf than cross the road to look at a Phidias. And for that matter,” he added thoughtfully, “this is the first time I’ve been really up to the place myself.”

“It’s on Aynosforde property, then?”

“Oh yes. Most of the parish is, I believe. But this ‘Swinefield’ is part of the park. There is an oak plantation across there or Dunstan’s Tower would be in sight.”

They had reached the gate of the enclosure. The doctor got down to open it, as he had done the former ones.

“This is locked,” he said, coming back to the step, “but we can climb over easy enough. You can get down all right?”

“Thanks,” replied Carrados. He descended and followed Tulloch, stopping to pat the little horse’s neck.

“He’ll be all right,” remarked the doctor with a backward nod. “I fancy Tommy’s impressionable years must have been spent between the shafts of a butcher’s cart. Now, Wynn, how do we proceed?”

“I should like to have your arm over this rough ground. Then if you will take me from stone to stone—”

They paced the broken circle leisurely, Carrados judging the appearance of the remains by touch and by the answers to the innumerable questions that he put. They were approaching the most important monument the Judge — when Tulloch gave a shout of delight.

“Oh, the beauty!” he cried with enthusiasm. “I must see you closer. Wynn, do you mind — a minute—”

“Lady, Jim?” murmured Carrados. “Certainly not. I’ll stand like Tommy.”

Tulloch shot off with a laugh and Carrados heard him racing across the grass in the direction of the trilithon. He was still amused when he returned, after a very short interval.

“No, Wynn, not a lady, but it occurred to me that you might have been farther off. A beautiful airy creature very brightly clad. A Purple Emperor, in fact. I haven’t netted a butterfly for years, but the sight gave me all the old excitement of the chase.”

“Tolerably rare, too, aren’t they?”

“Generally speaking, they are. I remember waiting in an oak grove with a twenty-foot net for a whole day once, and not a solitary Emperor crossed my path.”

“An oak grove; yes, you said there was an oak plantation here.”

“I didn’t know the trick then. You needn’t go to that trouble. His Majesty has rather peculiar tastes for so elegant a being. You just hang a piece of decidedly ripe meat anywhere near.”

“Yes, Jim?”

“Do you notice anything?” demanded the doctor, with his face up to the wind.

“Several things,” replied Carrados.

“Apropos of high meat? Do you know, Wynn, I lost that Purple Emperor here, round the blocks. I thought it must have soared, as I couldn’t quite fathom its disappearance. This used to be the Druids’ altar, they say. I don’t know if you follow me, but it would be a devilish rum go if — eh?”

Carrados accepted the suggestion of following Jim’s idea with impenetrable gravity.

“I haven’t the least doubt that you are right,” he assented. “Can you get up?”

“It’s about ten feet high,” reported Tulloch, “and not an inch of crevice to get a foothold on. If only we could bring the trap in here—”

“I’ll give you a back,” said Carrados, taking a position against one of the pillars. “You can manage with that?”

“Sure you can stand it?”

“Only be as quick as you can.”

“Wait a minute,” said Tulloch with indecision. “I think someone is coming.”

“I know there is,” admitted Carrados, “but it is only a matter of seconds. Make a dash for it.”

“No,” decided Tulloch. “One looks ridiculous. I believe it is Miss Aynosforde. We’d better wait.”

A young girl with a long thin face, light hair and the palest blue eyes that it would be possible to imagine had come from the wood and was approaching them hurriedly. She might have been eighteen, but she was “dressed young,” and when she spoke she expressed the ideas of a child.

“You ought not to come in here,” was her greeting. “It belongs to us.”

“I am sorry if we are trespassing,” apologised Tulloch, colouring with chagrin and surprise. “I was under the impression that Mrs Aynosforde allowed visitors to inspect these ruins. I am Dr Tulloch.” “I don’t know anything about that,” said the girl vaguely. “But Dunstan will be very cross if he sees you here. He is always cross if he finds that anyone has been here. He will scold me afterwards. And he makes faces in the night.”

“We will go,” said Tulloch quietly. “I am sorry that we should have unconsciously intruded.” He raised his hat and turned to walk away, but Miss Aynosforde detained him.

“You must not let Dunstan know that I spoke to you about it,” she implored him. “That would be as bad. Indeed,” she added plaintively, “whatever I do always makes him cruel to me.”

“We will not mention it, you may be sure,” replied the doctor. “Good-morning.”

“Oh, it is no good!” suddenly screamed the girl. “He has seen us; he is coming!”

Tulloch looked round in the direction that Miss Aynosforde’s frightened gaze indicated. A young man whom he knew by sight as her brother had left the cover of the wood and was strolling leisurely towards them. Without waiting to encounter him the girl turned and fled, to hide herself behind the farthest pillar, running with ungainly movements of her long, wispish arms and uttering a low cry as she went. As young Aynosforde approached he courteously raised his hat to the two elder men. He appeared to be a few years older than his sister, and in him her colourless ovine features were moulded to a firmer cast.

“I am afraid that we are trespassing,” said the doctor, awkward between his promise to the girl and the necessity of glossing over the situation. “My friend is interested in antiquities—”

“My unfortunate sister!” broke in Aynosforde quietly, with a sad smile. “I can guess what she has been saying. You are Dr Tulloch, are you not?”

“Yes.”

“Our grandmother has a foolish but amiable weakness that she can keep poor Edith’s infirmity dark. I cannot pretend to maintain that appearance before a doctor . . . and I am sure that we can rely on the discretion of your friend?”

“Oh, certainly,” volunteered Tulloch. “He is—”

“Merely an amateur,” put in Carrados, suavely, but with the incisiveness of a scalpel.

“You must, of course, have seen that Edith is a little unusual in her conversation,” continued the young man. “Fortunately, it is nothing worse than that. She is not helpless, and she is never violent. I have some hope, indeed, that she will outgrow her delusions. I suppose” — he laughed a little as he suggested it— “I suppose she warned you of my displeasure if I saw you here?”

“There was something of the sort,” admitted Tulloch, judging that the circumstances nullified his promise. Aynosforde shook his head slowly.

“I am sorry that you have had the experience,” he remarked. “Let me assure you that you are welcome to stay as long as you like under the shadows of these obsolete fossils, and to come as often as you please. It is a very small courtesy; the place has always been accessible to visitors.”

“I am relieved to find that I was not mistaken,” said the doctor.

“When I have read up the subject I should like to come again,” interposed Carrados. “For the present we have gone all over the ground.” He took Tulloch’s arm, and under the insistent pressure the doctor turned towards the gate. “Good-morning, Mr Aynosforde.”

“What a thing to come across!” murmured Tulloch when they were out of earshot. “I remember Darrish making the remark that the girl was simple for her years or something of that sort, but I only took it that she was backward. I wonder if the old ass knew more than he told me!”

They were walking without concern across the turf and had almost reached the gate when Carrados gave a sharp, involuntary cry of pain and wrenched his arm free. As he did so a stone of dangerous edge and size fell to the ground between them.

“Damnation!” cried Tulloch, his face darkening with resentment. “Are you hurt, old man?”

“Come on,” curtly replied Carrados between his set teeth.

“Not until I’ve given that young cub something to remember,” cried the outraged doctor truculently. “It was Aynosforde, Wynn. I wouldn’t have believed it, but I just caught sight of him in time. He laughed and ran behind a pillar when you were hit.”

“Come on,” reiterated Carrados, seizing his friend’s arm and compelling him towards the gate. “It was only the funny bone, fortunately. Would you stop to box the village idiot’s ears because he puts out his tongue at you?”

“Village idiot!” exclaimed Tulloch. “I may only be a thick-skulled, third-rate general practitioner of no social pretension whatever, but I’m blistered if I’ll have my guests insulted by a long-eared pedigree blighter without putting up a few plain words about it. An Aynosforde or not, he must take the consequences; he’s no village idiot.”

“No,” was Carrados’s grim retort; “he is something much more dangerous — the castle maniac.”

Tulloch would have stopped in sheer amazement, but the recovered arm dragged him relentlessly on.

“Aynosforde! Mad!”

“The girl is on the borderline of imbecility; the man has passed beyond the limit of a more serious phase. The ground has been preparing for generations; doubtless in him the seed has quietly germinated for years. Now his time has come.”

“I heard that he was a nice, quiet young fellow, studious and interested in science. He has a workshop and a laboratory.”

“Yes, anything- to occupy his mind. Well, in future he will have a padded room and a keeper.”

“But the sheep killed by night and the parts exposed on the Druids’ altar? What does it mean, Wynn?”

“It means madness, nothing more and nothing less. He is the receptacle for the last dregs of a rotten and decrepit stock that has dwindled down to mental atrophy. I don’t believe that there is any method in his midnight orgies. The Aynosfordes are certainly a venerable line, and it is faintly possible that its remote ancestors were Druid priests who sacrificed and practised haruspicy on the very spot that we have left. I have no doubt that on that questionable foundation you would find advocates of a more romantic theory.”

“Moral atavism?” suggested the doctor shrewdly.

“Yes — reincarnation. I prefer the simpler alternative. Aynosforde has been so fed up with pride of family and traditions of his ancient race that his mania takes this natural trend. You know what became of his father and mother?”

“No, I have never heard them mentioned.”

“The father is in a private madhouse. The mother — another cousin, by the way — died at twenty-five.”

“And the blood stains on the stairs? Is that his work?”

“Short of actual proof, I should say yes. It is the realisation of another family legend, you see. Aynosforde may have an insane grudge against his grandmother, or it may be simply apeish malignity, put into his mind by the sight of blood.”

“What do you propose doing, then? We can’t leave the man at large.”

“We have nothing yet to commit him on. You would not sign for a reception order on the strength of seeing him throw a stone? We must contrive to catch him in the act to-night, if possible.” Tulloch woke up the little horse with a sympathetic touch — they were ambling along the highroad again by this time — and permitted himself to smile.

“And how do you propose to do that, Excellency?” he asked.

“By sprinkling the ninth step with iodide of nitrogen. A warm night ... it will dry in half-an-hour.”

“Well, do you know, I never thought of that,” admitted the doctor. “Certainly that would give us the alarm if a feather brushed it. But we don’t possess a chemist’s shop, and I very much doubt if I can put my hand on any iodine.”

“I brought a couple of ounces,” said Carrados with diffidence. “Also a bottle of 4880 ammonia to be on the safe side.”

“You really are a bit of a sine qua non, Wynn,” declared Tulloch expressively.

“It was such an obvious thing,” apologised the blind man. “I suppose Brook Ashfield is too far for one of us to get over to this afternoon?”

“In Dorset?”

“Yes. Colonel Eustace Aynosforde is the responsible head of the family now, and he should be en the spot if possible. Then we ought to get a couple of men from the county lunatic asylum. We don’t know what may be before us.”

“If it can’t be done by train we must wire or perhaps Colonel Aynosforde is on the telephone. We can go into that as soon as we get back. We are almost at Abbot’s Farm now. I will cut it down to fifteen minutes at the outside. You don’t mind waiting here?”

“Don’t hurry,” replied Carrados. “Few cases are matters of minutes. Besides, I told Parkinson to come on here from Daneswood on the chance of our picking him up.”

“Oh, it’s Parkinson, to be sure,” said the doctor. “Thought I knew the figure crossing the field. Well, I’ll leave you to him.”

He hastened along the rutty approach to the farmhouse, and Tommy, under the pretext of being driven there by certain pertinacious flies, imperceptibly edged his way towards the long grass by the roadside. In a few minutes Parkinson announced his presence at the step of the vehicle.

“I found what you described, sir,” he reported. “These are the shapes.”

Tulloch kept to his time. In less than a quarter of an hour he was back again and gathering up the reins.

“That little job is soon worked off,” he remarked with mild satisfaction. “Home now, I suppose, Wynn?”

“Yes,” assented Carrados. “And I think that the other little job is morally worked off.” He held up a small piece of note-paper, cut to a neat octagon, with two long sides and six short ones. “What familiar object would just about cover that plan, Jim?”

“If it isn’t implicating myself in any devilment, I should say that one of our four-ounce bottles would be about the ticket,” replied Tulloch.

“It very likely does implicate you to the extent of being one of your four-ounce bottles, then,” said Carrados. “The man who killed Stone’s sheep had occasion to use what we will infer to be a four-ounce bottle. It does not tax the imagination to suggest the use he put it to, nor need we wonder that he found it desirable to wash it afterwards — this small, flat bottle that goes conveniently into a waistcoat pocket. On one side of the field — the side remote from the road, Jim, but in the direct line for Dunstan’s Tower — there is a stream. There he first washed his hands, carefully placing the little bottle on the grass while he did so. That indiscretion has put us in possession of a ground plan, so to speak, of the vessel.”

“Pity it wasn’t of the man instead.”

“Of the man also. In the field the earth is baked and unimpressionable, but down by the water-side the conditions are quite favourable, and Parkinson got perfect reproductions of the footprints. Soon, perhaps, we may have an opportunity of making a comparison.” The doctor glanced at the neat lines to which the papers Carrados held out had been cut.

“It’s a moral,” he admitted. “There’s nothing of the hobnailed about those boots, Wynn.”

* * * * *

Swarbrick had been duly warned and obedience to his instructions had been ensured by the note that conveyed them bearing the signature of Colonel Aynosforde. Between eleven and twelve o’clock a light in a certain position gave the intelligence that Dunstan Aynosforde was in his bedroom and the coast quite clear. A little group of silent men approached the Tower, and four, crossing one of the two bridges that spanned the moat, melted spectrally away in a dark angle of the walls.

Every detail had been arranged. There was no occasion for whispered colloquies about the passages, and with the exception of the butler’s sad and respectful greeting of an Aynosforde, scarcely a word was spoken. Carrados, the colonel and Parkinson took up their positions in the great dining hall, where Dr Tulloch had waited on the occasion of his vigil. A screen concealed them from the stairs and the chairs on which they sat did not creak — all the blind man asked for. The doctor, who had carried a small quantity of some damp powder wrapped in a saturated sheet of blotting-paper, occupied himself for five minutes distributing it minutely over the surface of the ninth stair. When this was accomplished he disappeared and the silence of a sleeping house settled upon the ancient Tower. A party, however, is only as quiet as its most restless member, and the colonel soon discovered a growing inability to do nothing at all and to do it in absolute silence. After an exemplary hour he began to breathe whispered comments on the situation into his neighbour’s ear, and it required all Carrados’s tact and good humour to repress his impatience. Two o’clock passed and still nothing had happened.

“I began to feel uncommonly dubious, you know,” whispered the colonel, after listening to the third clock strike the hour. “We stand to get devilishly chaffed if this gets about. Suppose nothing happens?”

“Then your aunt will probably get up again,” replied Carrados.

“True, true. We shall have broken the continuity. But, you know, Mr Carrados, there are some things about this portent, visitation — call it what you will — that even I don’t fully understand down to this day. There is no doubt that my grandfather, Oscar Aynosforde, who died in 1817, did receive a similar omen, or summons, or whatever it may be. We have it on the authority—”

Carrados clicked an almost inaudible sound of warning and laid an admonishing hand on the colonel’s arm. “Something going on,” he breathed.

The soldier came to the alert like a terrier at a word, but his straining ears could not distinguish a sound beyond the laboured ticking of the hall clock beyond.

“I hear nothing,” he muttered to himself. He had not long to wait. Half-way up the stairs something snapped off like the miniature report of a toy pistol. Before the sound could translate itself to the human brain another louder discharge had swallowed it up and out of its echo a crackling fusillade again marked the dying effects of the scattered explosive.

At the first crack Carrados had swept aside the screen. “Light, Parkinson!” he cried.

An electric lantern flashed out and centred its circle of brilliance on the stairs opposite. Its radiance pierced the nebulous balloon of violet smoke that was rising to the roof and brought out every detail of the wall beyond.

“Good heavens!” exclaimed Colonel Aynosforde, “there is a stone out. I knew nothing of this.” As he spoke the solid block of masonry slid back into its place and the wall became as blankly impenetrable as before.

“Colonel Aynosforde,” said Carrados, after a hurried word with Parkinson, “you know the house. Will you take my man and get round to Dunstan’s work-room at once? A good deal depends upon securing him immediately.”

“Am I to leave you here without any protection, sir?” inquired Parkinson in mild rebellion.

“Not without any protection, thank you, Parkinson. I shall be in the dark, remember.”

They had scarcely gone when Dr Tulloch came stumbling in from the hall and the main stairs beyond, calling on Carrados as he bumped his way past a succession of inopportune pieces of furniture.

“Are you there, Wynn?” he demanded, in high-strung irritation. “What the devil’s happening? Aynosforde hasn’t left his room, we’ll swear, but hasn’t the iodide gone off?”

“The iodide has gone off and Aynosforde has left his room, though not by the door. Possibly he is back in it by now.”

“The deuce 1” exclaimed Tulloch blankly. “What am I to do?”

“Return “ began Carrados, but before he could say more there was a confused noise and a shout outside the window.

“We are saved further uncertainty,” said the blind man. “He has thrown himself down into the moat.”

“He will be drowned!”

“Not if Swarbrick put the drag-rake where he was instructed, and if those keepers are even passably expert,” replied Carrados imperturbably. “After all, drowning . . . But perhaps you had better go and see, Jim.”

In a few minutes men began to return to the dining hall as though where the blind man was constituted their headquarters. Colonel Aynosforde and Parkinson were the first, and immediately afterwards Swarbrick entered from the opposite side, bringing a light.

“They’ve got him out,” exclaimed the colonel. “Upon my word, I don’t know whether it’s for the best or the worst, Mr Carrados.” He turned to the butler, who was lighting one after another of the candles of the great hanging centre-pieces. “Did you know anything of a secret passage giving access to these stairs, Swarbrick?” he inquired.

“Not personally, sir,” replied Swarbrick, “but we always understood that formerly there was a passage and hiding chamber somewhere, though the positions had been lost. We last had occasion to use it when we were defeated at Naseby, sir.”

Carrados had walked to the stairs and was examining the wall.

“This would be the principal stairway, then?” he asked.

“Yes, sir, until we removed the Elizabethan gallery when we restored in 1712.”

“It is on the same plan as the ‘Priest’s Chamber’ at Lapwood. If you investigate in the daylight, Colonel Aynosforde, you will find that you command a view of both bridges when the stone is open. Very convenient sometimes, I dare say.”

“Very, very,” assented the colonel absently. “Every moment,” he explained, “I am dreading that Aunt Eleanor will make her appearance. She must have been disturbed.”

“Oh, I took that into account,” said Tulloch, catching the remark as he put his head in at the door and looked round. “I recommended a sleeping draught when I was here last — no, this evening. We have got our man in all right now,” he continued, “and if we can have a dry suit—”

“I will accompany you, sir,” said Swarbrick.

“Is he — violent?” asked the colonel, dropping his voice.

“Violent? Well,” admitted Tulloch, holding out two dripping objects that he had been carrying, “we thought it just as well to cut his boots off.” He threw them down in a corner and followed the butler out of the room.

Carrados took two pieces of shaped white paper from his pocket and ran his fingers round the outlines. Then he picked up Dunstan Aynosforde’s boots and submitted them to a similar scrutiny.

“Very exact, Parkinson,” he remarked approvingly.

“Thank you, sir,” replied Parkinson with modest pride.


THE MYSTERY OF THE
POISONED DISH OF MUSHROOMS
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SOME TIME DURING November of a recent year, newspaper readers who are in the habit of being attracted by curious items of quite negligible importance might have followed the account of the tragedy of a St. Abbots schoolboy which appeared in the Press under the headings, “Fatal Dish of Mushrooms,” “Are Toadstools Distinguishable?” or some similarly alluring title.

The facts relating to the death of Charlie Winpole were simple and straightforward and the jury sworn to the business of investigating the cause had no hesitation in bringing in a verdict in accordance with the medical evidence. The witnesses who had anything really material to contribute were only two in number, Mrs. Dupreen and Robert Wilberforce Slark, M.D. A couple of hours would easily have disposed of every detail of an inquiry that was generally admitted to have been a pure formality, had not the contention of an interested person delayed the inevitable conclusion by forcing the necessity of an adjournment.

Irene Dupreen testified that she was the widow of a physician and lived at Hazlehurst, Chesset Avenue, St. Abbots, with her brother. The deceased was their nephew, an only child and an orphan, and was aged twelve. He was a ward of Chancery and the Court had appointed her as guardian, with an adequate provision for the expenses of his bringing up and education. That allowance would, of course, cease with her nephew’s death.

Coming to the particulars of the case, Mrs. Dupreen explained that for a few days the boy had been suffering from a rather severe cold. She had not thought it necessary to call in a doctor, recognising it as a mild form of influenza. She had kept him from school and restricted him to his bedroom. On the previous Wednesday, the day before his death, he was quite convalescent, with a good pulse and a normal temperature, but as the weather was cold she decided still to keep him in bed as a measure of precaution. He had a fair appetite, but did not care for the lunch they had, and so she had asked him, before going out in the afternoon, if there was anything that he would especially fancy for his dinner. He had thereupon expressed a partiality for mushrooms, of which he was always very fond.

“I laughed and pulled his ear,” continued the witness, much affected at her recollection, “and asked him if that was his idea of a suitable dish for an invalid. But I didn’t think that it really mattered in the least then, so I went to several shops about them. They all said that mushrooms were over, but finally I found a few at Lackington’s, the greengrocer in Park Road. I bought only half-a-pound; no one but Charlie among us cared for them and I thought that they were already very dry and rather dear.”

The connection between the mushrooms and the unfortunate boy’s death seemed inevitable. When Mrs. Dupreen went upstairs after dinner she found Charlie apparently asleep and breathing soundly. She quietly removed the tray and without disturbing him turned out the gas and closed the door. In the middle of the night she was suddenly and startlingly awakened by something. For a moment she remained confused, listening. Then a curious sound coming from the direction of the boy’s bedroom drew her there. On opening the door she was horrified to see her nephew lying on the floor in a convulsed attitude. His eyes were open and widely dilated; one hand clutched some bed-clothes which he had dragged down with him, and the other still grasped the empty water-bottle that had been by his side. She called loudly for help and her brother and then the servant appeared. She sent the latter to a medicine cabinet for mustard leaves and told her brother to get in the nearest available doctor. She had already lifted Charlie on to the bed again. Before the doctor arrived, which was in about half-an-hour, the boy was dead.

In answer to a question the witness stated that she had not seen her nephew between the time she removed the tray and when she found him ill. The only other person who had seen him within a few hours of his death had been her brother, Philip Loudham, who had taken up Charlie’s dinner. When he came down again he had made the remark: “The youngster seems lively enough now.”

Dr. Slark was the next witness. His evidence was to the effect that about three-fifteen on the Thursday morning he was hurriedly called to Hazlehurst by a gentleman whom he now knew to be Mr. Philip Loudham. He understood that the case was one of convulsions and went provided for that contingency, but on his arrival he found the patient already dead. From his own examination and from what he was told he had no hesitation in diagnosing the case as one of agaric poisoning. He saw no reason to suspect any of the food except the mushrooms, and all the symptoms pointed to bhurine, the deadly principle of Amanita Bhuroides, or the Black Cap, as it was popularly called, from its fancied resemblance to the head-dress assumed by a judge in passing death sentence, coupled with its sinister and well-merited reputation. It was always fatal.

Continuing his evidence, Dr. Slark explained that only after maturity did the Black Cap develop its distinctive appearance. Up to that stage it had many of the characteristics of Agaricus campestris, or common mushroom. It was true that the gills were paler than one would expect to find, and there were other slight differences of a technical kind, but all might easily be overlooked in the superficial glance of the gatherer. The whole subject of edible and noxious fungi was a difficult one and at present very imperfectly understood. He, personally, very much doubted if true mushrooms were ever responsible for the cases of poisoning which one occasionally saw attributed to them. Under scientific examination he was satisfied that all would resolve themselves into poisoning by one or other of the many noxious fungi that could easily be mistaken for the edible varieties. It was possible to prepare an artificial bed, plant it with proper spawn and be rewarded by a crop of mushroom-like growth of undoubted virulence. On the other hand, the injurious constituents of many poisonous fungi passed off in the process of cooking. There was no handy way of discriminating between the good and the bad except by the absolute identification of species. The salt test and the silver-spoon test were all nonsense and the sooner they were forgotten the better. Apparent mushrooms that were found in woods or growing in the vicinity of trees or hedges should always be regarded with the utmost suspicion.

Dr. Slark’s evidence concluded the case so far as the subpoenaed witnesses were concerned, but before addressing the jury the coroner announced that another person had expressed a desire to be heard. There was no reason why they should not accept any evidence that was tendered, and as the applicant’s name had been mentioned in the case it was only right that he should have the opportunity of replying publicly.

Mr. Lackington thereupon entered the witness-box and was sworn. He stated that he was a fruiterer and greengrocer, carrying on a business in Park Road, St. Abbots. He remembered Mrs. Dupreen coming to his shop two days before. The basket of mushrooms from which she was supplied consisted of a small lot of about six pounds, brought in by a farmer from a neighbouring village, with whom he had frequent dealings. All had been disposed of and in no other case had illness resulted. It was a serious matter to him as a tradesman to have his name associated with a case of this kind. That was why he had come forward. Not only with regard to mushrooms, but as a general result, people would become shy of dealing with him if it was stated that he sold unwholesome goods.

The coroner, intervening at this point, remarked that he might as well say that he would direct the jury that, in the event of their finding the deceased to have died from the effects of the mushrooms or anything contained among them, there was no evidence other than that the occurrence was one of pure mischance.

Mr. Lackington expressed his thanks for the assurance, but said that a bad impression would still remain. He had been in business in St. Abbots for twenty-seven years and during that time he had handled some tons of mushrooms without a single complaint before. He admitted, in answer to the interrogation, that he had not actually examined every mushroom of the half-pound sold to Mrs. Dupreen, but he weighed them, and he was confident that if a toadstool had been among them he would have detected it. Might it not be a cooking utensil that was the cause?

Dr. Slark shook his head and was understood to say that he could not accept the suggestion.

Continuing, Mr. Lackington then asked whether it was not possible that the deceased, doubtless an inquiring, adventurous boy and as mischievous as most of his kind, feeling quite well again and being confined to the house, had got up in his aunt’s absence and taken something that would explain this sad affair? They had heard of a medicine cabinet. What about tablets of trional or veronal or something of that sort that might perhaps look like sweets? It was all very well for Dr. Slark to laugh, but this matter was a serious one for the witness.

Dr. Slark apologised for smiling — he had not laughed — and gravely remarked that the matter was a serious one for all concerned in the inquiry. He admitted that the reference to trional and veronal in this connection had, for the moment, caused him to forget the surroundings. He would suggest that in the circumstances perhaps the coroner would think it desirable to order a more detailed examination of the body to be made.

After some further discussion the coroner, while remarking that in most cases an analysis was quite unnecessary, decided that in view of what had transpired it would be more satisfactory to have a complete autopsy carried out. The inquest was accordingly adjourned.

A week later most of those who had taken part in the first inquiry assembled again in the room of the St. Abbots Town Hall which did duty for the Coroner’s Court. Only one witness was heard and his evidence was brief and conclusive.

Dr. Herbert Ingpenny, consulting pathologist to St. Martin’s Hospital, stated that he had made an examination of the contents of the stomach and viscera of the deceased. He found evidence of the presence of the poison bhurine in sufficient quantity to account for the boy’s death, and the symptoms, as described by Dr. Slark and Mrs. Dupreen in the course of the previous hearing, were consistent with bhurine poisoning. Bhurine did not occur naturally except as a constituent of Amanita Bhuroides. One- fifth of a grain would be fatal to an adult; in other words, a single fungus in the dish might poison three people. A child, especially if experiencing the effects of a weakening illness, would be even more susceptible. No other harmful substance was present.

Dr. Ingpenny concluded by saying that he endorsed his colleague’s general remarks on the subject of mushrooms and other fungi, and the jury, after a plain direction from the coroner, forthwith brought in a verdict in accordance with the medical evidence.

It was a foregone conclusion with anyone who knew the facts or had followed the evidence. Yet five days later Philip Loudham was arrested suddenly and charged with the astounding crime of having murdered his nephew.

It is at this point that Max Carrados makes his first appearance in the Winpole tragedy.

A few days after the arrest, being in a particularly urbane frame of mind himself, and having several hours with no demands on them that could not be fitly transferred to his subordinates, Mr. Carlyle looked round for some social entertainment and with a benevolent condescension very opportunely remembered the existence of his niece living at Groat’s Heath.

“Elsie will be delighted,” he assented to the suggestion. “She is rather out of the world up there, I imagine. Now if I get there at four, put in a couple of hours.”

Mrs. Bellmark was certainly pleased, but she appeared to be still more surprised, and behind that lay an effervescence of excitement that even to Mr. Carlyle’s complacent self-esteem seemed out of proportion to the occasion. The reason could not be long withheld.

“Did you meet anyone, Uncle Louis?” was almost her first inquiry. “Did I meet anyone?” repeated Mr. Carlyle with his usual precision. “Um, no, I cannot say that I met anyone particular. Of course—”

“I’ve had a visitor and he’s coming back again for tea. Guess who it is? But you never will. Mr. Carrados.”

“Max Carrados!” exclaimed her uncle in astonishment. “You don’t say so. Why, bless my soul, Elsie, I’d almost forgotten that you knew him. It seems years ago What on earth is Max doing in Groat’s Heath?”

“That is the extraordinary thing about it,” replied Mrs. Bellmark. “He said that he had come up here to look for mushrooms.”

“Mushrooms?”

“Yes; that was what he said. He asked me if I knew of any woods about here that he could go into and I told him of the one down Stonecut Lane.”

“But don’t you know, my dear child,” exclaimed Mr. Carlyle, “that mushrooms growing in woods or even near trees are always to be regarded with suspicion? They may look like mushrooms, but they are probably poisonous.”

“I didn’t know,” admitted Mrs. Bellmark; “but if they are, I imagine Mr. Carrados will know.”

“It scarcely sounds like it — going to a wood, you know. As it happens, I have been looking up the subject lately. But, in any case, you say that he is coming back here?”

“He asked me if he might call on his way home for a cup of tea, and of course I said, ‘Of course.”’

“Of course,” also said Mr. Carlyle. “Motoring, I suppose.”

“Yes, a big grey car. He had Mr. Parkinson with him.”

Mr. Caryle was slightly puzzled, as he frequently was by his friend’s proceedings, but it was not his custom to dwell on any topic that involved an admission of inadequacy. The subject of Carrados and his eccentric quest was therefore dismissed until the sound of a formidable motor car dominating the atmosphere of the quiet suburban road was almost immediately followed by the entrance of the blind amateur. With a knowing look towards his niece Carlyle had taken up a position at the farther end of the room, where he remained in almost breathless silence.

Carrados acknowledged the hostess’s smiling greeting and then nodded familiarly in the direction of the playful guest.

“Well, Louis,” he remarked, “we’ve caught each other.”

Mrs. Bellmark was perceptibly startled, but rippled musically at the failure of the conspiracy.

“Extraordinary,” admitted Mr. Carlyle, coming forward.

“Not so very,” was the dry reply. “Your friendly little maid” — to Mrs. Bellmark— “mentioned your visitor as she brought me in.”

“Is it a fact, Max,” demanded Mr. Carlyle, “that you have been to — er — Stonecut Wood to get mushrooms?”

“Mrs. Bellmark told you?”

“Yes. And did you succeed?”

“Parkinson found something that he assured me looked just like mushrooms.”

Mr. Carlyle bestowed a triumphant glance on his niece.

“I should very much like to see these so-called mushrooms. Do you know, it may be rather a good thing for you that I met you.”

“It is always a good thing for me to meet you,” replied Carrados. “You shall see them. They are in the car. Perhaps I shall be able to take you back to town?”

“If you are going very soon. No, no, Elsie “ — in response to Mrs. Bellmark’s protesting “Oh !”— “I don’t want to influence Max, but I really must tear myself away the moment after tea. I still have to clear up some work on a rather important case I am just completing. It is quite appropriate to the occasion, too. Do you know all about the Winpole business, Max?”

“No,” admitted Carrados, without any appreciable show of interest. “Do you, Louis?”

“Yes,” responded Mr. Carlyle with crisp assurance, “yes, I think that I may claim I do. In fact it was I who obtained the evidence that induced the authorities to take up the case against Loudham.”

“Oh, do tell us all about it,” exclaimed Elsie. “I have only seen something in the Indicator.”

Mr. Carlyle shook his head, hemmed and looked wise, and then gave in.

“But not a word of this outside, Elsie,” he stipulated. “Some of the evidence won’t be given until next week and it might be serious.”

“Not a syllable,” assented the lady. “How exciting! Go on.”

“Well, you know, of course, that the coroner’s jury — very rightly, according to the evidence before them — brought in a verdict of accidental death. In the circumstances it was a reflection on the business methods or the care or the knowledge or whatever one may decide of the man who sold the mushrooms, a greengrocer called Lackington. I have seen Lackington, and with a rather remarkable pertinacity in the face of the evidence he insists that he could not have made this fatal blunder — that in weighing so small a quantity as half-a-pound, at any rate, he would at once have spotted anything that wasn’t quite all right.”

“But the doctor said, Uncle Louis—”

“Yes, my dear Elsie, we know what the doctor said, but, rightly or wrongly, Lackington backs his experience and practical knowledge against theoretical generalities. In ordinary circumstances nothing more would have come of it, but it happens that Lackington has for a lodger a young man on the staff of the local paper, and for a neighbour a pharmaceutical chemist. These three men talked things over more than once — Lackington restive under the damage that had been done to his reputation, the journalist stimulating and keen for a newspaper sensation, the chemist contributing his quota of practical knowledge. At the end of a few days a fabric of circumstance had been woven which might be serious or innocent according to the further development of the suggestion and the manner in which it could be met. These were the chief points of the attack:

“Mrs. Dupreen’s allowance for the care and maintenance of Charlie Winpole ceased with his death, as she had told the jury. What she did not mention was that the deceased boy would have come into an inheritance of some fifteen thousand pounds at age and that this fortune now fell in equal shares to the lot of his two nearest relatives — Mrs. Dupreen and her brother, Philip.

“Mrs. Dupreen was by no means in easy circumstances. Philip Loudham was equally poor and had no assured income. He had tried several forms of business and now, at about thirty-five, was spending his time chiefly in writing poems and painting watercolours, none of which brought him any money so far as one could learn.

“Philip Loudham, it was admitted, took up the food round which the tragedy centred.

“Philip Loudham was shown to be in debt and urgently in need of money. There was supposed to be a lady in the case — I hope I need say no more, Elsie.”

“Who is she?” asked Mrs. Bellmark with poignant interest.

“We do not know yet. A married woman, it is rumoured, I regret to say. It scarcely matters — certainly not to you, Elsie. To continue:

“Mrs. Dupreen got back from her shopping in the afternoon before her nephew’s death at about three o’clock. In less than half-an-hour Loudham left the house and going to the station took a return ticket to Euston. He went by the 3:41 and was back in St. Abbots at 5:43. That would give him barely an hour in town for whatever business he transacted. What was that business?

“The chemist next door supplied the information that although bhurine only occurs in nature in this one form, it can be isolated from the other constituents of the fungus and dealt with like any other liquid poison. But it was a very exceptional commodity, having no commercial uses and probably not half-a-dozen retail chemists in London had it on their shelves. He himself had never stocked it and never been asked for it.

“With this suggestive but by no means convincing evidence,” continued Mr. Carlyle, “the young journalist went to the editor of The Morning Indicator, to which he acted as St. Abbots correspondent, and asked him whether he cared to take up the inquiry as a ‘scoop.’ The local trio had carried it as far as they were able. The editor of the Indicator decided to look into it and asked me to go on with the case. This is how my connection with it arose.”

“Oh, that’s how newspapers get to know things?” commented Mrs. Bellmark. “I often wondered.”

“It is one way,” assented her uncle.

“An American development,” contributed Carrados. “It is a little overdone there.”

“It must be awful,” said the hostess. “And the police methods! In the plays that come from the States—” The entrance of the friendly hand- maiden, bringing tea, was responsible for the platitudinous wave. The conversation, in deference to Mr. Carlyle’s scruples, marked time until the door closed on her departure.

“My first business,” continued the inquiry agent, after making himself useful at the table, “was naturally to discover among the chemists in London whether a sale of bhurine coincided with Philip Loudham’s hasty visit. If this line failed, the very foundation of the edifice of hypothetical guilt gave way; if it succeeded...Well, it did succeed. In a street off Caistor Square, Tottenham Court Road — Trenion Street — we found a man called Lightcraft, who at once remembered making such a sale. As bhurine is a specified poison, the transaction would have to be entered, and Lightcraft’s book contained this unassailable piece of evidence. On Wednesday, the sixth of this month, a man signing his name as ‘J. D. Williams,’ and giving ‘25 Chalcott Place’ as the address, purchased four drachms of bhurine. Lightcraft fixed the time as about half-past four. I went to 25 Chalcott Place and found it to be a small boarding-house. No one of the name of Williams was known there.”

If Mr. Caryle’s tone of finality went for anything, Philip Loudham was as good as pinioned. Mrs. Bellmark supplied the expected note of admiration.

“Just fancy!” was the form it took.

“Under the Act the purchaser must be known to the chemist?” suggested Carrados.

“Yes,” agreed Mr. Carlyle; “and there our friend Lightcraft may have let himself in for a little trouble. But, as he says — and we must admit that there is something in it — who is to define what ‘known to’ actually means? A hundred people are known to him as regular or occasional customers and he has never heard their names; a score of names and addresses represent to him regular or occasional customers whom he has never seen. This ‘J. D. Williams’ came in with an easy air and appeared at all events to know Lightcraft. The face seemed not unfamiliar and Lightcraft was perhaps a little too facile in assuming that he did know him. Well, well, Max, I can understand the circumstances. Competition is keen — especially against the private chemist — and one may give offence and lose a customer. We must all live.”

“Except Charlie Winpole,” occurred to Max Carrados, but he left the retort unspoken. “Did you happen to come across any inquiry for bhurine at other shops?” he asked instead.

“No,” replied Carlyle, “no, I did not. It would have been an indication then, of course, but after finding the actual place the others would have no significance. Why do you ask?”

“Oh, nothing. Only don’t you think that he was rather lucky to get it first shot if our St. Abbots authority was right?”

“Yes, yes; perhaps he was. But that is of no interest to us now. The great thing is that a peculiarly sinister and deliberate murder is brought home to its perpetrator. When you consider the circumstances, upon my soul, I don’t know that I have ever unmasked a more ingenious and cold-blooded ruffian.”

“Then he has confessed, uncle?”

“Confessed, my dear Elsie,” said Mr. Carlyle, with a tolerant smile, “no, he has not confessed — men of that type never do. On the contrary, he asserted his outraged innocence with a considerable show of indignation. What else was he to do? Then he was asked to account for his movements between 4.15 and 5 o’clock on that afternoon. Egad, the fellow was so cocksure of the safety of his plans that he hadn’t even taken the trouble to think that out. First he denied that he had been away from St. Abbots at all. Then he remembered. He had run down to town in the afternoon for a few things. — What things? — Well, chiefly stationery. — Where had he bought it? — At a shop in Oxford Street; he did not know the name. — Would he be able to point it out? — He thought so. — Could he identify the attendant? — No, he could not remember him in the least. — Had he the bill? — No, he never kept small bills. — How much was the amount? — About three or four shillings. — And the return fare to Euston was three-and-eightpence. Was it not rather an extravagant journey? — He could only say that he did so. — Three or four shillings’ worth of stationery would be a moderate parcel. Did he have it sent? — No, he took it with him. — Three or four shillings’ worth of stationery in his pocket? — No, it was in a parcel. — Too large to go in his pocket? — Yes. — Two independent witnesses would testify that he carried no parcel. They were townsmen of St. Abbots who had travelled. down in the same carriage with him. Did he still persist that he had been engaged in buying stationery? Then he declined to say anything further — about the best thing he could do.”

“And Lightcraft identifies him?”

“Um, well, not quite so positively as we might wish. You see, a fortnight has elapsed. The man who bought the poison wore a moustache — put on, of course — but Lightcraft will say that there is a resemblance and the type of the two men the same.”

“I foresee that Mr. Lightcraft’s accommodating memory for faces will come in for rather severe handling in cross-examination,” said Carrados, as though he rather enjoyed the prospect.

“It will balance Mr. Philip Loudham’s unfortunate forgetfulness for localities, Max,” rejoined Mr. Carlyle, delivering the thrust with his own inimitable aplomb.

Carrados rose with smiling acquiescence to the shrewdness of the riposte.

“I will be quite generous, Mrs. Bellmark,” he observed. “I will take him away now, with the memory of that lingering in your ears — all my crushing retorts unspoken.”

“Five-thirty, egad!” exclaimed Mr. Carlyle, displaying his imposing gold watch. “We must — or, at all events, I must. You can think of them in the car, Max.”

“I do hope you won’t come to blows,” murmured the lady. Then she added: “When will the real trial come on, Uncle Louis?”

“The Sessions? Oh, early in January.”

“I must remember to look out for it.” Possibly she had some faint idea of Uncle Louis taking a leading part in the proceedings. At any rate Mr. Carlyle looked pleased, but when adieux had been taken and the door was closed Mrs. Bellmark was left wondering what the enigma of Max Carrados’s departing smile had been.

Before they had covered many furlongs Mr. Carlyle suddenly remembered the suspected mushrooms and demanded to see them. A very moderate collection was produced for his inspection. He turned them over sceptically.

“The gills are too pale for true mushrooms, Max,” he declared sapiently. “Don’t take any risk. Let me drop them out of the window?”

“No.” Carrados’s hand quietly arrested the threatened action. “No; I have a use for them, Louis, but it is not culinary. You are quite right; they are rank poison. I only want to study them for — a case I am interested in.”

“A case! You don’t mean to say that there is another mushroom poisoner going?”

“No; it is the same.”

“But — but you said—”

“That I did not know all about it? Quite true. Nor do I yet. But I know rather more than I did then.”

“Do you mean that Scotland Yard—”

“No, Louis.” Mr. Carrados appeared to find something rather amusing in the situation. “I am for the other side.”

“The other side! And you let me babble out the whole case for the prosecution! Well, really, Max!”

“But you are out of it now? The Public Prosecutor has taken it up?”

“True, true. But, for all that, I feel devilishly bad.”

“Then I will give you all the whole case for the defence and so we shall be quits. In fact I am relying on you to help me with it.”

“With the defence? I — after supplying the evidence that the Public Prosecutor is acting on?”

“Why not? You don’t want to hang Philip Loudham — specially if he happens to be innocent — do you?”

“I don’t want to hang anyone,” protested Mr. Carlyle. “At least — not — as a private individual.”

“Quite so. Well, suppose you and I between ourselves find out the actual facts of the case and decide what is to be done. The more usual course is for the prosecution to exaggerate all that tells against the accused and to contradict everything in his favour; for the defence to advance fictitious evidence of innocence and to lie roundly on everything that endangers his client; while on both sides witnesses are piled up to bemuse the jury into accepting the desired version. That does not always make for impartiality or for justice....Now you and I are two reasonable men, Louis—”

“I hope so,” admitted Mr. Carlyle. “I hope so.”

“You can give away the case for the prosecution and I will expose the weakness of the defence, so, between us, we may arrive at the truth.”

“It strikes me as a deuced irregular proceeding. But I am curious to hear the defence all the same.”

“You are welcome to all of it that there yet is. An alibi, of course.”

“Ah!” commented Mr. Carlyle with expression.

“So recently as yesterday a lady came hurriedly, and with a certain amount of secrecy, to see me. She came on the strength of the introduction afforded by a mutual acquaintanceship with Fromow, the Greek professor. When we were alone she asked me, besought me, in fact, to tell her what to do. A few hours before Mrs. Dupreen had rushed across London to her with the tale of young Loudham’s arrest. Then out came the whole story. This woman — well, her name is Guestling, Louis — lives a little way down in Surrey and is married. Her husband, according to her own account — and I have certainly heard a hint about it elsewhere — leads her a studiedly outrageous existence; an admired silken-mannered gentleman in society, a tolerable polecat at home, one infers. About a year ago Mrs. Guestling made the acquaintance of Loudham, who was staying in that neighbourhood painting his pretty unsaleable country lanes and golden sunsets. The inevitable, or, to accept the lady’s protestations, half the inevitable, followed. Guestling, who adds an insatiable jealousy to his other domestic virtues, vetoed the new acquaintance and thenceforward the two met hurriedly and furtively in town. Had either of them any money they might have snatched their destinies from the hands of Fate and gone off together, but she has nothing and he has nothing and both, I suppose, are poor weak mortals when it comes to doing anything courageous and outright in this censorious world. So they drifted, drifting but not yet wholly wrecked.”

“A formidable incentive for a weak and desperate man to secure a fortune by hook or crook, Max,” said Carlyle drily.

“That is the motive that I wish to make you a present of. But, as you will insist on your side, it is also a motive for a weak and foolish couple to steal every brief opportunity of a secret meeting. On Wednesday, the sixth, the lady was returning home from a visit to some friends in the Midlands. She saw in the occasion an opportunity and on the morning of the sixth a message appeared in the personal column of The Daily Telegraph — their usual channel of communication — making an assignation. That much can be established by the irrefutable evidence of the newspaper. Philip Loudham kept the appointment and for half-an-hour this miserably happy pair sat holding each other’s hands in a dreary deserted waiting-room of Bishop’s Road Station. That half-hour was from 4.14 to 4.45. Then Loudham saw Mrs. Guestling into Praed Street Station for Victoria, returned to Euston and just caught the 5.7 St. Abbots.”

“Can this be corroborated — especially as regards the precise time they were together?”

“Not a word of it. They chose the waiting-room at Bishop’s Road for seclusion and apparently they got it. Not a soul even looked in while they were there.”

“Then, by Jupiter, Max,” exclaimed Mr. Carlyle with emotion, “you have hanged your client!”

Carrados could not restrain a smile at his friend’s tragic note of triumph.

“Well, let us examine the rope,” he said with his usual imperturbability.

“Here it is.” It was a trivial enough shred of evidence that the inquiry agent took from his pocket-book and put into the expectant hand; in point of fact, the salmon-coloured ticket of a “London General” motor omnibus.

“Royal Oak — the stage nearest Paddington — to Tottenham Court Road — the point nearest Trenion Street,” he added significantly.

“Yes,” acquiesced Carrados, taking it.

“The man who bought the bhurine dropped that ticket on the floor of the shop. He left the door open and Lightcraft followed him to close it. That is how he came to pick the ticket up, and he remembers that it was not there before. Then he threw it into a wastepaper basket underneath the counter, and that is where we found it when I called on him.”

“Mr. Lightcraft’s memory fascinates me, Louis;” was the blind man’s unruffled comment. “Let us drop in and have a chat with him?”

“Do you really think that there is anything more to be got in that quarter?” queried Carlyle dubiously. “I have turned him inside out, you may be sure.”

“True; but we approach Mr. Lightcraft from different angles. You were looking for evidence to prove young Loudham guilty. I am looking for evidence to prove him innocent.”

“Very well, Max,” acquiesced his companion. “Only don’t blame me if it turns out as deuced awkward for your man as Mrs. G. has done. Shall I tell you what a counsel may be expected to put to the jury as the explanation of that lady’s evidence?”

“No, thanks,” said Carrados half sleepily from his corner. “I know. I told her so.”

“Oh, very well. I needn’t inform you, then,” and debarred of that satisfaction Mr. Carlyle withdrew himself into his own corner, where he nursed an indulgent annoyance against the occasional perversity of Max Carrados until the stopping of the car and the variegated attractions displayed in a shop window told him where they were.

Mr. Lightcraft made no pretence of being glad to see his visitors. For some time he declined to open his mouth at all on the subject that had brought them there, repeating with parrot-like obstinacy to every remark on their part, “The matter is sub judice. I am unable to say anything further,” until Mr. Carlyle longed to box his ears and bring him to his senses. The ears happened to be rather prominent, for they glowed with sensitiveness, and the chemist was otherwise a lank and pallid man, whose transparent ivory skin and well-defined moustache gave him something of the appearance of a waxwork.

“At all events,” interposed Carrados, when his friend turned from the maddening reiteration in despair, “you don’t mind telling me a few things about bhurine — apart from this particular connection?”

“I am very busy,” and Mr. Lightcraft, with his back towards the shop, did something superfluous among the bottles on a shelf.

“I imagine that the time of Mr. Max Carrados, of whom even you may possibly have heard, is as valuable as yours, my good friend,” put in Mr. Carlyle with scandalised dignity.

“Mr. Carrados?” Lightcraft turned and regarded the blind man with interest. “I did not know. But you must recognise the unenviable position in which I am put by this gentleman’s interference.”

“It is his profession, you know,” said Carrados mildly, “and, in any case, it would certainly have been someone. Why not help me to get you out of the position?”

“How is that possible?”

“If the case against Philip Loudham breaks down and he is discharged at the next hearing you would not be called upon further.”

“That would certainly be a mitigation. But why should it break down?”

“Suppose you let me try the taste of bhurine,” suggested Carrados. “You have some left?”

“Max, Max!” cried Mr. Carlyle’s warning voice, “aren’t you aware that the stuff is a deadly poison? One-fifth of a grain—”

“Mr. Lightcraft will know how to administer it.” Apparently Mr. Lightcraft did. He filled a graduated measure with cold water, dipped a slender glass rod into a bottle that was not kept on the shelves, and with it stirred the water. Then into another vessel of water he dropped a single spot of the dilution.

“One in a hundred and twenty-five thousand, Mr. Carrados,” he said, offering him the mixture.

Carrados just touched the liquid with his lips, considered the impression and then wiped his mouth.

“Now for the smell.”

The unstoppered bottle was handed to him and he took in its exhalation.

“Stewed mushrooms!” was his comment. “What is it used for, Mr. Lightcraft?”

“Nothing that I know of.”

“But your customer must have stated an application.”

The pallid chemist flushed a little at the recollection of that incident.

“Yes,” he conceded. “There is a good deal about the whole business that is still a mystery to me. The man came in shortly after I had lit up and nodded familiarly as he said: ‘Good-evening, Mr. Lightcraft.’ I naturally assumed that he was someone whom I could not quite place. ‘I want another half-pound of nitre,’ he said, and I served him. Had he bought nitre before, I have since tried to recall and I cannot. It is a common enough article and I sell it every day. I have a poor memory for faces I am willing to admit. It has hampered me in business many a time. We chatted about nothing in particular as I did up the parcel. After he had paid and turned to go he looked back again. ‘By the way, do you happen to have any bhurine?’ he inquired. Unfortunately I had a few ounces. ‘Of course you know its nature?’ I cautioned him. ‘May I ask what you require it for?’ He nodded and held up the parcel of nitre he had in his hand. ‘The same thing,’ he replied, ‘taxidermy.’ Then I supplied him with half-an-ounce.”

“As a matter of fact, is it used in taxidermy?”

“It does not seem to be. I have made inquiry and no one knows of it. Nitre is largely used, and some of the dangerous poisons — arsenic and mercuric chloride, for instance — but not this. No, it was a subterfuge.”

“Now the poison book, if you please.”

Mr. Lightcraft produced it without demur and the blind man ran his finger along the indicated line.

“Yes; this is quite satisfactory. Is it a fact, Mr. Lightcraft, that not half-a-dozen chemists in London stock this particular substance? We are told that”

“I can quite believe it. I certainly don’t know of another.”

“Strangely enough, your customer of the sixth seems to have come straight here. Do you issue a price-list?”

“Only a localised one of certain photographic goods. Bhurine is not included.”

“You can suggest no reason why Mr. Phillip Laudham should be inspired to presume that he would be able to procure this unusual drug from you? You have never corresponded with him nor come across his name or address before?”

“No. As far as I can recollect, I know nothing whatever of him.”

“Then as yet you must assume that it was pure chance. By the way, Mr. Lightcraft, how does it come that you stock this rare poison, which has no commercial use and for which there is no demand?”

The chemist permitted himself to smile at the blunt terms of the inquiry.

“In the ordinary way I don’t stock it,” he replied. “This is a small quantity which I had over from my own use.”

“Your own use? Oh, then it has a use after all?”

“No, scarcely that. Some time ago it leaked out in a corner of the photographic world that a great revolution in colour photography was on the point of realisation by the use of bhurine in one of the processes. I, among others, at once took it up. Unfortunately it was another instance of a discovery that is correct in theory breaking down in practice. Nothing came of it.”

“Dear, dear me,” said Carrados softly, with sympathetic understanding in his voice; “what a pity. You are interested in photography, Mr. Lightcraft?”

“It is the hobby of my life, sir. Of course most chemists dabble in it as a part of their business, but I devote all my spare time to experimenting. Colour photography in particular.”

“Colour photography; yes. It has a great future. This bhurine process — I suppose it would have been of considerable financial value if it had worked?”

Mr. Lightcraft laughed quietly and rubbed his hands together. For the moment he had forgotten Loudham and the annoying case and lived in his enthusiasm.

“I should rather say it would, Mr. Carrados,” he replied. “It would have been the most epoch-marking thing since Gaudin produced the first dry plate in ‘54. Consider it — the elaborate processes of Dyndale, Eiloff and Jupp reduced to the simplicity of a single contact print giving the entire range of chromatic variation. Financially it will scarcely bear thinking about by artificial light.”

“Was it widely taken up?” asked Carrados.

“The bhurine idea?”

“Yes. You spoke of the secret leaking out. Were many in the know?”

“Not at all. The group of initiates was only a small one and I should imagine that, on reflection, every man kept it to himself. It certainly never became public. Then when the theory was definitely exploded, of course no one took any further interest in it.”

“Were all who were working on the same lines known to you, Mr. Lightcraft?”

“Well, yes; more or less I suppose they would be,” said the chemist thoughtfully. “You see, the man who stumbled on the formula was a member of the Iris — a society of those interested in this subject, of which I was the secretary — and I don’t think it ever got beyond the committee.”

“How long ago was this?”

“A year — eighteen months. It led to unpleasantness and broke up the society.”

“Suppose it happened to come to your knowledge that one of the original circle was quietly pursuing his experiments on the same lines with bhurine — what should you infer from it?”

Mr. Lightcraft considered. Then he regarded Carrados with a sharp, almost a startled, glance and then he fell to biting his nails in perplexed uncertainty.

“It would depend on who it was,” he replied.

“Was there by any chance one who was unknown to you by sight but whose address you were familiar with?”

“Paulden!” exclaimed Mr. Lightcraft. “Paulden, by heaven! I do believe you’re right. He was the ablest of the lot and he never came to the meetings — a corresponding member. Southem, the original man who struck the idea, knew Paulden and told him of it. Southem was an impractical genius who would never be able to make anything work. Paulden — yes, Paulden it was who finally persuaded Southem that there was nothing in it. He sent a report to the same effect to be read at one of the meetings. So Paulden is taking up bhurine again—”

“Where does he live?” inquired Carrados.

“Ivor House, Wilmington Lane, Enstead. As secretary I have written there a score of times.”

“It is on the Great Western — Paddington,” commented the blind man. “Still, can you get out the addresses of the others in the know, Mr. Lightcraft?”

“Certainly, certainly. I have the book of membership. But I am convinced now that Paulden was the man. I believe that I did actually see him once some years ago, but he has grown a moustache since.”

“If you had been convinced of that a few days ago it would have saved us some awkwardness,” volunteered Mr. Carlyle with a little dignified asperity.

“When you came before, Mr. Carlyle, you were so convinced yourself of it being Mr. Loudham that you wouldn’t hear of me thinking of anyone else,” retorted the chemist. “You will bear me out so that I never positively identified him as my customer. Now here is the book. Southem, Potter’s Bar. Voynich, Islington. Crawford, Streatham Hill. Brown, Southampton Row. Vickers, Clapham Common. Tidey, Fulham. All those I knew quite well — associated with them week after week. Williams I didn’t know so closely. He is dead. Bigwood has gone to Canada. I don’t think anyone else was in the bhurine craze — as we called it afterwards.”

“But now? What would you call it now?” queried Carrados.

“Now? Well, I hope that you will get me out of having to turn up at court and that sort of thing, Mr. Carrados. If Paulden is going on experimenting with bhurine again on the sly, I shall want all my spare time to do the same myself!”

A few hours later the two investigators rang the bell of a substantial detached house in Enstead, the little country town twenty miles out in Berkshire, and asked to see Mr. Paulden.

“It is no good taking Lightcraft to identify the man,” Carrados had decided. “If Paulden denied it, our friend’s obliging record in that line would put him out of court.”

“I maintain an open mind on the subject,” Carlyle had replied. “Lightcraft is admittedly a very bending reed, but there is no reason why he should not have been right before and wrong to-day.”

They were shown into a ceremonial reception-room to wait. Mr. Carlyle diagnosed snug circumstances and the tastes of an indoors, comfort-loving man in the surroundings.

The door opened, but it was to admit a middle-aged matronly lady with good-humour and domestic capability proclaimed by every detail of her smiling face and easy manner.

“You wished to see my husband?” she asked with friendly courtesy.

“Mr. Paulden? Yes, we should like to,” replied Carlyle, with his most responsive urbanity. “It is a matter that need not occupy more than a few minutes.”

“He is very busy just now. If it has to do with the election” — a local contest was at its height— “he is not interested in politics and scarcely ever votes.” Her manner was not curious, but merely reflected a business-like desire to save trouble all round.

“Very sensible too, very sensible indeed,” almost warbled Mr. Carlyle with instinctive cajolery. “After all,” he continued, mendaciously appropriating as his own an aphorism at which he had laughed heartily a few days before in the theatre, “after all, what does an election do but change the colour of the necktie of the man who picks our pockets? No, no, Mrs. Paulden, it is merely a — um — quite personal matter.”

The lady looked from one to the other with smiling amiability.

“Some little mystery,” her expression seemed to say. “All right; I don’t mind, only perhaps I could help you if I knew.”

“Mr. Paulden is in his dark-room now,” was what she actually did say. “I am afraid, I am really afraid that I shan’t be able to persuade him to come out unless I can take a definite message.”

“One understands the difficulty of tempting an enthusiast from his work,” suggested Carrados, speaking for the first time. “Would it be permissible to take us to the door of the dark-room, Mrs. Paulden, and let us speak to your husband through it?”

“We can try that way,” she acquiesced readily, “if it is really so important.”

“I think so,” he replied.

The dark-room lay across the hall. Mrs. Paulden conducted them to the door, waited a moment and then knocked quietly.

“Yes?” sang out a voice, rather irritably one might judge, from inside.

“Two gentlemen have called to see you about something, Lance—”

“I cannot see anyone when I am in here,” interrupted the voice with rising sharpness. “You know that, Clara—”

“Yes, dear,” she said soothingly; “but listen. They are at the door here and if you can spare the time just to come and speak you will know without much trouble if their business is as important as they think.”

“Wait a minute,” came the reply after a moment’s pause, and then they heard someone approach the door from the other side.

It was a little difficult to know exactly how it happened in the obscure light of the corner of the hall. Carrados had stepped nearer to the door to speak. Possibly he trod on Mr. Carlyle’s toe, for there was a confused movement; certainly he put out his hand hastily to recover himself. The next moment the door of the dark-room jerked open, the light was let in and the warm odours of a mixed and vitiated atmosphere rolled out. Secure in the well-ordered discipline of his excellent household, Mr. Paulden had neglected the precaution of locking himself in.

“Confound it all,” shouted the incensed experimenter in a towering rage, “confound it all, you’ve spoiled the whole thing now!”

“Dear me,” apologised Carrados penitently, “I am so sorry. I think it must have been my fault, do you know. Does it really matter?”

“Matter!” stormed Mr. Paulden, recklessly flinging open the door fully now to come face to face with his disturbers— “matter letting a flood of light into a darkroom in the middle of a delicate experiment!”

“Surely it was very little,” persisted Carrados.

“Pshaw,” snarled the angry gentleman; “it was enough. You know the difference between light and dark, I suppose?” Mr. Carlyle suddenly found himself holding his breath, wondering how on earth Max had conjured that opportune challenge to the surface.

“No,” was the mild and deprecating reply — the appeal ad misericordiam that had never failed him yet— “no, unfortunately I don’t, for I am blind. That is why I am so awkward.”

Out of the shocked silence Mrs. Paulden gave a little croon of pity. The moment before she had been speechless with indignation on her husband’s behalf. Paulden felt as though he had struck a suffering animal. He stammered an apology and turned away to close the unfortunate door. Then he began to walk slowly down the hall.

“You wished to see me about something?” he remarked, with matter-of-fact civility. “Perhaps we had better go in here.” He indicated the reception-room where they had waited and followed them in. The admirable Mrs. Paulden gave no indication of wishing to join the party.

Carrados came to the point at once.

“Mr. Carlyle,” he said, indicating his friend, “has recently been acting for the prosecution in a case of alleged poisoning that the Public Prosecutor has now taken up. I am interested in the defence. Both sides are thus before you, Mr. Paulden.”

“How does this concern me?” asked Paulden with obvious surprise.

“You are experimenting with bhurine. The victim of this alleged crime undoubtedly lost his life by bhurine poisoning. Do you mind telling us when and where you acquired your stock of this scarce substance?”

“I have had—”

“No — a moment, Mr. Paulden, before you reply,” struck in Carrados with arresting hand. “You must understand that nothing so grotesque as to connect you with a crime is contemplated. But a man is under arrest and the chief point against him is the half-ounce of bhurine that Lightcraft of Trenion Street sold to someone at half-past five last Wednesday fortnight. Before you commit yourself to any statement that it may possibly be difficult to recede from, you should realise that this inquiry will be pushed to the very end.”

“How do you know that I am using bhurine?”

“That,” parried Carrados, “is a blind man’s secret.”

“Oh, well. And you say that someone has been arrested through this fact?”

“Yes. Possibly you have read something of the St. Abbots mushroom poisoning case?”

“I have no interest in the sensational ephemera of the Press. Very well; it was I who bought the bhurine from Lightcraft that Wednesday afternoon. I gave a false name and address, I must admit. I had a sufficient private reason for so doing.”

“This knocks what is vulgarly termed ‘the stuffing’ out of the case for the prosecution,” observed Carlyle, who had been taking a note. “It may also involve you in some trouble yourself, Mr. Paulden.”

“I don’t think that you need regard that very seriously in the circumstances,” said Carrados reassuringly.

“They must find some scapegoat, you know,” persisted Mr. Carlyle. “Loudham will raise Cain over it.”

“I don’t think so. Loudham, as the prosecution will roundly tell him, has only himself to thank for not giving a satisfactory account of his movements. Loudham will be lectured, Lightcraft will be fined the minimum, and Mr. Paulden will, I imagine, be told not to do it again.”

The man before them laughed bitterly.

“There will be no occasion to do it again,” he remarked. “Do you know anything of the circumstances?”

“Lightcraft told us something connected with colour photography. You distrust Mr. Lightcraft, I infer?”

Mr. Paulden came down to the heart-easing medium of the street.

“I’ve had some once, thanks,” was what he said with terse expression. “Let me tell you. About eighteen months ago I was on the edge of a great discovery in colour photography. It was my discovery, whatever you may have heard. Bhurine was the medium, and not being then so cautious or suspicious as I have reason to be now, and finding it difficult — really impossible — to procure this substance casually, I sent in an order to Lightcraft to procure me a stock. Unfortunately, in a moment of enthusiasm I had hinted at the anticipated results to a man who was then my friend — a weakling called Southem. Comparing notes with Lightcraft they put two and two together and in a trice most of the secret boiled over.

“If you have ever been within an ace of a monumental discovery you will understand the torment of anxiety and self-reproach that possessed me. For months the result must have trembled in the balance, but even as it evaded me, so it evaded the others. And at last I was able to spread conviction that the bhurine process was a failure. I breathed again.

“You don’t want to hear of the various things that conspired to baffle me. I proceeded with extreme caution and therefore slowly. About two weeks ago I had another foretaste of success and immediately on it a veritable disaster. By some diabolical mischance I contrived to upset my stock bottle of bhurine. It rolled down, smashed to atoms on a developing dish filled with another chemical, and the precious lot was irretrievably lost. To arrest the experiments at that stage for a day was to lose a month. In one place and one alone could I hope to replenish the stock temporarily at such short notice and to do it openly after my last experience filled me with dismay. Well, you know what happened, and now, I suppose, it will all come out.”

* * * * *

A week after his arrest Philip Loudham and his sister were sitting together in the drawing-room at Hazlehurst, nervous and expectant. Loudham had been discharged scarcely six hours before, with such vindication of his character as the frigid intimation that there was no evidence against him afforded. On his arrival home he had found a letter from Max Carrados — a name with which he was now familiar — awaiting him. There had been other notes and telegrams — messages of sympathy and congratulation, but the man who had brought about his liberation did not include these conventionalities. He merely stated that he proposed calling upon Mr. Loudham at nine o’clock that evening and that he hoped it would be convenient for him and all other members of the household to be at home.

“He can scarcely be coming to be thanked,” speculated Loudham, breaking the silence that had fallen on them as the hour approached. “I should have called on him myself to-morrow.”

Mrs. Dupreen assented absent-mindedly. Both were dressed in black, and both at that moment had the same thought: that they were dreaming this.

“I suppose you won’t go on living here, Irene?” continued the brother, speaking to make the minutes seem tolerable.

This at least had the effect of bringing Mrs. Dupreen back into the present with a rush.

“Of course not,” she replied almost sharply and looking at him direct. “Why should I, now?”

“Oh, all right,” he agreed. “I didn’t suppose you would.” Then, as the front-door bell was heard to ring: “Thank heaven!”

“Won’t you go to meet him in the hall and bring him in?” suggested Mrs. Dupreen. “He is blind, you know.”

Carrados was carrying a small leather case which he allowed Loudham to relieve him of, together with his hat and gloves. The introduction to Mrs. Dupreen was made, the blind man put in touch with a chair, and then Philip Loudham began to rattle off the acknowledgment of gratitude of which he had been framing and rejecting openings for the last half-hour.

“I’m afraid it’s no good attempting to thank you for the extraordinary service that you’ve rendered me, Mr. Carrados,” he began, “and, above all, I appreciate the fact that, owing to you, it has been possible to keep Mrs. Guestling’s name entirely out of the case. Of course you know all about that, and my sister knows, so it isn’t worth while beating about the bush. Well, now that I shall have something like a decent income of my own, I shall urge Kitty — Mrs. Guestling — to apply for the divorce that she is richly entitled to, and when that is all settled we shall marry at once and try to forget the experiences on both sides that have led up to it. I hope,” he added tamely, “that you don’t consider us really much to blame?”

Carrados shook his head in mild deprecation.

“That is an ethical point that has lain outside the scope of my inquiry,” he replied. “You would hardly imagine that I should disturb you at such a time merely to claim your thanks. Has it occurred to you why I should have come?”

Brother and sister exchanged looks and by their silence gave reply.

“We have still to find who poisoned Charlie Winpole.”

Loudham stared at their guest in frank bewilderment. Mrs. Dupreen almost closed her eyes. When she spoke it was in a pained whisper.

“Is there anything more to be gained by pursuing that idea, Mr. Carrados?” she asked pleadingly. “We have passed through a week of anguish, coming upon a week of grief and great distress. Surely all has been done that can be done?”

“But you would have justice for your nephew if there has been foul play?” Mrs. Dupreen made a weary gesture of resignation. It was Loudham who took up the question.

“Do you really mean, Mr. Carrados, that there is any doubt about the cause?”

“Will you give me my case, please? Thank you.” He opened it and produced a small paper bag. “Now a newspaper, if you will.” He opened the bag and poured out the contents. “You remember stating at the inquest, Mrs. Dupreen, that the mushrooms you bought looked rather dry? They were dry, there is no doubt, for they had then been gathered four days. Here are some more under precisely the same conditions. They looked, in point of fact, like these?”

“Yes,” admitted the lady, beginning to regard Carrados with a new and curious interest.

“Dr. Slark further stated that the only fungus containing the poison bhurine — the Amanita called the Black Cap, and also by the country folk the Devil’s Scent Bottle — did not assume its forbidding appearance until maturity. He was wrong in one sense there, for experiment proved that if the Black Cap is gathered in its young and deceptive stage and kept, it assumes precisely the same appearance as it withers as if it was ripening naturally. You observe.” He opened a second bag and, shaking out the contents, displayed another little heap by the side of the first. “Gathered four days ago,” he explained.

“Why, they are as black as ink,” commented Loudham. “And the, phew! aroma!”

“One would hardly have got through without you seeing it, Mrs. Dupreen?”

“I certainly hardly think so,” she admitted.

“With due allowance for Lackington’s biased opinion I also think that his claim might be allowed. Finally, it is incredible that whoever peeled the mushrooms should have passed one of these. Who was the cook on that occasion, Mrs. Dupreen?”

“My maid Hilda. She does all the cooking.”

“The one who admitted me?”

“Yes; she is the only servant I have, Mr. Carrados.”

“I should like to have her in, if you don’t mind.”

“Certainly, if you wish it. She is” — Mrs. Dupreen felt that she must put in a favourable word before this inexorable man pronounced judgment— “she is a very good, straightforward girl.”

“So much the better.”

“I will—” Mrs. Dupreen rose and began to cross the room. “Ring for her? Thank you,” and whatever her intention had been the lady rang the bell.

“Yes, ma’am?”

A neat, modest-mannered girl, simple and nervous, with a face as full, as clear and as honest as an English apple. “A pity,” thought Mrs. Dupreen, “that this confident, suspicious man cannot see her now.”

“Come in, Hilda. This gentleman wants to ask you something.”

“Yes, ma’ am.” The round, blue eyes went appealingly to Carrados, fell upon the fungi spread out before her, and then circled the room with an instinct of escape.

“You remember the night poor Charlie died, Hilda,” said Carrados in his suavest tones, “you cooked some mushrooms for his supper, didn’t you?”

“No, sir,” came the glib reply.

“‘No,’ Hilda!” exclaimed Mrs. Dupreen in wonderment. “You mean ‘yes,’ surely, child. Of course you cooked them. Don’t you remember?”

“Yes, ma’am,” dutifully replied Hilda.

“That is all right,” said the blind man reassuringly. “Nervous witnesses very often answer at random at first. You have nothing to be afraid of, my good girl, if you will tell the truth. I suppose you know a mushroom when you see it?”

“Yes, sir,” was the rather hesitating reply.

“There was nothing like this among them?” He held up one of the poisonous sort.

“No, sir; indeed there wasn’t, sir. I should have known then.”

“You would have known then? You were not called at the inquest, Hilda?”

“No, sir.”

“If you had been, what would you have told them about these mushrooms that you cooked?”

“I — I don’t know, sir.”

“Come, come, Hilda. What could you have told them — something that we do not know? The truth, girl, if you want to save yourself?” Then with a sudden, terrible directness the question cleft her trembling, guilt-stricken little brain: “Where did you get the other mushrooms from that you put with those that your mistress brought?”

The eyes that had been mostly riveted to the floor leapt to Carrados for a single frightened glance, from Carrados to her mistress, to Philip Loudham, and to the floor again. In a moment her face changed and she was in a burst of sobbing.

“Oho, oho, oho!” she wailed. “I didn’t know; I didn’t know. I meant no harm; indeed I didn’t, ma’am.”

“Hilda! Hilda!” exclaimed Mrs. Dupreen in bewilderment. “What is it you’re saying? What have you done?”

“It was his own fault. Oho, oho, oho!” Every word was punctuated by a gasp. “He always was a little pig and making himself ill with food. You know he was, ma’am, although you were so fond of him. I’m sure I’m not to blame.”

“But what was it? What have you done?” besought her mistress. “It was after you went out on that afternoon. He put on his things and slipped down into the kitchen without the master knowing. He said what you were getting for his dinner, ma’am, and that you never got enough of them. Then he told me not to tell about his being down, because he’d seen some white things from his bedroom window growing by the hedge at the bottom of the garden and he was going to get them. He brought in four or five and said they were mushrooms and asked me to cook them with the others and not say anything because you’d say too many were not good for him. And I didn’t know any difference. Indeed I’m telling you the truth, ma’am.”

“Oh, Hilda, Hilda!” was torn reproachfully from Mrs. Dupreen. “You know what we’ve gone through. Why didn’t you tell us this before?”

“I was afraid. I was afraid of what they’d do. And no one ever guessed until I thought I was safe. Indeed I meant no harm to anyone, but I was afraid that they’d punish me instead.” Carrados had risen and was picking up his things.

“Yes,” he said, half musing to himself, “I knew it must exist: the one explanation that accounts for everything and cannot be assailed. We have reached the bed-rock of truth at last.”


THE GHOST AT MASSINGHAM MANSIONS

[image: img36.jpg]

“DO YOU BELIEVE in ghosts, Max?” inquired Mr. Carlyle.

“Only as ghosts,” replied Carrados with decision.

“Quite so,” assented the private detective with the air of acquiescence with which he was wont to cloak his moments of obfuscation. Then he added cautiously: “And how don’t you believe in them, pray?”

“As public nuisances — or private ones for that matter,” replied his friend. “So long as they are content to behave as ghosts I am with them. When they begin to meddle with a state of existence that is outside their province — to interfere in business matters and depreciate property — to rattle chains, bang doors, ring bells, predict winners and to edit magazines and to attract attention instead of shunning it, I cease to believe. My sympathies are entirely with the sensible old fellow who was awakened in the middle of the night to find a shadowy form standing by the side of his bed and silently regarding him. For a few minutes the disturbed man waited patiently, expecting some awful communication, but the same profound silence was maintained. ‘Well,’ he remarked at length, ‘if you have nothing to do, I have,’ and turning over went to sleep again.”

“I have been asked to take up a ghost,” Carlyle began to explain.

“Then I don’t believe in it,” declared Carrados.

“Why not?”

“Because it is a pushful, notoriety-loving ghost, or it would not have gone so far. Probably it wants to get into The Daily Mail. The other people, whoever they are, don’t believe in it either, Louis, or they wouldn’t have called you in. They would have gone to Sir Oliver Lodge for an explanation, or to the nearest priest for a stoup of holy water.”

“I admit that I shall direct my researches towards the forces of this world before I begin to investigate any other,” conceded Louis Carlyle. “And I don’t doubt,” he added, with his usual bland complacence, “that I shall hale up some mischievous or aggrieved individual before the ghost is many days older. Now that you have brought me so far, do you care to go on round to the place with me, Max, to hear what they have to say about it?”

Carrados agreed with his usual good nature. He rarely met his friend without hearing the details of some new case, for Carlyle’s practice had increased vastly since the night when chance had led him into the blind man’s study. They discussed the cases according to their interest, and there the matter generally ended so far as Max Carrados was concerned, until he casually heard the result subsequently from Carlyle’s lips or learned the sequel from the newspaper. But these pages are primarily a record of the methods of the one man whose name they bear and therefore for the occasional case that Carrados completed for his friend there must be assumed the unchronicled scores which the inquiry agent dealt capably with himself. This reminder is perhaps necessary to dissipate the impression that Louis Carlyle was a pretentious humbug. He was, as a matter of fact, in spite of his amiable foibles and the self-assurance that was, after all, merely an asset of his trade, a shrewd and capable business man of his world, and behind his office manner nothing concerned him more than to pocket fees for which he felt that he had failed to render value.

Massingham Mansions proved to be a single block of residential flats overlooking a recreation ground. It was, as they afterwards found, an adjunct to a larger estate of similar property situated down another road. A porter, residing in the basement, looked after the interests of Massingham Mansions; the business office was placed among the other flats. On that morning it presented the appearance of a well-kept, prosperous enough place, a little dull, a little unfurnished, a little depressing perhaps; in fact faintly reminiscent of the superfluous mansions that stand among broad, weedy roads on the outskirts of overgrown seaside resorts; but it was persistently raining at the time when Mr. Carlyle had his first view of it.

“It is early to judge,” he remarked, after stopping the car in order to verify the name on the brass plate, “but, upon my word, Max, I really think that our ghost might have discovered more appropriate quarters.”

At the office, to which the porter had directed them, they found a managing clerk and two coltish youths in charge. Mr. Carlyle’s name produced an appreciable flutter.

“The governor isn’t here just now, but I have this matter in hand,” said the clerk with an easy air of responsibility — an effect unfortunately marred by a sudden irrepressible giggle from the least overawed of the colts. “Will you kindly step into our private room?” He turned at the door of the inner office and dropped a freezing eye on the offender. “Get those letters copied before you go out to lunch, Binns,” he remarked in a sufficiently loud voice. Then he closed the door quickly, before Binns could find a suitable retort.

So far it had been plain sailing, but now, brought face to face with the necessity of explaining, the clerk began to develop some hesitancy in beginning.

“It’s a funny sort of business,” he remarked, skirting the difficulty. “Perhaps,” admitted Mr. Carlyle; “but that will not embarrass us. Many of the cases that pass through my hands are what you would call ‘funny sorts of business.’”

“I suppose so,” responded the young man, “but not through ours. Well, this is at No. 11 Massingham. A few nights ago — I suppose it must be more than a week now — Willett, the estate porter, was taking up some luggage to No. 75 Northanger for the people there when he noticed a light in one of the rooms at 11 Massingham. The backs face, though about twenty or thirty yards away. It struck him as curious, because 11 Massingham is empty and locked up. Naturally he thought at first that the porter at Massingham or one of us from the office had gone up for something. Still it was so unusual — being late at night — that it was his business to look into it. On his way round — you know where Massingham Mansions are? — he had to pass here. It was dark, for we’d all been gone hours, but Willett has duplicate keys and he let himself in. Then he began to think that something must be wrong, for here, hanging up against their number on the board, were the only two keys of 11 Massingham that there are supposed to be. He put the keys in his pocket and went on to Massingham. Green, the resident porter there, told him that he hadn’t been into No. 11 for a week. What was more, no one had passed the outer door, in or out, for a good half — hour. He knew that, because the door ‘springs’ with a noise when it is opened, no matter how carefully. So the two of them went up. The door of No. 11 was locked and inside everything was as it should be. There was no light then, and after looking well round with the lanterns that they carried they were satisfied that no one was concealed there.”

“You say lanterns,” interrupted Mr. Carlyle. “I suppose they lit the gas, or whatever it is there, as well?”

“It is gas, but they could not light it because it was cut off at the meter. We always cut it off when a flat becomes vacant.”

“What sort of a light was it, then, that Willett saw?”

“It was gas, Mr. Carlyle. It is possible to see the bracket in that room from 75 Northanger. He saw it burning.”

“Then the meter had been put on again?”

“It is in a locked cupboard in the basement. Only the office and the porters have keys. They tried the gas in the room and it was dead out; they looked at the meter in the basement afterwards and it was dead off.”

“Very good,” observed Mr. Carlyle, noting the facts in his pocketbook. “What next?”

“The next,” continued the clerk, “was something that had really happened before. When they got down again — Green and Willett — Green was rather chipping Willett about seeing the light, you know, when he stopped suddenly. He’d remembered something. The day before the servant at 12 Massingham had asked him who it was that was using the bathroom at No. 11 — she of course knowing that it was empty. He told her that no one used the bathroom. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘we hear the water running and splashing almost every night and it’s funny with no one there.’ He had thought nothing of it at the time, concluding — as he told her — that it must be the water in the bathroom of one of the underneath flats that they heard. Of course he told Willett then and they went up again and examined the bathroom more closely. Water had certainly been run there, for the sides of the bath were still wet. They tried the taps and not a drop came. When a flat is empty we cut off the water like the gas.”

“At the same place — the cupboard in the basement?” inquired Carlyle.

“No; at the cistern in the roof. The trap is at the top of the stairs and you need a longish ladder to get there. The next morning Willett reported what he’d seen and the governor told me to look into it. We didn’t think much of it so far. That night I happened to be seeing some friends to the station here — I live not so far off — and I thought I might as well take a turn round here on my way home. I knew that if a light was burning I should be able to see the window lit up from the yard at the back, although the gas itself would be out of sight. And, sure enough, there was the light blazing out of one of the windows of No. 11. I won’t say that I didn’t feel a bit homesick then, but I’d made up my mind to go up.”

“Good man,” murmured Mr. Carlyle approvingly.

“Wait a bit,” recommended the clerk, with a shame-faced laugh. “So far I had only had to make my mind up. It was then close on midnight and not a soul about. I came here for the keys, and I also had the luck to remember an old revolver that had been lying about in a drawer of the office for years. It wasn’t loaded, but it didn’t seem quite so lonely with it. I put it in my pocket and went on to Massingham, taking another turn into the yard to see that the light was still on. Then I went up the stairs as quietly as I could and let myself into No. 11.”

“You didn’t take Willett or Green with you?”

The clerk gave Mr. Carlyle a knowing look, as of one smart man who will be appreciated by another.

“Willett’s a very trustworthy chap,” he replied, “and we have every confidence in him. Green also, although he has not been with us so long. But I thought it just as well to do it on my own, you understand, Mr. Carlyle. You didn’t look in at Massingham on your way? Well, if you had you would have seen that there is a pane of glass above every door, frosted glass to the hall doors and plain over each of those inside. It’s to light the halls and passages, you know. Each flat has a small square hall and a longish passage leading off it. As soon as I opened the door I could tell that one of the rooms down the passage was lit up, though I could not see the door of it from there. Then I crept very quietly through the hall into the passage. A regular stream of light was shining from above the end door on the left. The room, I knew, was the smallest in the flat — it’s generally used for a servant’s bedroom or sometimes for a box-room. It was a bit thick, you’ll admit — right at the end of a long passage and midnight, and after what the others had said.”

“Yes, yes,” assented the inquiry agent. “But you went on?”

“I went on, tiptoeing without a sound. I got to the door, took out my pistol, put my hand almost on the handle and then—”

“Well, well,” prompted Mr. Carlyle, as the narrator paused provokingly, with the dramatic instinct of an expert raconteur, “what then?”

“Then the light went out. While my hand was within an inch of the handle the light went out, as clean as if I had been watched all along and the thing timed. It went out all at once, without any warning and without the slightest sound from the beastly room beyond. And then it was as black as hell in the passage and something seemed to be going to happen.”

“What did you do?”

“I did a slope,” acknowledged the clerk frankly. “I broke all the records down that passage, I bet you. You’ll laugh, I dare say, and think you would have stood, but you don’t know what it was like. I’d been screwing myself up, wondering what I should see in that lighted room when I opened the door, and then the light went out like a knife, and for all I knew the next second the door would open on me in the dark and Christ only knows what come out.”

“Probably I should have run also,” conceded Mr. Carlyle tactfully. “And you, Max?”

“You see, I always feel at home in the dark,” apologised the blind man. “At all events, you got safely away, Mr. —— ?”

“My name’s Elliott,” responded the clerk. “Yes, you may bet I did. Whether the door opened and anybody or anything came out or not I can’t say. I didn’t look. I certainly did get an idea that I heard the bath water running and swishing as I snatched at the hall door, but I didn’t stop to consider that either, and if it was, the noise was lost in the slam of the door and my clatter as I took about twelve flights of stairs six steps at a time. Then when I was safely out I did venture to go round to look up again, and there was that damned light full on again.”

“Really?” commented Mr. Carlyle. “That was very audacious of him.”

“Him? Oh, well, yes, I suppose so. That’s what the governor insists, but he hasn’t been up there himself in the dark.”

“Is that as far as you have got?”

“It’s as far as we can get. The bally thing goes on just as it likes. The very next day we tied up the taps of the gas — meter and the water cistern and sealed the string. Bless you, it didn’t make a ha’peth of difference. Scarcely a night passes without the light showing, and there’s no doubt that the water runs. We’ve put copying ink on the door handles and the taps and got into it ourselves until there isn’t a man about the place that you couldn’t implicate.”

“Has anyone watched up there?”

“Willett and Green together did one night. They shut themselves up in the room opposite from ten till twelve and nothing happened. I was watching the window with a pair of opera-glasses from an empty flat here — 85 Northanger. Then they chucked it, and before they could have been down the steps the light was there — I could see the gas as plain as I can see this ink-stand. I ran down and met them coming to tell me that nothing had happened. The three of us sprinted up again and the light was out and the flat as deserted as a churchyard. What do you make of that?”

“It certainly requires looking into,” replied Mr. Carlyle diplomatically.

“Looking into! Well, you’re welcome to look all day and all night too, Mr. Carlyle. It isn’t as though it was an old baronial mansion, you see, with sliding panels and secret passages. The place has the date over the front door, 1882 — 1882 and haunted, by gosh! It was built for what it is, and there isn’t an inch unaccounted for between the slates and the foundation.”

“These two things — the light and the water running — are the only indications there have been?” asked Mr. Carlyle.

“So far as we ourselves have seen or heard. I ought perhaps to tell you of something else, however. When this business first started I made a few casual inquiries here and there among the tenants. Among others I saw Mr. Belting, who occupies No. 9 Massingham — the flat directly beneath No. 11. It didn’t seem any good making up a cock-and-bull story, so I put it to him plainly — had he been annoyed by anything unusual going on at the empty flat above?

“‘If you mean your confounded ghost up there, I have not been particularly annoyed,’ he said at once, ‘but Mrs. Belting has, and I should advise you to keep out of her way, at least until she gets another servant.’ Then he told me that their girl, who slept in the bedroom underneath the little one at No. 11, had been going on about noises in the room above — footsteps and tramping and a bump on the floor — for some time before we heard anything of it. Then one day she suddenly said that she’d had enough of it and bolted. That was just before Willett first saw the light.”

“It is being talked about, then — among the tenants?”

“You bet!” assented Mr. Elliott pungently. “That’s what gets the governor. He wouldn’t give a continental if no one knew, but you can’t tell where it will end. The people at Northanger don’t half like it either. All the children are scared out of their little wits and none of the slaveys will run errands after dark. It’ll give the estate a bad name for the next three years if it isn’t stopped.”

“It shall be stopped,” declared Mr. Carlyle impressively. “Of course we have our methods for dealing with this sort of thing, but in order to make a clean sweep it is desirable to put our hands on the offender in flagranti delicto. Tell your — er — principal not to have any further concern in the matter. One of my people will call here for any further details that he may require during the day. Just leave everything as it is in the meanwhile. Good-morning, Mr. Elliott, good-morning...”

“A fairly obvious game, I imagine, Max,” he commented as they got into the car, “although the details are original and the motive not disclosed as yet. I wonder how many of them are in it?”

“Let me know when you find out,” said Carrados, and Mr. Carlyle promised.

Nearly a week passed and the expected revelation failed to make its appearance. Then, instead, quite a different note arrived:



“My dear Max — I wonder if you formed any conclusion of that Massingham Mansions affair from Mr. Elliott’s refined narrative of the circumstances?

“I begin to suspect that Trigget, whom I put on, is somewhat of an ass, though a very remarkable circumstance has come to light which might — if it wasn’t a matter of business — offer an explanation of the whole business by stamping it as inexplicable.

“You know how I value your suggestions. If you happen to be in the neighbourhood — not otherwise, Max, I protest — I should be glad if you would drop in for a chat.

“Yours sincerely,

“Louis Carlyle.”



Carrados smiled at the ingenuous transparency of the note. He had thought several times of the case since the interview with Elliott, chiefly because he was struck by certain details of the manifestation that divided it from the ordinary methods of the bogy-raiser, an aspect that had apparently made no particular impression on his friend. He was sufficiently interested not to let the day pass without “happening” to be in the neighbourhood of Bampton Street.

“Max,” exclaimed Mr. Carlyle, raising an accusing forefinger, “you have come on purpose.”

“If I have,” replied the visitor, “you can reward me with a cup of that excellent beverage that you were able to conjure up from somewhere down in the basement on a former occasion. As a matter of fact, I have.”

Mr. Carlyle transmitted the order and then demanded his friend’s serious attention.

“That ghost at Massingham Mansions—”

“I still don’t believe in that particular ghost, Louis,” commented Carrados in mild speculation.

“I never did, of course,” replied Carlyle, “but, upon my word, Max, I shall have to very soon as a precautionary measure. Trigget has been able to do nothing and now he has as good as gone on strike.”

“Downed — now what on earth can an inquiry man down to go on strike, Louis? Notebooks? So Trigget has got a chill, like our candid friend Eliott, Eh?”

“He started all right — said that he didn’t mind spending a night or a week in a haunted flat, and, to do him justice, I don’t believe he did at first. Then he came across a very curious piece of forgotten local history, a very remarkable — er — coincidence in the circumstances, Max.”

“I was wondering,” said Carrados, “when we should come up against that story, Louis.”

“Then you know of it?” exclaimed the inquiry agent in surprise.

“Not at all. Only I guessed it must exist. Here you have the manifestation associated with two things which in themselves are neither usual nor awe-inspiring — the gas and the water. It requires some association to connect them up, to give them point and force. That is the story.”

“Yes,” assented his friend, “that is the story, and, upon my soul, in the circumstances — well, you shall hear it. It comes partly from the newspapers of many years ago, but only partly, for the circumstances were successfully hushed up in a large measure and it required the stimulated memories of ancient scandal-mongers to fill in the details. Oh yes, it was a scandal, Max, and would have been a great sensation too, I do not doubt, only they had no proper pictorial press in those days, poor beggars. It was very soon after Massingham Mansions had been erected — they were called Enderby House in those days, by the way, for the name was changed on account of this very business. The household at No. 11 consisted of a comfortable, middle-aged married couple and one servant, a quiet and attractive young creature, one is led to understand. As a matter of fact, I think they were the first tenants of that flat.”

“The first occupants give the soul to a new house,” remarked the blind man gravely. “That is why empty houses have their different characters.”

“I don’t doubt it for a moment,” assented Mr. Carlyle in his incisive way, “but none of our authorities on this case made any reference to the fact. They did say, however, that the man held a good and responsible position — a position for which high personal character and strict morality were essential. He was also well known and regarded in quiet but substantial local circles where serious views prevailed. He was, in short, a man of notorious ‘respectability.’

“The first chapter of the tragedy opened with the painful death of the prepossessing handmaiden — suicide, poor creature. She didn’t appear one morning and the flat was full of the reek of gas. With great promptitude the master threw all the windows open and called up the porter. They burst open the door of the little bedroom at the end of the passage, and there was the thing as clear as daylight for any coroner’s jury to see. The door was locked on the inside and the extinguished gas was turned full on. It was only a tiny room, with no fireplace, and the ventilation of a closed well — fitting door and window was negligible in the circumstances. At all events the girl was proved to have been dead for several hours when they reached her, and the doctor who conducted the autopsy crowned the convincing fabric of circumstances when he mentioned as delicately as possible that the girl had a very pressing reason for dreading an inevitable misfortune that would shortly overtake her. The jury returned the obvious verdict.

“There have been a great many undiscovered crimes in the history of mankind, Max, but it is by no means every ingenious plot that carries. After the inquest, at which our gentleman doubtless cut a very proper and impressive figure, the barbed whisper began to insinuate and to grow in freedom. It is sheerly impossible to judge how these things start, but we know that when once they have been begun they gather material like an avalanche. It was remembered by someone at the flat underneath that late on the fatal night a window in the principal bedroom above had been heard to open, top and bottom, very quietly. Certain other sounds of movement in the night did not tally with the tale of sleep-wrapped innocence. Sceptical busybodies were anxious to demonstrate practically to those who differed from them on this question that it was quite easy to extinguish a gas-jet in one room by blowing down the gas-pipe in another; and in this connection there was evidence that the lady of the flat had spoken to her friends more than once of her sentimental young servant’s extravagant habit of reading herself to sleep occasionally with the light full on. Why was nothing heard at the inquest, they demanded, of the curious fact that an open novelette lay on the counterpane when the room was broken into? A hundred trifling circumstances were adduced — arrangements that the girl had been making for the future down to the last evening of her life — interpretable hints that she had dropped to her acquaintances — her views on suicide and the best means to that end: a favourite topic, it would seem, among her class — her possession of certain comparatively expensive trinkets on a salary of a very few shillings a week, and so on. Finally, some rather more definite and important piece of evidence must have been conveyed to the authorities, for we know now that one fine day a warrant was issued. Somehow rumour preceded its execution. The eminently respectable gentleman with whom it was concerned did not wait to argue out the merits of the case. He locked himself in the bathroom, and when the police arrived they found that instead of an arrest they had to arrange the details for another inquest.”

“A very convincing episode,” conceded Carrados in response to his friend’s expectant air. “And now her spirit passes the long winter evenings turning the gas on and off, and the one amusement of his consists in doing the same with the bath-water — or the other way, the other way about, Louis. Truly, one half the world knows not how the other half lives!”

“All your cheap humour won’t induce Trigget to spend another night in that flat, Max,” retorted Mr. Carlyle. “Nor, I am afraid, will it help me through this business in any other way.”

“Then I’ll give you a hint that may,” said Carrados. “Try your respectable gentleman’s way of settling difficulties.”

“What is that?” demanded his friend.

“Blow down the pipes, Louis.”

“Blow down the pipes?” repeated Carlyle.

“At all events try it. I infer that Mr. Trigget has not experimented in that direction.”

“But what will it do, Max?”

“Possibly it will demonstrate where the other end goes to.”

“But the other end goes to the meter.”

“I suggest not — not without some interference with its progress. I have already met your Mr. Trigget, you know, Louis. An excellent and reliable man within his limits, but he is at his best posted outside the door of a hotel waiting to see the co-respondent go in. He hasn’t enough imagination for this case — not enough to carry him away from what would be his own obvious method of doing it to what is someone else’s equally obvious but quite different method. Unless I am doing him an injustice, he will have spent most of his time trying to catch someone getting into the flat to turn the gas and water on and off, whereas I conjecture that no one does go into the flat because it is perfectly simple — ingenious but simple — to produce these phenomena without. Then when Mr. Trigget has satisfied himself that it is physically impossible for anyone to be going in and out, and when, on the top of it, he comes across this romantic tragedy — a tale that might psychologically explain the ghost, simply because the ghost is moulded on the tragedy — then, of course, Mr. Trigget’s mental process is swept away from its moorings and his feet begin to get cold.”

“This is very curious and suggestive,” said Mr. Carlyle. “I certainly assumed — But shall we have Trigget up and question him on the point? I think he ought to be here now — if he isn’t detained at the Bull.”

Carrados assented, and in a few minutes Mr. Trigget presented himself at the door of the private office. He was a melancholy-looking middle-aged little man, with an ineradicable air of being exactly what he was, and the searcher for deeper or subtler indications of character would only be rewarded by a latent pessimism grounded on the depressing probability that he would never be anything else.

“Come in, Trigget,” called out Mr. Carlyle when his employee diffidently appeared. “Come in. Mr. Carrados would like to hear some of the details of the Massingham Mansions case.”

“Not the first time I have availed myself of the benefit of your inquiries, Mr. Trigget,” nodded the blind man. “Good-afternoon.”

“Good-afternoon, sir,” replied Trigget with gloomy deference. “It’s very handsome of you to put it in that way, Mr. Carrados, sir. But this isn’t another Tarporley-Templeton case, if I may say so, sir. That was as plain as a pikestaff after all, sir.”

“When we saw the pikestaff, Mr. Trigget; yes, it was,” admitted Carrados, with a smile. “But this is insoluble? Ah, well. When I was a boy I used to be extraordinarily fond of ghost stories, I remember, but even while reading them I always had an uneasy suspicion that when it came to the necessary detail of explaining the mystery I should be defrauded with some subterfuge as ‘by an ingenious arrangement of hidden wires the artful Muggles had contrived,’ etc., or ‘an optical illusion effected by means of concealed mirrors revealed the modus operandi of the apparition.’ I thought that I had been swindled. I think so still. I hope there are no ingenious wires or concealed mirrors here, Mr. Trigget?”

Mr. Trigget looked mildly sagacious but hopelessly puzzled. It was his misfortune that in him the necessities of his business and the proclivities of his nature were at variance, so that he ordinarily presented the curious anomaly of looking equally alert and tired.

“Wires, sir?” he began, with faint amusement.

“Not only wires, but anything that might account for what is going on,” interposed Mr. Carlyle. “Mr. Carrados means this, Trigget: you have reported that it is impossible for anyone to be concealed in the flat or to have secret access to it—”

“I have tested every inch of space in all the rooms, Mr. Carrados, sir,” protested the hurt Trigget. “I have examined every board and, you may say, every nail in the floor, the skirting-boards, the window frames and in fact wherever a board or a nail exists. There are no secret ways in or out. Then I have taken the most elaborate precautions against the doors and windows being used for surreptitious ingress and egress. They have not been used, sir. For the past week I am the only person who has been in and out of the flat, Mr. Carrados, and yet night after night the gas that is cut off at the meter is lit and turned out again, and the water that is cut off at the cistern splashes about in the bath up to the second I let myself in. Then it’s as quiet as the grave and everything is exactly as I left it. It isn’t human, Mr. Carrados, sir, and flesh and blood can’t stand it — not in the middle of the night, that is to say.”

“You see nothing further, Mr. Trigget?”

“I don’t indeed, Mr. Carrados. I would suggest doing away with the gas in that room altogether. As a box-room it wouldn’t need one.”

“And the bathroom?”

“That might be turned into a small bedroom and all the water fittings removed. Then to provide a bathroom—”

“Yes, yes,” interrupted Mr. Carlyle impatiently, “but we are retained to discover who in causing this annoyance and to detect the means, not to suggest structural alterations in the flat, Trigget. The fact is that after having put in a week on this job you have failed to bring us an inch nearer its solution. Now Mr. Carrados has suggested” — Mr. Carlyle was not usually detained among the finer shades of humour, but some appreciation of the grotesqueness of the advice required him to control his voice as he put the matter in its baldest form— “Mr. Carrados has suggested that instead of spending the time measuring the chimneys and listening to the wall-paper, if you had simply blown down the gas-pipe—”

Carrados was inclined to laugh, although he thought it rather too bad of Louis.

“Not quite in those terms, Mr. Trigget,” he interposed.

“Blow down the gas-pipe, sir?” repeated the amazed man. “What for?”

“To ascertain where the other end comes out,” replied Carlyle.

“But don’t you see, sir, that that is a detail until you ascertain how it is being done? The pipe may be tapped between the bath and the cistern. Naturally, I considered that. As a matter of fact, the water-pipe isn’t tapped. It goes straight up from the bath to the cistern in the attic above, a distance of only a few feet, and I have examined it The gas-pipe, it is true, passes through a number of flats, and without pulling up all the floors it isn’t practicable to trace it. But how does that help us, Mr. Carrados? The gas-tap has to be turned on and off; you can’t do that with these hidden wires. It has to be lit. I’ve never heard of lighting gas by optical illusions, sir. Somebody must get in and out of the flat or else it isn’t human. I’ve spent a week, a very trying week, sir, in endeavouring to ascertain how it could be done. I haven’t shirked cold and wet and solitude, sir, in the discharge of my duty. I’ve freely placed my poor gifts of observation and intelligence, such as they are, at the service—”

“Not ‘freely,’ Trigget,” interposed his employer with decision.

“I am speaking under a deep sense of injury, Mr. Carlyle,” retorted Mr. Trigget, who, having had time to think it over, had now come to the conclusion that he was not appreciated. “I am alluding to a moral attitude such as we all possess. I am very grieved by what has been suggested. I didn’t expect it of you, Mr. Carlyle, sir; indeed I did not. For a week I have done everything that it has been possible to do, everything that a long experience could suggest, and now, as I understand it, sir, you complain that I didn’t blow down the gas-pipe, sir. It’s hard, sir; it’s very hard.”

“Oh, well, for heaven’s sake don’t cry about it, Trigget,” exclaimed Mr. Carlyle. “You’re always sobbing about the place over something or other. We know you did your best — God help you!” he added aside.

“I did, Mr. Carlyle; indeed I did, sir. And I thank you for that appreciative tribute to my services. I value it highly, very highly indeed, sir.” A tremulous note in the rather impassioned delivery made it increasingly plain that Mr. Trigget’s regimen had not been confined entirely to solid food that day. His wrongs were forgotten and he approached Mr. Carrados with an engaging air of secrecy.

“What is this tip about blowing down the gas-pipe, sir?” he whispered confidentially. “The old dog’s always willing to learn something new.”

“Max,” said Mr. Carlyle curtly, “is there anything more that we need detain Trigget for?”

“Just this,” replied Carrados after a moment’s thought. “The gas-bracket — it has a mantle attachment on?”

“Oh no, Mr. Carrados,” confided the old dog with the affectation of imparting rather valuable information, “not a mantle on. Oh, certainly no mantle. Indeed — indeed, not a mantle at all.”

Mr. Carlyle looked at his friend curiously. It was half evident that something might have miscarried. Furthermore, it was obvious that the warmth of the room and the stress of emotion were beginning to have a disastrous effect on the level of Mr. Trigget’s ideas and speech.

“A globe?” suggested Carrados.

“A globe? No sir, not even a globe, in the strict sense of the word. No globe, that is to say, Mr. Carrados. In fact nothing like a globe.”

“What is there, then?” demanded the blind man without any break in his unruffled patience. “There may be another way — but surely — surely there must be some attachment?”

“No,” said Mr. Trigget with precision, “no attachment at all; nothing at all; nothing whatsoever. Just the ordinary or common or penny plain gas-jet, and above it the what you may call it thingamabob.”

“The shade — gas consumer — of course!” exclaimed Carrados. “That is it.”

“The tin thingamabob,” insisted Mr. Trigget with slow dignity. “Call it what you will. Its purpose is self-evident. It acts as a dispirator — a distributor, that is to say—”

“Louis,” struck in Carrados joyously, “are you good for settling it to-night?”

“Certainly, my dear fellow, if you can really give the time.”

“Good; it’s years since I last tackled a ghost. What about?” His look indicated the other member of the council.

“Would he be of any assistance?”

“Perhaps — then.”

“What time?”

“Say eleven-thirty.”

“Trigget,” rapped out his employer sharply, “meet us at the corner of Middlewood and Enderby Roads at half-past eleven sharp tonight. If you can’t manage it I shall not require your services again.”

“Certainly, sir; I shall not fail to be punctual,” replied Trigget without a tremor. The appearance of an almost incredible sobriety had possessed him in the face of warning, and both in speech and manner he was again exactly the man as he had entered the room. “I regard it as a great honour, Mr. Carrados, to be associated with you in this business, sir.”

“In the meanwhile,” remarked Carrados, “if you find the time hang heavy on your hands you might look up the subject of ‘platinum black.’ It may be the new tip you want.”

“Certainly, sir. But do you mind giving me a hint as to what ‘platinum black’ is?”

“It is a chemical that has the remarkable property of igniting hydrogen or coal gas by mere contact,” replied Carrados. “Think how useful that may be if you haven’t got a match!”

To mark the happy occasion Mr. Carlyle had insisted on taking his friend off to witness a popular musical comedy. Carrados had a few preparations to make, a few accessories to procure for the night’s work, but the whole business had come within the compass of an hour and the theatre spanned the interval between dinner at the Palm Tree and the time when they left the car at the appointed meeting-place. Mr. Trigget was already there, in an irreproachable state of normal dejection. Parkinson accompanied the party, bringing with him the baggage of the expedition.

“Anything going on, Trigget?” inquired Mr. Carlyle.

“I’ve made a turn round the place, sir, and the light was on,” was the reply. “I didn’t go up for fear of disturbing the conditions before you saw them. That was about ten minutes ago. Are you going into the yard to look again? I have all the keys, of course.”

“Do we, Max?” queried Mr. Carlyle.

“Mr. Trigget might. We need not all go. He can catch us up again.”

He caught them up again before they had reached the outer door.

“It’s still on, sir,” he reported.

“Do we use any special caution, Max?” asked Carlyle.

“Oh no. Just as though we were friends of the ghost, calling in the ordinary way.”

Trigget, who retained the keys, preceded the party up the stairs till the top was reached. He stood a moment at the door of No. 11 examining, by the light of the electric lamp he carried, his private marks there and pointing out to the others in a whisper that they had not been tampered with. All at once a most dismal wail, lingering, piercing and ending in something like a sob that died away because the life that gave it utterance had died with it, drawled forebodingly through the echoing emptiness of the deserted flat. Trigget had just snapped off his light and in the darkness a startled exclamation sprang from Mr. Carlyle’s lips.

“It’s all right, sir,” said the little man, with a private satisfaction that he had the diplomacy to conceal. “Bit creepy, isn’t it? especially when you hear it by yourself up here for the first time. It’s only the end of the bath-water running out.”

He had opened the door and was conducting them to the room at the end of the passage. A faint aurora had been visible from that direction when they first entered the hall, but it was cut off before they could identify its source.

“That’s what happens,” muttered Trigget.

He threw open the bedroom door without waiting to examine his marks there and they crowded into the tiny chamber. Under the beams of the lamps they carried it was brilliantly though erratically illuminated. All turned towards the central object of their quest, a tarnished gas-bracket of the plainest description. A few inches above it hung the metal disc that Trigget had alluded to, for the ceiling was low and at that point it was brought even nearer to the gas by corresponding with the slant of the roof outside.

With the prescience so habitual with him that it had ceased to cause remark among his associates Carrados walked straight to the gas-bracket and touched the burner.

“Still warm,” he remarked. “And so are we getting now. A thoroughly material ghost, you perceive, Louis.”

“But still turned off, don’t you see, Mr. Carrados, sir,” put in Trigget eagerly. “And yet no one’s passed out.”

“Still turned off — and still turned on,” commented the blind man.

“What do you mean, Max?”

“The small screwdriver, Parkinson,” requested Carrados.

“Well, upon my word!” dropped Mr. Carlyle expressively. For in no longer time than it takes to record the fact Max Carrados had removed a screw and then knocked out the tap. He held it up towards them and they all at once saw that so much of the metal had been filed away that the gas passed through no matter how the tap stood. “How on earth did you know of that?”

“Because it wasn’t practicable to do the thing in any other way. Now unhook the shade, Parkinson — carefully.”

The warning was not altogether unnecessary, for the man had to stand on tiptoes before he could comply. Carrados received the dingy metal cone and lightly touched its inner surface.

“Ah, here, at the apex, to be sure,” he remarked. “The gas is bound to get there. And there, Louis, you have an ever-lit and yet a truly ‘safety’ match — so far as gas is concerned. You can buy the thing for a shilling, I believe.”

Mr. Carlyle was examining the tiny apparatus with interest. So small that it might have passed for the mummy of a midget hanging from a cobweb, it appeared to consist of an insignificant black pellet and an inch of the finest wire.

“Um, I’ve never heard of it. And this will really light the gas?”

“As often as you like. That is the whole bag of tricks.”

Mr. Carlyle turned a censorious eye upon his lieutenant, but Trigget was equal to the occasion and met it without embarrassment.

“I hadn’t heard of it either, sir,” he remarked conversationally. “Gracious, what won’t they be getting out next, Mr. Carlyle!”

“Now for the mystery of the water.” Carrados was finding his way to the bathroom and they followed him down the passage and across the hall. “In its way I think that this is really more ingenious than the gas, for, as Mr. Trigget has proved for us, the water does not come from the cistern. The taps, you perceive, are absolutely dry.”

“It is forced up?” suggested Mr. Carlyle, nodding towards the outlet.

“That is the obvious alternative. We will test it presently.” The blind man was down on his hands and knees following the lines of the different pipes. “Two degrees more cold are not conclusive, because in any case the water had gone out that way. Mr. Trigget, you know the ropes, will you be so obliging as to go up to the cistern and turn the water on.”

“I shall need a ladder, sir.”

“Parkinson.”

“We have a folding ladder out here,” said Parkinson, touching Mr. Trigget’s arm.

“One moment,” interposed Carrados, rising from his investigation among the pipes; “this requires some care. I want you to do it without making a sound or showing a light, if that is possible. Parkinson will help you. Wait until you hear us raising a diversion at the other end of the flat. Come, Louis.”

The diversion took the form of tapping the wall and skirting-board in the other haunted room. When Trigget presented himself to report that the water was now on Carrados put him to continue the singular exercise with Mr. Carlyle while he himself slipped back to the bathroom.

“The pump, Parkinson,” he commanded in a brisk whisper to his man, who was waiting in the hall.

The appliance was not unlike a powerful tyre pump with some modifications. One tube from it was quickly fitted to the outlet pipe of the bath, another trailed a loose end into the bath itself, ready to take up the water. There were a few other details, the work of moments. Then Carrados turned on the tap, silencing the inflow by the attachment of a short length of rubber tube. When the water had risen a few inches he slipped off to the other room, told his rather mystified confederates there that he wanted a little more noise and bustle put into their performance, and was back again in the bathroom.

“Now, Parkinson,” he directed, and turned off the tap. There was about a foot of water in the bath.

Parkinson stood on the broad base of the pump and tried to drive down the handle. It scarcely moved.

“Harder,” urged Carrados, interpreting every detail of sound with perfect accuracy.

Parkinson set his teeth and lunged again. Again he seemed to come up against a solid wall of resistance.

“Keep trying; something must give,” said his master encouragingly. “Here, let me—” He threw his weight into the balance and for a moment they hung like a group poised before action. Then, somewhere, something did give and the sheathing plunger “drew.”

“Now like blazes till the bath is empty. Then you can tell the others to stop hammering.” Parkinson, looking round to acquiesce, found himself alone, for with silent step and quickened senses Carrados was already passing down the dark flights of the broad stone stairway.

It was perhaps three minutes later when an excited gentleman in the state of disrobement that is tacitly regarded as falling upon the punctum caecum in times of fire, flood and nocturnal emergency shot out of the door of No.7 and bounding up the intervening flights of steps pounded with the knocker on the door of No. 9. As someone did not appear with the instantaneity of a jack-in-the-box, he proceeded to repeat the summons, interspersing it with an occasional “I say!” shouted through the letter-box.

The light above the door made it unconvincing to affect that no one was at home. The gentleman at the door trumpeted the fact through his channel of communication and demanded instant attention. So immersed was he with his own grievance, in fact, that he failed to notice the approach of someone on the other side, and the sudden opening of the door, when it did take place, surprised him on his knees at his neighbour’s doorstep, a large and consequential-looking personage as revealed in the light from the hall, wearing the silk hat that he had instinctively snatched up, but with his braces hanging down.

“Mr. Tupworthy of No.7, isn’t it?” quickly interposed the new man before his visitor could speak. “But why this — homage? Permit me to raise you, sir.”

“Confound it all,” snorted Mr. Tupworthy indignantly, “you’re flooding my flat. The water’s coming through my bathroom ceiling in bucketfuls. The plaster’ll fall next. Can’t you stop it? Has a pipe burst or something?”

“Something, I imagine,” replied No. 9 with serene detachment. “At all events it appears to be over now.”

“So I should hope,” was the irate retort. “It’s bad enough as it is. I shall go round to the office and complain. I’ll tell you what it is, Mr. Belting: these mansions are becoming a pandemonium, sir, a veritable pandemonium.”

“Capital idea; we’ll go together and complain: two will be more effective,” suggested Mr. Belting. “But not to-night, Mr. Tupworthy. We should not find anyone there. The office will be closed. Say to-morrow—”

“I had no intention of anything so preposterous as going there to-night. I am in no condition to go. If I don’t get my feet into hot water at once I shall be laid up with a severe cold. Doubtless you haven’t noticed it, but I am wet through to the skin, saturated, sir.” Mr. Belting shook his head sagely.

“Always a mistake to try to stop water coming through the ceiling,” he remarked. “It will come, you know. Finds its own level and all that.”

“I did not try to stop it — at least not voluntarily. A temporary emergency necessitated a slight rearrangement of our accommodation. I — I tell you this in confidence — I was sleeping in the bathroom.”

At the revelation of so notable a catastrophe Mr. Belting actually seemed to stagger. Possibly his eyes filled with tears; certainly he had to turn and wipe away his emotion before he could proceed.

“Not — not right under it?” he whispered.

“I imagine so,” replied Mr. Tupworthy. “I do not conceive that I could have been placed more centrally. I received the full cataract in the region of the ear. Well, if I may rely on you that it has stopped, I will terminate our interview for the present.”

“Good-night,” responded the still tremulous Belting. “Good-night — or good-morning, to be exact.” He waited with the door open to light the first flight of stairs for Mr. Tupworthy’s descent. Before the door was closed another figure stepped down quietly from the obscurity of the steps leading upwards.

“Mr. Belting, I believe?” said the stranger. “My name is Carrados. I have been looking over the flat above. Can you spare me a few minutes?”

“What, Mr. Max Carrados?”

“The same,” smiled the owner of the name.

“Come in, Mr. Carrados,” exclaimed Belting, not only without embarrassment, but with positive affection in his voice. “Come in by all means. I’ve heard of you more than once. Delighted to meet you. This way. I know — I know.” He put a hand on his guest’s arm and insisted on steering his course until he deposited him in an easy-chair before a fire. “This looks like being a great night. What will you have?”

Carrados put the suggestion aside and raised a corner of the situation.

“I’m afraid that I don’t come altogether as a friend,” he hinted.

“It’s no good,” replied his host. “I can’t regard you in any other light after this. You heard Tupworthy? But you haven’t seen the man, Mr. Carrados. I know — I’ve heard — but no wealth of the imagination can ever really quite reconstruct Tupworthy, the shoddy magnifico, in his immense porcine complacency, his monumental self-importance. And sleeping right underneath! Gods, but we have lived to-night! Why — why ever did you stop?”

“You associate me with this business?”

“Associate you! My dear Mr. Carrados, I give you the full glorious credit for the one entirely successful piece of low-comedy humour in real life that I have ever encountered. Indeed, in a legal and pecuniary sense, I hold you absolutely responsible.”

“Oh!” exclaimed Carrados, beginning to laugh quietly. Then he continued: “I think that I shall come through that all right. I shall refer you to Mr. Carlyle, the private inquiry agent, and he will doubtless pass you on to your landlord, for whom he is acting; and I imagine that he in turn will throw all the responsibility on the ingenious gentleman who has put them to so much trouble. Can you guess the result of my investigation in the flat above?”

“Guess, Mr. Carrados? I don’t need to guess: I know. You don’t suppose I thought for a moment that such transparent devices as two intercepted pipes and an automatic gas-lighter would impose on a man of intelligence? They were only contrived to mystify the credulous imagination of clerks and porters.”

“You admit it, then?”

“Admit! Good gracious, of course I admit it, Mr. Carrados. What’s the use of denying it?”

“Precisely. I am glad you see that. And yet you seem far from being a mere practical joker. Does your confidence extend to the length of letting me into your object?”

“Between ourselves,” replied Mr. Belting, “I haven’t the least objection. But I wish that you would have — say a cup of coffee. Mrs. Belting is still up, I believe. She would be charmed to have the opportunity No? Well, just as you like. Now, my object? You must understand, Mr. Carrados, that I am a man of sufficient leisure and adequate means for the small position we maintain. But I am not unoccupied — not idle. On the contrary, I am always busy. I don’t approve of any man passing his time aimlessly. I have a number of interests in life — hobbies, if you like. You should appreciate that, as you are a private criminologist. I am — among other things which don’t concern us now — a private retributionist. On every side people are becoming far too careless and negligent. An era of irresponsibility has set in. Nobody troubles to keep his word, to carry out literally his undertakings. In my small way I try to set that right by showing them the logical development of their ways. I am, in fact, the sworn enemy of anything approaching sloppiness. You smile at that?”

“It is a point of view,” replied Carrados. “I was wondering how the phrase at this moment would convey itself, say, to Mr. Tupworthy’s ear.”

Mr. Belting doubled up.

“But don’t remind me of Tupworthy or I can’t get on,” he said. “In my method I follow the system of Herbert Spencer towards children. Of course you are familiar with his treatise on ‘Education’? If a rough boy persists, after warnings, in tearing or soiling all his clothes, don’t scold him for what, after all, is only a natural and healthy instinct overdone. But equally, of course, don’t punish yourself by buying him other clothes. When the time comes for the children to be taken to an entertainment little Tommy cannot go with them. It would not be seemly, and he is too ashamed, to go in rags. He begins to see the force of practical logic. Very well. If a tradesman promises — promises explicitly — delivery of his goods by a certain time and he fails, he finds that he is then unable to leave them. I pay on delivery, by the way. If a man undertakes to make me an article like another — I am painstaking, Mr. Carrados: I out at the time how exactly like I want it — and it is (as it generally is) on completion something quite different, I decline to be easy-going and to be put off with it. I take the simplest and most obvious instances; I could multiply indefinitely. It is, of course, frequently inconvenient to me, but it establishes a standard.”

“I see that you are a dangerous man, Mr. Belting,” remarked Carrados. “If most men were like you our national character would be undermined. People would have to behave properly.”

“If most men were like me we should constitute an intolerable nuisance,” replied Belting seriously. “A necessary reaction towards sloppiness would set in and find me at its head. I am always with minorities.”

“And the case in point?”

“The present trouble centres round the kitchen sink. It is cracked and leaks. A trivial cause for so elaborate an outcome, you may say, but you will doubtless remember that two men quarrelling once at a spring as to who should use it first involved half Europe in a war, and the whole tragedy of Lear sprang from a silly business round a word. I hadn’t noticed the sink when we took this flat, but the landlord had solemnly sworn to do everything that was necessary. Is a new sink necessary to replace a cracked one? Obviously. Well, you know what landlords are: possibly you are one yourself. They promise you heaven until you have signed the agreement and then they tell you to go to hell. Suggested that we’d probably broken the sink ourselves and would certainly be looked to to replace it. An excellent servant caught a cold standing in the drip and left. Was I to be driven into paying for a new sink myself? Very well, I thought, if the reasonable complaint of one tenant is nothing to you, see how you like the unreasonable complaints of fifty. The method served a useful purpose too. When Mrs. Belting heard that old tale about the tragedy at No. 11 she was terribly upset; vowed that she couldn’t stay alone in here at night on any consideration.

“‘My dear,’ I said, ‘don’t worry yourself about ghosts. I’ll make as good a one as ever lived, and then when you see how it takes other people in, just remember next time you hear of another that someone’s pulling the string.’ And I really don’t think that she’ll ever be afraid of ghosts again.”

“Thank you,” said Carrados, rising. “Altogether I have spent a very entertaining evening, Mr. Belting. I hope your retaliatory method won’t get you into serious trouble this time.”

“Why should it?” demanded Belting quickly.

“Oh, well, tenants are complaining, the property is being depreciated. The landlord may think that he has legal redress against you.”

“But surely I am at liberty to light the gas or use the bath in my own flat when and how I like?”

A curious look had come into Mr. Belting’s smiling face; a curious note must have sounded in his voice. Carrados was warned and, being warned, guessed.

“You are a wonderful man,” he said with upraised hand. “I capitulate. Tell me how it is, won’t you?”

“I knew the man at 11. His tenancy isn’t really up till March, but he got an appointment in the north and had to go. His two unexpired months weren’t worth troubling about, so I got him to sublet the flat to me — all quite regularly — for a nominal consideration, and not to mention it.”

“But he gave up the keys?”

“No. He left them in the door and the porter took them away. Very unwarrantable of him; surely I can keep my keys where I like? However, as I had another...Really, Mr. Carrados, you hardly imagine that unless I had an absolute right to be there I should penetrate into a flat, tamper with the gas and water, knock the place about, tramp up and down—”

“I go,” said Carrados, “to get our people out in haste. Good-night.”

“Good-night, Mr. Carrados. It’s been a great privilege to meet you. Sorry I can’t persuade you...”


THE MISSING ACTRESS SENSATION
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FIRST NIGHTS ARE not what they were, even within the memory of playgoers who would be startled to hear anyone else refer to them as “elderly.” But there are yet occasions of exception, and the production of Call a Spade at the Argosy Theatre was marked by at least one feature of note. The play itself was “sound,” though not epoch-making. The performance of the leading lady was satisfactory and exactly what was to be expected from her. The leading gentleman was equally effective in a part which — as eight out of twelve dramatic critics happily phrased it on the morrow— “fitted him like a glove”; and on the same preponderance of opinion the character actor “contrived to extract every ounce of humour from the material at his disposal.” In other words, Call a Spade might so far be relied upon to run an attenuating course for about fifty nights and then to be discreetly dropped, “pending the continuance of its triumphal progress at another West End house — should a suitable habitation become available.”

But a very different note came into the reviews when the writers passed to the achievement of another member of the company — a young actress described on the programme as Miss Una Roscastle. Miss Roscastle was unknown to London critics and London audiences. She had come from Dublin with no very great dramatic reputation, but it is to be presumed that the quite secondary part which she had been given on her first metropolitan appearance was peculiarly suited to her talent. No one was more surprised than the author at the remarkable characterisation that “Mary Ryan” assumed in Miss Roscastle’s hands. He was the more surprised because he had failed to notice anything of the kind at rehearsals. Dimly he suspected that the young lady had got more out of the part than he had ever put into it, and while outwardly loud in his expression of delight, he was secretly uncertain whether to be pleased or annoyed. The leading lady also went out of her way to congratulate the young neophyte effusively on her triumph — and then slapped her unfortunate dresser on very insufficient provocation; but the lessee manager spoke of his latest acquisition with a curious air of restraint. At the end of the second act Miss Roscastle took four calls. After that she was only required for the first few minutes of the last act, and many among the audience noted with surprise that she did not appear with the company at the fall of the curtain — she had, in fact, already left the house. All the same the success of the piece constituted a personal triumph for herself. Thenceforth, instead of, “Oh yes, you might do worse than book seats at the Argosy,” the people who had been, said, “Now don’t forget; you positively must see Miss Roscastle in Call a Spade,” and as the Press had said very much the same, the difference to the box-office was something, but to the actress it was everything. Miss Roscastle, indeed, had achieved that rare distinction of “waking to find herself famous.” Nothing could have seemed more assured and roseate than her professional future.

About a week later Max Carrados was interrupted one afternoon in the middle of composing an article on Sicilian numismatics by a telephone call from Mr Carlyle. The blind man smiled as he returned his friend’s greeting, for Louis Carlyle’s voice was wonderfully suggestive in its phases of the varying aspects of the speaker himself, and at that moment it conveyed a portrait of Mr Carlyle in his very best early-morning business manner — spruce and debonair, a little obtuse to things beyond his experience and impervious to criticism, but self-confident, trenchant and within his limits capable. In its crisp yet benign complacency Carrados could almost have sworn to resplendent patent boots, the current shade in suede gloves and a carefully selected picotee.

“If you are doing nothing better to-night, Max,” continued the inquiry agent, “would you join me at the Argosy Theatre? I have a box, and we might go on to the Savoy afterwards. Now don’t say you are engaged, there’s a good fellow,” he urged. “You haven’t given me the chance of playing host for a month or more.”

“The fact is,” confessed Carrados, “I was there for the first night only a week ago.”

“How unfortunate,” exclaimed the other. “But don’t you think that you could put up with it again?”

“I am sure I can,” agreed Carrados. “Yes, I will join you there with pleasure.”

“Delightful,” crowed Mr Carlyle. “Let us say—”

The essential details were settled in a trice, but the “call” had not yet expired and the sociable gentleman still held the wire. “Were you interested in Miss Roscastle, Max?”

“Decidedly.”

“That is fortunate. My choice of a theatre is not unconnected with a case I have on hand. I may be able to tell you something about the lady.”

“Possibly we shall not be alone?” suggested Carrados.

“Well, no; not absolutely,” admitted Carlyle. “Charming young fellow, though. I’m sure you’ll like him, Max. Trevor Enniscorthy, a younger son of old Lord Sleys.”

“Conventional rotter, between ourselves?” inquired Max.

“Not a bit of it,” declared Mr Carlyle loyally. “A young fellow of five and twenty is none the worse for being enamoured of a fascinating creature who happens to be on the stage. He is Oh, very well. Goodbye, Max. Eight-fifteen, remember.”

They were all punctual. In fact, “If Mr Enniscorthy could have got me along we should have been here before the doors opened,” declared Mr Carlyle when the blind man joined them. “Now why are there no programmes about here, I wonder?”

“I hardly fancy they anticipate their box-holders arriving twenty minutes before the curtain rises,” suggested Carrados.

“There are some,” exclaimed Mr Enniscorthy, dashing out as an attendant crossed the circle. He was back in a moment, and standing in the obscurity of the box eagerly tore open the programme. “Still in,” he muttered, coming forward and throwing the paper down for the others to refer to. “Oh, excuse my impatience,” he apologised, colouring. “I am rather—”

He left them to supply the rest.

“Mr Enniscorthy has given me permission to explain his position, Max,” began Mr Carlyle, but the young man abruptly cut short the proposition stated in this vein of deference.

“I’d rather put it that if Mr Carrados would help me with his advice I should be most awfully grateful,” he said in a very clear, rather highly pitched voice. “I suppose it’s inevitable to feel no end of an ass over this sort of thing, but I’m desperately in earnest and I must go through with it.”

“Admirable!” beamed Mr Carlyle’s inextinguishable eye, and he murmured: “Very natural, I am sure,” in the voice of a man who has just been told to go up higher.

“Perhaps you know that there is a Miss Roscastle put down as appearing in this piece?” went on Enniscorthy. “Well, I knew Miss Roscastle rather well in Ireland. I came to London because I followed her here.”

“Engaged?” dropped quietly from Carrados’s lips.

“I cannot say that we were actually engaged,” was the admission, “but it — well, you know how these things stand. At all events she knew what I felt towards her and she did not discourage my hopes.”

“Did your people know of this, Mr Enniscorthy?”

“I had not spoken to my father or to my stepmother, but they might easily have heard something of it,” replied the young man. “Miss Roscastle, although she did not go about much, was received by the very best people in Dublin. Of course for many things I did not like her being on the stage; in fact I detested it, but she had taken the step before I knew her, and how could I object? Then she got the offer of this London engagement. She was ambitious to get on in her profession, and took it. In a very short time I found it impossible to exist there without seeing her, so I made an excuse to get away and followed.”

“Let me see,” put in Mr Carlyle ingenuously; “I forget the exact dates.”

“Miss Roscastle came on Monday, October the 4th,” said Enniscorthy. “The piece opened on the following Thursday week — the 14th. I left Kingstown by the early boat yesterday. At this end we were nearly an hour late, and after going to my hotel, changing and dining, I had just time to come on here and bag the last stall. I thought that I would send a note round after the first act and ask Una to give me a few minutes afterwards. But it never came to that. Instead I got a very large surprise. ‘Mary Ryan’ came on, and I looked — and looked again. I didn’t need glasses, but I got a pair out of the automatic box in front of me and had another level stare. Well, it wasn’t Miss Roscastle. This girl was like her. I suppose to most people they would be wonderfully alike, and her voice — although it wasn’t really Irish — yes, her voice was similar. But to me there were miles of difference. I saw at once that she was an understudy, although ‘Miss Una Roscastle’ was still down in the programme, and I began to quake at the thought of something having happened to her.

“I slipped out into the corridor — I had an end seat — and got hold of a programme girl.

“‘Do you know why Miss Roscastle is out of the cast to-night?’ I asked her. ‘Is she indisposed?’

“She took the programme out of my hand and pointed to a name in it.

“‘She’s in all right,’ she replied — stupidly, I thought. ‘There’s her name.’

“‘Yes, she is on the programme,’ I replied, ‘but not on the stage. Look through the glass there. That is not Miss Roscastle.’

“She glanced through the glazed door and then turned away as though she suspected me of chaffing her.

“‘It’s the only Miss Roscastle I’ve ever seen here,’ she said as she went.

“I wandered about and interrogated one or two other attendants. They all gave me the same answer. I began to get frightened.

“‘They must be misled by the resemblance,’ I assured myself. ‘It really is wonderful.’ I went back to my seat and then remembered that I had got no further with my original inquiry, which was to find out whether Una was ill or not. I couldn’t remain. I kept my eyes fixed on ‘Mary Ryan’ every time she was on the stage, and every time I became more and more convinced. Finally I got up again and going round sent in my card to the manager.”

“Stokesey?” asked Carrados.

“Yes. I didn’t know who was technically the right man, but he, at any rate, had engaged Miss Roscastle. He saw me at once.

“‘I have come across from Dublin to see Miss Roscastle,’ I told him, ‘and I am very disappointed to find her out of the cast. Can you tell me why she is away?’

“‘Surely you are mistaken,’ he replied, opening a programme that lay before him. ‘Do you know Miss Roscastle by sight?’

“‘Very well indeed,’ I retorted. ‘Better than your staff do. The “Mary Ryan” to-night is not Miss Roscastle.’

“‘I will inquire,’ he said, walking to the door. ‘Please wait a minute.’

“He was rigidly courteous, but instinct was telling me all the time that it was sheer bluff. He had nothing to inquire. In a moment he was back again.

“‘I am informed that the programme is correct,’ he said with the same smooth insincerity, standing in the middle of the room for me to leave. ‘Miss Roscastle is on the stage at this moment. The make-up must have deceived you, Mr Enniscorthy.’

“I had nothing to reply, because I did not even know what to think. I simply proceeded to walk out.

“‘One moment.’ I had reached the door when Mr Stokesey spoke. ‘You are a friend of Miss Roscastle, I suppose?’

“‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘I think I may claim that.’

“‘Then I would merely suggest to you that to start a rumour crediting her with being out of the piece is a service she would fail to appreciate. Good-evening.’

“I left the theatre because I despaired of getting any real information after that, and it occurred to me that I could do better elsewhere. Although Una and I did not correspond, I had begged her, before she left, to let me know that she arrived safely, and she had sent me just half-a-dozen lines. I now took a taxi and drove off to the address she had given — a sort of private hotel or large boarding-house near Holborn.

“‘Can you tell me if Miss Roscastle is in?’ I asked at the office.

“‘Roscastle?’ said the fellow there. ‘Oh, the young lady from the theatre. Why, she left us more than a week ago — nearer two, I should say.’

“This was another facer.

“‘Can you give me the address she went to?’ I asked.

“‘Couldn’t; against our rule,’ he replied. ‘Any letters for her were to be sent to the theatre.’

“I didn’t think it would be successful to offer him a bribe, so I thanked him and walked away. As the hall porter opened the door for me I dropped him a word. In two minutes he came out to where I was waiting.

“‘A Miss Roscastle left here a week or two ago,’ I said. ‘They won’t give me her address, but you can get it. Here’s a Bradbury. I’ll be here again in half-an-hour and if you’ve got the address — the house, not the theatre — there’ll be another for you when I’ve verified it.’

“He looked a bit doubtful. Evidently a decent fellow, I thought.

“‘It’s quite all right,’ I assured him. ‘We are engaged, but I’ve only just come over.’

“He was waiting for me when I returned. The first thing he did was to tender me the note back again — a a piece of superfluous honesty that prepared me for the worst.

“‘I’m sorry, sir, but it’s no go,’ he explained. ‘The young lady left no address beyond the theatre.’

“‘You called a cab for her when she went?’ I suggested.

“‘Yes, sir, but she gave the directions while I was bringing out her things. I never heard where it was to go.’”

“And that is as far as we have got up to this moment, Max,” struck in Mr Carlyle briskly.

“I’m afraid it is,” corroborated Enniscorthy. “I got round to the stage door here in time to see most of the people leave, but neither Miss Roscastle nor the girl like her were among them.”

“She is off half-an-hour before the piece finishes,” explained Carrados. “And of course she might not leave by the stage door.”

“In any case it is an extraordinary enough business, is it not, Mr Carrados?” said Enniscorthy, rather anxious not to be set down a blundering young idiot for his pains. “What does it mean?”

“So far I would describe it as — curious,” admitted Carrados guardedly. “Investigation may justify a stronger term. In the meanwhile we need not miss the play.”

By this time the theatre had practically filled and the orchestra was tuning up for the overture. With nothing to occupy his attention, Mr Enniscorthy began to manifest an unhappy restlessness that increased until the play had been proceeding for some few minutes. Then Carrados heard Mr Carlyle murmur, “Charming! Charming!” in a tone of mature connoisseurship; there was a spontaneous round of applause and “Mary Ryan” was on the scene.

“The understudy again,” Enniscorthy whispered to his companions.

“Well,” remarked Mr Carlyle when the curtain descended for the first interval, “you are still equally convinced, Mr Enniscorthy?”

“There isn’t the shadow of a doubt,” he replied. Carrados had been writing a few lines on one of his cards. He now summoned an attendant.

“Mr Stokesey is in the house?” he asked. “Then give him this, please — when you next go that way.” Before the curtain rose the girl came round to the box again.

“Mr Carrados?” she inquired. “Mr Stokesey told me to say that he would save you the trouble by looking in here during the next interval.”

“Shall I remain?” asked Enniscorthy.

“Oh yes. Stokesey is a most amiable man to do with. I know him slightly. His attitude to you was evidently the outcome of the circumstances. We shall all get along very nicely.”

The second act was the occasion of “Mary Ryan’s” great opportunity and again she carried the enthusiasm of the audience. After the curtain the young actress had to respond to an insistent call. In the darkness Mr Stokesey entered the box and stood waiting at the back.

“Glad to see you here again, Mr Carrados,” he remarked, shaking hands with the blind man as soon as the lights were up. Then he looked at the other occupants. “My word, I have put my head into the lion’s den!” he continued, his smile deepening into a good-natured grin. “Don’t shoot, Mr Enniscorthy; I will climb down without. I see that the game is up.”

“What are you going to tell us?” asked Carrados.

“Everything I know. The lady who has just gone off is not Miss Roscastle. Mr Enniscorthy was quite right; she wasn’t here last night either.”

“Then why is her name still in the programme, and why do you and your people keep up the fiction?” demanded Enniscorthy.

“Because I hoped that Miss Roscastle might have returned to the cast to-night, and, failing to-night, I hope that she will return to-morrow. Because we happen to have a substitute in Miss Linknorth so extraordinarily like the original lady in appearance and voice that no one — excluding yourself — will have noticed the difference, and because I have a not unreasonable objection to announcing that the chief attraction of my theatre is out of the cast. Is there anything very unaccountable in that?”

Mr Carlyle nodded acquiescence to this moderate proposition; Enniscorthy seemed to admit it reluctantly; it remained for Carrados to accept the challenge.

“Only one thing,” he replied with some reluctance.

“And what is that?”

“That Miss Roscastle will not return to the cast and that you are well aware why she never can return to it.”

“I — what?” demanded the astonished manager.

“Miss Roscastle cannot return to the cast because she has never been in it.”

Stokesey wavered, burst into a roar of laughter and sat down.

“I give in,” he exclaimed heartily. “That’s my last ditch. Now you really do know everything that I do.”

“But why has she not been in?” demanded Enniscorthy.

“Better ask the lady herself. I cannot even guess.”

“I will when I can find her.” Not for the first time the young man was assailed by a horrid fear that he might have been making a fool of himself. “Where in the meantime is she?”

“The Lord alone knows,” retorted Mr Stokesey feelingly. “Don’t annihilate me, Mr Enniscorthy; I don’t mean a member of the peerage. But, I’ll tell you, the lady put me in a very deuced fix.”

“Won’t you take us into your confidence?” suggested Carrados.

“I will, Mr Carrados, because I want a consideration from you in return. I can put it into a very few words. Twenty minutes before the curtain went up on the first night a note was sent in to Miss Roscastle. She read it, put on her hat and coat and went out hurriedly by the stage door.”

“Well?” said Carlyle encouragingly.

“That is all. That is the last we saw of her — heard of her. She never returned.”

“But — but “ stammered Enniscorthy, and came up short before the abysmal nature of the prospect confronting him.

“There are a good many ‘buts’ to be taken into consideration, Mr Enniscorthy,” said the manager, with a rather cryptic look. “Fortunately we had Miss Linknorth, and the first costume, as you know, is immaterial. Up to the last possible moment we hung on to Miss Roscastle’s return. Then the other had to go on.”

“With not very serious consequences to the success of the play, apparently,” remarked Carrados.

“That’s the devilment of it,” exclaimed Stokesey warmly. “Don’t you see the hole it has put me into? If ‘Mary Ryan’ had remained a negligible quantity it wouldn’t have mattered two straws. But for her own diabolical vanity Miss Linknorth made a confounded success of the part. Of course it was too late to have any alteration printed on the first night and now Miss Roscastle is the draw of the piece. People come to see Miss Roscastle. Miss Roscastle is the piece.”

“But if you explained that Miss Linknorth was really the creator of the part “ suggested Mr Carlyle. Stokesey rattled a provocative laugh at the back of his throat.

“You run a theatre for a few seasons, my dear fellow, and then talk,” he retorted. “You can’t explain; you can’t do anything; you can only just sit there. People cease to be rational beings when they set out for a theatre. If you breathe on a howling success it goes out. If you move a gold mine of a piece from one theatre to another, next door, everyone promptly decides to stay away. Don’t ask me the reasons; there are none. It isn’t a business; it ought to come under the Gaming Act.”

“Mr Stokesey is also faced by the alternative that after he had announced Miss Linknorth, Miss Roscastle might appear any time and claim her place.” The manager nodded. “That’s another consideration,” he said.

“But could she?” inquired Mr Carlyle. “After absenting herself in this way?”

“Oh, goodness knows; I dare say she could — agreements are no good when it comes to anything happening. At any rate here am I with an element of success after a procession of distinct non-stops. If we get well set, whatever happens will matter less. Now I haven’t gone to any Machiavellian lengths in arranging this, but I have taken the chance as it came along. I’ve told you everything I know. Is there any reason why you shouldn’t do us all a good turn by keeping it strictly to yourselves?”

“I don’t know that I particularly owe you any consideration, Mr Stokesey, or that you owe me any,” announced Mr Enniscorthy. “Just now I am only concerned in discovering what has become of Miss Roscastle. You know her address?”

“In Kensington?”

“Well, yes.”

“74 Westphalia Mansions.”

“You sent there of course?”

“Heavens, yes! The various forms of messages must be six inches deep all over the hall by now. Last Friday I had a man sitting practically all day on her doorstep.”

“But she has someone there — a housekeeper or maid?”

“I don’t think so. She told me that she was taking a little furnished flat — asked me if the neighbourhood was a suitable one. I imagine there was something about a daily woman until she found how she liked it. We’ve had no one from there anyway.”

“Then it comes to this, that for a week there has been absolutely no trace of Miss Roscastle’s existence! Do you quite realise your responsibility, Mr Stokesey?” demanded Enniscorthy with increased misgivings.

The manager, who had turned to go, caught Mr Carlyle’s eye over the concerned young man’s shoulder.

“I don’t think that Miss Roscastle’s friends need have any anxiety about her personal safety,” he replied with expression. “At all events I’ve done everything I can for you; I hope that you will not fail to meet my views. If there’s anything else that occurs to you, Mr Carrados, I shall be in my office. Good-night.”

“Callous brute!” muttered Mr Enniscorthy. “He ought to have put it in the hands of the police a week ago.”

Mr Carlyle glanced at Carrados, who had transferred his interest to the rendering of the last musical item of the interval.

“Possibly Miss Roscastle would prefer a less public investigation if she had a voice in the matter,” said the professional man.

“If she happens to be shut up in some beastly underground cellar I imagine she would prefer whatever gets her out the soonest. I dare say it sounds fantastic, but such things really do happen now and then, you know, and why not?”

“You don’t know of any threats or blackmailing letters?”

“No,” admitted the young man; “but I do know this, that if Una was at liberty she would never allow another actress to take her place and use her name in this way.”

“A very significant suggestion,” put in Carrados from his detached attitude. “Mr Enniscorthy has given you a really valuable hint, Louis.”

“I don’t mean that Miss Roscastle is really out-of-the-way jealous,” Enniscorthy hastened to add, “but in her profession—”

“Oh, most natural, most natural,” agreed the urbane Carlyle. “Everyone has to look after his own interest. Now—”

“I don’t suppose that you are particularly keen on this act,” interposed the blind man. “Are you, Mr Enniscorthy?”

“I’d much rather be doing something,” was the reply.

“I was going to suggest that you might go round to Westphalia Mansions, just to make sure that there is no one there now. Then if you would find your way to our table at the Savoy we could hear your report.”

“Yes, certainly. I shall be glad to think that I can be of some assistance by going.” Mr Carlyle’s optimistic temper was almost incapable of satire, but he could not refrain from, “You can — poor beggar!” on Enniscorthy’s departure. “I suppose,” he continued, turning to his friend, “I suppose you think that Stokesey may ? Eh?”

“I fancy that in the absence of our young friend he may be induced to become more confidential. He may have some good ground for believing that the missing lady will not upset his ingenious plan. He, at all events, discounts the ‘underground cellar.’”

“Oh, that!” commented Carlyle with an indulgent smile. “But, after all, what is the answer, Max? Enniscorthy is a thoroughly eligible young fellow and this was the first chance of her career. What is the inducement?”

“That much we can safely emphasise. What, in a word, would induce an ambitious young lady to throw up a good engagement, Louis?”

“A better?” suggested Mr Carlyle.

“Exactly,” agreed Carrados; “a better.”

It is unnecessary to follow the course of Mr Carlyle’s inquiry on the facts already disclosed, for, less than twenty-four hours later, the whole situation was changed and Mr Stokesey’s discreet prevarication had been torn into shreds. The manager had calculated in vain — if he had calculated and not just accepted the chance that presented itself. At all events the fiction proved too elaborate to be maintained and late in the afternoon of the following day all the evening papers blazed out with the

“SENSATIONAL DISAPPEARANCE
OF POPULAR LONDON ACTRESS”

The event was particularly suited to the art of the contents bill, for when the news came to be analysed there was little else to be learned beyond the name of the missing actress and the fact that “at the theatre a policy of questionable reticence is being maintained towards all inquiry.” That phrase caused two men at least to smile as they realised the embarrassment of Mr Stokesey’s dubious position.

The conditions being favourable, the Missing Actress sensation caught on at once and effectually asphyxiated public interest in all the other sensations that up to that moment had been satisfying the mental requirements of the nation — a “Mysterious Submarine,” an

“Eloping Dean” (three wives), and an “Are We Becoming Too Intellectual?” correspondence. Supply followed demand, and it very soon became difficult to decide, not where Miss Roscastle was, but where she was not. Public opinion wavered between Genoa, on the authority of a retired lime and slate merchant of Hull who had had a presentiment while directing a breathless lady to the docks, when a Wilson liner was on the point of sailing; Leatherhead, the suggestion of a booking-office clerk who had been struck by the peculiar look in a veiled lady’s eyes as she asked for a third-class return to Cheam; and Accrington, where a young lady with a marked Irish accent and a theatrical manner had inquired about lodgings at three different houses and then abruptly left, saying that she would come back if she thought any more about it.

Before the novelty was two days old Scotland Yard had been stirred into recognising its existence. A London clue was forthcoming, apparently the wildest and most circumstantial of them all. A plain-clothes constable of the A Division reported that an hour after midnight three days before he had noticed a shabby-genteel man, who seemed to be waiting for someone, loitering on the Embankment near the Boadicea statue. There was nothing in the circumstance to interest him, but when he repassed the spot ten minutes later the man had been joined by a woman. The sharp eyes of the constable told him that the woman was well and even fashionably dressed, although she had made some precaution to conceal it, and the fact quickened his observation. As he shambled past — an Embankment dead-beat for the occasion — he heard the name “Roscastle” spoken by one of the two. He could not distinguish by which, nor the sense in which the word was used, but his notebook, with the name written down under the correct date, corroborated so much. On neither occasion had he seen the face of the man distinctly — the threadbare individual had sought the shadows — but he was able to describe that of the woman in some detail. He was shown half-a-dozen photographs and at once identified that of Miss Roscastle. The crowning touch requisite to make this story entirely popular was supplied by an inspector of river police. According to the newspaper account, the patrol boat was off the Embankment near Westminster Bridge between one and a quarter-past on the night in question when a distinct splash was heard. The crew made for the spot, flashed the lights about and drifted up and down several times, but without finding a trace of any human presence. At once the public voice demanded that the river should be dragged from Chelsea to The Pool, and, pending the result, every shabby wastrel who appeared on the Embankment arrested.

In his private office Mr Carlyle threw down the last of his morning papers with an expression that began as a knowing smile but ended rather dubiously. For his own part he would have much preferred that the disappearance of Miss Roscastle had not leaked out — that he had been left to pursue his course unaided, but, in the circumstances, he carefully read everything on the chance of a useful hint. The Embankment story both amused and puzzled him.

He dismissed the subject to its proper mental pigeonhole and had turned to deal with his most confidential correspondence when something very like an altercation breaking the chaste decorum of his outer office caused him to stop and frown. The next moment there was a hurrying step outside, the door was snatched open and Mr Enniscorthy, pale and distracted, stumbled into the room. Behind him appeared the indignant face of Mr Carlyle’s chief clerk. Then the visitor extinguished the outraged vision by flinging back the door as he went forward.

“Have you seen the papers?” he demanded. “Is there anything dreadful in them?”

“I have seen the papers, yes,” replied the puzzled agent. “I am not aware—”

“I mean the evening papers — just out. No, I see you haven’t. Here, read that and tell me. I haven’t — I dare not look.”

Mr Carlyle took the journal that Enniscorthy thrust under his eyes — it was the earliest Star — glanced into his visitor’s face a little severely and then focussed the the column.

“Good heavens!” he exclaimed, “what is this! Missing Actress. Embankment Clue. Body Found!’”

“Ah!” groaned Enniscorthy. “That was on the bills. Is it ?”

“It’s all right, it’s all right, my dear sir,” reported Mr Carlyle, glancing along the lines. “This is the body of a man . . . the man who was seen . . . most extraordinary . . .”

“My God!” was wrung from the distressed young man as he dropped into a chair. “Oh, my God! I thought—” He took out his handkerchief, wiped and fanned his face, and for the next few minutes looked rather languidly on things.

“Very distressing,” commiserated Mr Carlyle when he had come to the end of the report. “Can I get you anything — brandy, a glass of water — ? The mere act sipping, I am medically informed, has a beneficial effect in case of faintness. I have—”

“Nothing, thanks. I shall be all right now. Sorry to have made an ass of myself. You have heard — anything?”

“Nothing definite so far,” was the admission. “But there may be something worth following in this story after all. I shall go down to the mortuary shortly. Do you care to accompany me?”

“No, thanks,” replied the visitor. “I have had enough of that particular form of excitement for one morning. . . . Unless, of course, there is anything—”

He was assured that there was nothing to be effected by his presence and half-an-hour later Mr Carlyle made his way alone to the obscure mortuary where the unclaimed dead hold their grim reception.

An inspector of the headquarters investigation staff who had been put on to the case was standing by the side of one of the shells when Carlyle entered. He was a man whom the private agent had more than once good-naturedly obliged in small matters that had come within his reach. He now greeted Mr Carlyle with consideration and stood aside to allow him to approach the body.

“The Embankment case, I suppose, sir?” he remarked. “Not very attractive, but I’ve seen many worse in here.” He jerked off the upper part of the rough coverlet and exposed a visage that caused Mr Carlyle to turn away with a “Teh, tch!” of emotion. Then a sense of duty drew him round again and he proceeded to note the descriptive points of the dead man in his pocket-book.

“No marks of violence, I suppose?” he asked.

“Nothing beyond the usual abrasions that we always find. A clear case of drowning — suicide — it seems to be.”

“And the things?”

The inspector nodded towards a seedy suit laid out for identification and an overcoat, once rakish of its fashion and now frayed and mouldering, put with it.

“Fur collar too, Mr Carlyle,” pointed out his guide. “‘Velvet and rags,’ isn’t it? ‘Where moth and rust doth corrupt.’ A sermon could be made out of this.”

“Very true; very true indeed,” replied Mr Carlyle, who always responded to the sentimentally obvious. “It is a sermon, inspector. But what have we here?”

Beside the garments had been collected together a heap of metal discs — quite a considerable heap, numbering some hundreds. Carlyle took up a few and examined them. They were all alike — flat, perfectly round and somewhat under an inch in diameter. They were quite plain and apparently of lead.

“H’m, curious,” he commented. “In his pockets?”

“Yes; both overcoat pockets. Very determined, wasn’t he? They would have kept him down till the Day of Judgment. I’ve counted them — just five hundred.”

“Any money?”

The inspector smiled his tragi-comic appreciation — the coin embellished the moral of his unwritten sermon — and pointed.

“A halfpenny!” he replied.

“Poor fellow!” said Mr Carlyle. “Well, well; perhaps it is better as it is. You might pull up the cloth again now, please. . . . There are no letters or papers, I see.”

The detective hesitated a moment and then recalled the obligation he was under.

“There is a scrap of paper that I have kept from the Press so far,” he admitted. “It was tightly clenched in the man’s right hand — so tight that we had to use a screw-driver to get it out, and the water had barely reached it.” He was extracting a slip of paper from his notebook as he spoke and he now unfolded it. “You won’t put it about, will you, Mr Carlyle? I don’t know that there’s anything tangible in it, but — well, see for yourself.”

“Extraordinary!” admitted the gentleman. He read the words a second time: “‘Fool! What does it matter now?’ Why, it might almost—”

“It might be addressed to the coroner, or to anyone who tries to find out who he is or what it means, you would say. Well, so it might, sir. Anyhow, that is all.”

“By the way, I suppose he is the man your fellow saw?”

“Everything tallies, Mr Carlyle — length of immersion, place, and so on. Our man thinks he is the same, but you may remember that he didn’t claim to be very positive on this point.”

There seemed nothing else to be learned and Mr Carlyle took his departure. His acquaintance had also finished and their ways lay together as far as Trafalgar Square. Before they parted the inspector had promised to communicate with Mr Carlyle as soon as the dead man was identified.

“And if he has a room anywhere he probably will be, with all this talk about Miss Roscastle. Then we may find something there that will help us,” he predicted. “If he is purely casual the chances are we shall never hear.”

His experience was justified and he kept his promise.

Two days later Carlyle heard that the unknown had been identified as the occupant of a single room in a Lambeth lodging-house. He had only occupied it for a few weeks and he was known there as Mr Hay. Tenement gossip described him as a foreigner and credited him with having seen better days — an easy enough surmise in the circumstances. Mr Carlyle had been on the point of turning his attention to a Monte Carlo Miss Roscastle when this information reached him. He set off at once for Lambeth, but at Tubb’s Grove disappointment met him at the door. The landlady of the ramshackle establishment — a female with a fluent if rather monotonous delivery — was still smarting from the unappreciated honour of the police officials’ visit and the fierce light of publicity that it had thrown upon her house. All Mr Carlyle’s bland cajolery was futile and in the end he had to disburse a sum that bore an appreciable relation to a week’s rent before he was allowed to inspect the room and to command conversation that was not purely argumentative.

Then the barrenness of the land was revealed. Mr Hay had been irregular with his rent at the best, and when he disappeared he was a week in arrears. After two days’ absence, with the easy casuistry of her circumstances, the lady had decided that he was not returning and had proceeded to “do out” the room for the next tenant. The lodger’s “few things” she had bundled together into a cupboard, whence they had been retrieved by the police, in spite of her indignant protest. But the lodger’s “papers and such-like rubbish” she confessed to burning, to get them out of the way. Mr Carlyle spent a profitless half-hour and then returned, calling at Scotland Yard on his way back. His friend the inspector shook his head; there was nothing among the seized property that afforded any clue.

It was at this point that Mr Carlyle’s ingenuous mind suggested looking up Carrados, whom he had not seen since the visit to the theatre.

“Max was interested in this case from the first; I am sure he will be expecting to hear from me about it,” was the form in which the proposal conveyed itself to him.

The same evening he ran down to Richmond for an hour, after ascertaining that his friend was at home and disengaged.

“You might have brought Enniscorthy with you,” remarked Carrados when the subject had been started.

“Nice, genuine young fellow. Evidently deeply in love with the girl, but he is young enough to take the attack safely. What have you told him?”

“He is back in Ireland just now — got an idea that he might learn something from some people there, and rushed off. What I have told him — well” — experience endowed Mr Carlyle with sudden caution— “what would you have told him, Max?”

Carrados smiled at the innocent guile of the invitation.

“To answer that I should have to know just what you know,” he replied. “I suppose you have gone into this Embankment development?”

“Yes.” He had come intending to make some show of his progress and to sound Carrados discreetly, but once again in the familiar room and under the sway of the clear-visioned blind man’s virile personality he suddenly found himself submitting quite naturally to the suave, dominating influence. “Yes; but I must confess, Max, that I am unable to explain much of that incident. It suggests blackmail at the bottom, and if the plain-clothes man was correct and saw Miss Roscastle there last Thursday—”

“It was blackmail; but the plain-clothes man was not correct, though he had every excuse for making the mistake. There is one quiet, retiring personage in this drama who has been signally overlooked in all the clamour.”

“You mean ?”

“I suggest that if Miss Linknorth had been subpoenaed for the inquest and asked to account for her movements after leaving the theatre on Thursday last it might have turned public speculation into another channel — though probably a wrong one.”

“Miss Linknorth!” The idea certainly turned Mr Carlyle’s thoughts into a new channel.

“Has it occurred to you what an extraordinary act of self-effacement it must have been on the part of this young unknown actress to allow her well-earned success to be credited to another? As Enniscorthy reminded us, ladies of the profession are rather keen on their chances.”

“Yes; but Stokesey, you remember, insisted on keeping it dark.”

“I am not overlooking that. But although it was to Stokesey’s interest to keep up the fiction, and also to the interest of everyone else about the theatre — people who were merely concerned in the run of the piece — it would have richly paid the Linknorth to have her identity established while the iron was hot, whatever the outcome. A paragraph to the Press the next day would have done it. There wasn’t a hint. I am not overlooking the fact that Miss Linknorth’s name now appears on the programme, but that is an unforeseen development so far as she is concerned, and her golden opportunity has gone by. With the exception of the first row of the pit and of the gallery you won’t find that one per cent, of the house now really knows who created ‘Mary Ryan’ or regards the Linknorth as anything but a makeshift.”

“Then what was the incentive?”

“Suppose it has been made worth Miss Linknorth’s while? It is not necessarily a crude question of money. Friendship might make it worth her while, or ambition in some quarter we have not looked for, or a dozen other considerations — anything but the box-office of the Argosy Theatre, which certainly did not make it worth her while.”

“Yes, that is feasible enough, Max, but how does it help us?”

“Do you ever have toothache, Louis?” demanded Carrados inconsequently.

“No, I am glad to say,” admitted Mr Carlyle. “Have you got a turn now, old man? Never mind this confounded ‘shop.’ I’ll go and then you can—”

“Not at all,” interposed Carrados, smiling benignly at his friend’s consideration; “and don’t be too ready to condemn toothache indiscriminately. I have sometimes found it very stimulating. The only way to cure it is to concentrate the mind so terrifically that you forget the ache. Then it stops. I imagine that a mathematician could succeed by working out a monumental problem. I have frequently done it by ‘discovering’ a hoard of Greek coins of the highest art period on one of the islands and classifying the find. On Monday night I thought that I was in for a devil of a time. I at once, set myself to discover a workable theory for everyone’s conduct in this affair, one, of course, that would stand the test of every objection based on fact. The correct hypothesis must, indeed, be strengthened by every new circumstance that came out. At twelve o’clock, after two hours’ mental sudation, I began to see light — excuse the phrase. By this time the toothache had gone, but I was so taken up with the idea that I called out Harris and drove to Scotland Yard then and there on the chance of finding Beedel or one of the others I know. . . . Why on earth didn’t you let me have that ‘Fool!’ message, Louis?”

“My dear fellow,” protested Mr Carlyle, “I can’t beat up for advice on every day of my life.”

“At all events it might have saved me an hour’s strenuous thinking.”

“Well, you know, Max, perhaps that would have left you in the middle of the toothache. Now the message ?”

“The message? Oh, that settled it. You may take it as assured, Louis, that although Miss Roscastle’s departure from the theatre was hurried, in order to allow her to catch the boat-train from Charing Cross, she had enough time to think out the situation and to secure Miss Linknorth’s allegiance. Whether Stokesey knows any more than he admits, we need not inquire. The great thing is that Miss Roscastle had some reason — some fairly strong reason — for not wanting her absence from the cast to become public. We agreed, Louis, that a better engagement would alone satisfactorily explain her defection. What better engagement would you suggest — it could scarcely be a theatrical one?”

“A brilliant marriage?”

“Our minds positively ident, Louis. ‘A brilliant marriage’ — my exact expression. One, moreover, that suddenly becomes possible and cannot be delayed. One — here we are on difficult ground — one that may be jeopardised if at that early stage Miss Roscastle’s identity in it comes to light, or if, possibly, her absence from London is discovered. That sign-post,” said Carrados, with his unseeing eyes fixed on the lengthening vistas that rose before his mind, “points in a good many directions.”

“The blackmailer?” hazarded Carlyle.

“I gave a good deal of attention to every phase of that gentleman’s presence,” replied Carrados. “It corroborates, but it does not entirely explain. I would say that he merely intervened. In my view, Miss Roscastle would have acted precisely as she did if there had been no Mr Hay. At all events he did intervene and had to be dealt with.”

“It had occurred to me, Max, whether it was Miss Linknorth’s job to impersonate the other?”

“It may have been originally. If so, it failed, for Hay proceeded with his demand. His price was five hundred pounds in English or French gold — an interesting phase of your ordinary blackmailer’s antipathy to paper — merely an hors d’oeuvre to the solid things to come, of course. But he was not dealing with a fool. Whether Miss Roscastle frankly had not five hundred pounds just then, or whether she was better advised, we cannot say. She temporised, the Linknorth being the intermediary. Then the dummy pieces? Hay was a menace and had to be held off. At one point there may well have been the pretence of handing over the cash and then at the last moment some specious difficulty, necessitating a short delay, is raised. That would account for the otherwise unnecessary detail of the lead counterfeits, for there is no need of them on Thursday. Then, when the danger is past, when the tricked scoundrel has lost his sting, then there is no attempt at evasion or ‘Compromise. ‘ Fool! What does it matter now ?’ is the contemptuously unguarded message and the five hundred doits are pressed upon him to complete his humiliation. Why doesn’t it matter, Louis? Is there any other answer than that Miss Roscastle is safely married?”

“It certainly looks like it,” agreed Mr Carlyle. “But if there was anything so serious as to have compromised the marriage, surely Hay could still have held it over her, as against her husband?”

“If it was as against the husband before — yes, perhaps. But suppose the chink in the armour was the good grace of some third person whose consent was necessary? This brilliant marriage . . . Well, I don’t commit myself any further. At any rate, in the lady’s estimation she is safe, and if she had deliberately sought to goad Hay into suicide she couldn’t have done better. He read the single line that shattered his greedy dreams and its disdainful triumph struck him like a whip. He had spent literally his last penny on pressing his unworthy persecution, and now he stood, beggared and beaten, on the Embankment at midnight— ‘he, a gentleman.’ ... It doesn’t matter how he took it. He went over, and the muddy waters of the Thames closed over the last page of his rotten history.”

“Max!” exclaimed Mr Carlyle with feeling. “Remember the poor beggar, with all his failings, is dead now. Not that I should mind,” he added cheerfully, “but I saw him afterwards, you know. Enniscorthy had the sense to keep away. And, by Gad! Max, that reminds me that this is rather rough on my confiding young client — running up a bill to have a successful rival sprung upon his hopes. Have you any idea who he is?”

“Yes,” admitted Carrados, “I have an idea, but today it is nothing more than that. When does Enniscorthy return?”

“He ought to be back in London on Friday morning.”

“By then I should know something definite. If you will make an appointment with him for Friday at half-past eleven I will look in on my way through town.”

“Certainly, Max, certainly.” There was a note of faithful expectation in Mr Carlyle’s voice that caused his friend to smile. He crossed the room to his most-used desk and opened one of the smaller drawers.

“For this simple demonstration, Louis, I require only two appliances, neither of which, as you will see, is a rabbit or a handkerchief. In other and saner words, there are only two exhibits. That is from The Morning Mail; this is from the Westminster street refuse tip.”

“This” was a small brown canvas bag. Traces of red sealing-wax still marked the neck and across it were stamped the words:

Banque de l’Union
Clairvaux



Mr Carlyle looked inside. It was empty, but a few specks of dull grey metal still lodged among the cloth. He turned to the other object, as Carrados had indicated an extract from the daily Press. It was a mere slip of paper and consisted of the following paragraph:

“From Clairvaux, in the Pas de Calais, France, where he purchased a country estate when he was driven into exile, it is reported that ex-King Constantine of Villalyia has been lying dangerously ill for the past week.”

“Quite so, quite so,” murmured Carlyle, quietly turning over the cutting to satisfy himself that he was reading the right side.

* * * * *

“I see that you haven’t anything very hopeful to report,” said Mr Enniscorthy — he and Max Carrados had entered Mr Carlyle’s office within a minute of each other two days later— “but let me have it out.”

“It isn’t quite a matter of being hopeful or the reverse,” replied the blind man. “It is merely final to your ambition. You know Prince Ulric of Villalyia?”

“I have been presented. He hunted in Ireland last season.”

“He knew Miss Roscastle?”

“They were acquainted, she has told me.”

“It went deeper than you imagined. Miss Roscastle is Princess Ulric of Villalyia to-day.”

“Una! Oh,” cried Enniscorthy, “but — but that is impossible! You don’t mean that she—”

“I mean exactly what I say. They were married within a week of her disappearance from London.”

Enniscorthy’s pained gaze went from face to face. The fatal presentiment that had always just robbed him of the heroic — the fear that he might be making an ass of himself — again assailed him.

“But isn’t Ulric in the line of succession? They couldn’t be really married without the king’s consent. Of course Villalyia is a republic now, but—”

“But it may not be to-morrow if the expected war breaks out? Quite true, Mr Enniscorthy. And in the meanwhile the forms and ceremonies are maintained at the exile Court of Clairvaux. Yet the -king gave his consent.”

“Gave his consent! For his son to marry an actress?”

“Ah, there was a little sleight of hand there. He only knew Miss Roscastle as Miss Eileen O’Rourke, the last representative of a line of Irish kings. She was a Miss O’Rourke?”

“Yes. Roscastle was only her stage name. The O’Rourkes were a very old but impoverished family.”

“Royal, we may assume. This business was the outcome of one of the interminable domestic squabbles that the Villalyia Petrosteins seemed to wage in order to supply the Continental comic papers with material. Ex-King Constantine recently quarrelled simultaneously and irrevocably with his eldest son Robert and his first cousin Michael. Robert, who lives in Paris, has respectably married a robust minor princess who has presented him with six unattractive daughters and now, by all report, stopped finally. Hating both son and cousin almost equally, old Constantine, who had fumed himself into a fever, sent off for his other son, Ulric, and demanded that he should at once marry and found a.prolific line of sons to embitter Robert and cut out the posterity of Michael. Prince Ulric merely replied that there was only one woman whom he wished to marry and she was not of sufficiently exalted station, and as she refused to marry him morganatically — yes, Mr Enniscorthy — there was no prospect of his ever marrying at all. The king suddenly found that he was very ill. Ulric was obdurate. The constitution allowed the reigning monarch to sanction such an alliance, provided there were no religious difficulties, and I understand that Miss Roscastle is a Catholic. Constantine recognised that if he was to gratify his whim he must consent, and that at once, as he was certainly dying. As things were, Ulric would probably renounce and marry ignominiously or die unmarried and the hated Michaels would step in, for, once king, the conventional Robert would never give his consent to such an alliance. Besides, it would be a ‘damned slap in the face’ to half the remaining royalty of Europe, and Constantine had always posed as a democratic sovereign — that was why his people ran him out. He coughed himself faint and then commanded the lady to be sent for.”

“If only Una had confided in me I would — yes, I would willingly have flown to serve her.”

“I think that Miss Roscastle was well qualified to serve herself,” responded Carrados dryly. “Now you can put together the whole story, Mr Enniscorthy. Many pages of it are necessarily obscure. What the man Hay knew and threatened — whether it was with him in view or the emissaries of the hostile Robert and Michael that she took the sudden chance of concealing her absence and cloaking her identity — what other wheels there were, what other influences at work — these are only superfluities. The essential thing is that, in spite of cross-currents, everything went well — for her, and perhaps for you; the lady’s married and there’s an end of it.”

“I hope that she will be as happy as I should have tried to make her,” said Enniscorthy rather shakily.

“I shall always think of her. Mr Carrados, I will write to thank you when I am better able to express myself. Mr Carlyle, you know my address. Good-morning.”

“A very manly way of taking it and very properly expressed — very well indeed,” declared Mr. Carlyle with warm approval as the door closed. “Max, that is the outcome of good blood — blood and breeding.”

“Nonsense, you romantic old humbug,” said Carrados with affectionate contempt. “I have heard exactly the same words in similar circumstances once before and they were spoken by a Canning Town bricklayer’s labourer.”

One incident only remains to be added. A month later Mr Carlyle was passing the Kemble Club when he became conscious of someone trying to avoid him. With a not unnatural impulse he made for his acquaintance and insisted on being recognised.

“Ah, Mr Stokesey,” he exclaimed, “Call a Spade is still going strong, I see.”

“Mr Carlyle, to be sure,” said the manager. “Bother me if I didn’t mistake you for a deadhead who always strikes me for a pass. Good heavens! yes; they come in droves and companies to see the part that the romantic Princess Ulric of Villalyia didn’t create! I’ve had three summonses for my pit queue. Didn’t I tell you it was a gamble? When I have to find a successor — when, mind, I say — I’m going to put on You Never Can Tell! What?”


THE INGENIOUS MR. SPINOLA

[image: img36.jpg]

“YOU SEEM TROUBLED, Parkinson. Have you been reading the Money Article again?”

Parkinson, who had been lingering a little aimlessly about the room, exhibited symptoms of embarrassed guilt. Since an unfortunate day, when it had been convincingly shown to the excellent fellow that to leave his accumulated savings on deposit at the bank was merely an uninviting mode of throwing money away, it is not too much to say that his few hundreds had led Parkinson a sorry life. Inspired by a natural patriotism and an appreciation of the advantage of 4½ over 1¼ per cent., he had at once invested in Consols. A very short time later a terrible line in a financial daily— “Consols weak” — caught his agitated eye. Consols were precipitately abandoned and a “sound industrial” took their place. Then came the rumours of an impending strike and the Conservative press voiced gloomy forebodings for the future of industrial capital. An urgent selling order, bearing Mr. Parkinson’s signature, was the immediate outcome.

In the next twelve months Parkinson’s few hundreds wandered through many lands and in a modest way went to support monarchies and republics, to carry on municipal enterprise and to spread the benefits of commerce. And, through all, they contrived to exist. They even assisted in establishing a rubber plantation in Madagascar and exploiting an oil discovery in Peru and yet survived. If everything could have been lost by one dire reverse Parkinson would have been content — even relieved; but with her proverbial inconsequence Fortune began by smiling and continued to smile — faintly, it is true, but appreciably — on her timorous votary. In spite of his profound ignorance of finance each of Parkinson’s qualms and tremors resulted in a slight pecuniary margin to his credit. At the end of twelve months he had drawn a respectable interest, was somewhat to the good in capital, and as a waste product had acquired an abiding reputation among a small but choice coterie as a very “knowing one.”

“Thank you, sir, but I am sorry if I seemed engrossed in my own affairs,” he apologised in answer to Mr. Carrados’s inquiry. “As a matter of fact,” he added, “I hoped that I had finished with Stock Exchange transactions for the future.”

“Ah, to be sure,” assented Carrados. “A block of cottages Acton way, wasn’t it to be?”

“I did at one time consider the investment, but on reflection I decided against property of that description. The association with houses occupied by the artisan class would not have been congenial, sir.

“Still, it might have been profitable.”

“Possibly, sir. I have, however, taken up a mortgage on a detached house standing in its own grounds at Highgate. It was strongly recommended by your own estate agents — by Mr. Lethbridge himself, sir.”

“I hope it will prove satisfactory, Parkinson.”

“I hope so, sir, but I do not feel altogether reassured now, after seeing it.”

“After seeing it? But you saw it before you took it up, surely?”

“As a matter of fact, no, sir. It was pointed out to me that the security was ample, and as I had no practical knowledge of house — valuing there was nothing to be gained by inspecting it. At the same time I was given the opportunity, I must admit; but as we were rather busy then — it was just before we went to Rome, sir — I never went there.”

“Well, after all,” admitted Carrados, “I hold a fair number of mortgage securities on railways and other property that I have never been within a thousand miles of. I am not in a position to criticise you, Parkinson. And this house — I suppose that it does really exist?”

“Oh yes, sir. I spent yesterday afternoon in the neighbourhood. Now that the trees are out there is not a great deal that can be actually seen from the road, but I satisfied myself that in the winter the house must be distinctly visible from several points.”

“That is very satisfactory,” said Carrados with equal seriousness. “But, after all, the title is the chief thing.”

“So I am given to understand. Doubtless it would not be sound business, sir, but I think that if the title had been a little worse, and the appearance of the grounds a little better, I should have felt more secure. But what really concerned me is that the house is being talked about.”

“Talked about?”

“Yes. It is in a secluded position, but there are some old-fashioned cottages near and these people notice things, sir. It is not difficult to induce them to talk. Refreshments are procurable at one of the cottages and I had tea there. I have since thought, from a remark made to me on leaving, that the idea may have got about that I was connected with the Scotland Yard authorities. I had no apprehension at the time of creating such an impression, sir, but I wished to make a few casual inquiries.”

Carrados nodded. “Quite so,” he murmured encouragingly.

“It was then that I discovered what I have alluded to. These people, having become suspicious, watch all that is to be seen at Strathblane Lodge — as it is called — and talk. They do not know what goes on there.”

“That must be very disheartening for them.”

“Well, sir, they find it trying. Up to less than a year ago the house was occupied by a commercial gentleman and everything was quite regular. But with the new people they don’t know which are the family and who are the servants. Two or three men having the appearance of mechanics seem to be there continually, and sometimes, generally in the evening, there are visitors of a class whom one would not associate with the unpretentious nature of the establishment. Gentlemen for the most part, but occasionally ladies, I was told, coming in taxis or private motor cars and generally in evening dress.”

“That ought to reassure these neighbours — the private cars and evening dress.”

“I cannot say that it does, sir. And what I heard made me a little nervous also.”

Something was evidently on the ingenuous creature’s mind. The blind man’s face wore a faintly amused smile, but he gauged the real measure of his servant’s apprehension.

“Nervous of what, Parkinson?” he inquired kindly.

“Some thought that it might be a gambling-house, but others said it looked as if a worse business was carried on there. I should not like there to be any scandal or exposure, sir, and perhaps the mortgage forfeited in consequence.”

“But, good heavens, man! you don’t imagine that a mortgage is like a public- house licence, to be revoked in consequence of a rowdy tenant, surely?”

Parkinson’s dubious silence made it increasingly plain that he had, indeed, associated his security with some such contingency, a conviction based, it appeared, when he admitted his fears, on a settled belief in the predatory intentions of a Government with whom he was not in sympathy.

“Don’t give the thing another thought,” counselled his employer. “If Lethbridge recommended the investment you may be sure that it is all right. As for what goes on there — that doesn’t matter two straws to you, and in any case it is probably idle chatter.”

“Thank you, sir. It is a relief to have your assurance. I see now that I ought to have paid no attention to such conversation, but being anxious — and seeing Sir Fergus Copling go there “Sir Fergus Copling? You saw him there?”

“Yes, sir. I thought that I remembered a car that was waiting for the gate to be opened. Then I recognised Sir Fergus: it was the small dark blue car that he has come here in. And just after what I had been hearing—”

“But Sir Fergus Copling! He’s a testimonial of propriety. Do you know what you are talking about, Parkinson?”

The excellent man looked even more deeply troubled than he had been about his money.

“Not in that sense, sir,” he protested. “I only understood that he was a gentleman of position and a very large income, and after just listening to what was being said Carrados’s scepticism was intelligible. Copling was the last man to be associated with a scandal of fast life. He had come into his baronetcy quite unexpectedly a few years previously while engaged in the drab but apparently congenial business of teaching arithmetic at a public school. The chief advantage of the change of fortune, as it appeared to the recipient, was that it enabled him to transfer his attention from the lower to the higher mathematics. Without going out of his way to flout the conventions, he set himself a comparatively simple standard of living. He was too old and fixed, he said, to change much — forty and a bachelor — and the most optimistic spinster in town had reluctantly come to acquiesce.

Carrados had not forgotten this conversation when next he encountered Sir Fergus a week or so later. He knew the man well enough to be able to lead up to the subject and when an identifiable footstep fell on his ear in the hall of the Metaphysical (the dullest club in Europe, it was generally admitted) he called across to the baronet, who, as a matter of fact, had been too abstracted to notice him or anyone else.

“You aren’t a member, are you?” asked Copling when they had shaken hands. “I didn’t know that you went in for this sort of thing.” The motion of his head indicated the monumental library which he had just quitted, but it might possibly be taken as indicating the general atmosphere of profound somnolence that enveloped the Metaphysical.

“I am not a member,” admitted Carrados. “I only came to gather some material.”

“Statistics?” queried Copling with interest. “We have a very useful range of works.” He suddenly remembered his acquaintance’s affliction. “By the way, can I be of any use to you?”

“Yes, if you will,” said Carrados. “Let me go to lunch with you. There is an appalling bore hanging about and he’ll nab me if I don’t get past under protection.”

Copling assented readily enough and took the blind man’s arm.

“Where, though?” he asked at the door. “I generally” — he hesitated, with a shy laugh— “I generally go to an A.B.C. tea-shop myself. It doesn’t waste so much time. But, of course—”

“Of course, a tea-shop by all means,” assented Carrados.

“You are sure that you don’t mind?” persisted the baronet anxiously.

“Mind? Why, I’m a shareholder!” chuckled Carrados.

“This suits me very well,” remarked the ex-schoolmaster when they were seated in a remote corner of a seething general room. “Fellows used to do their best to get me into the way of going to swell places, but I always seem to drift back here. I don’t mind the prices, Carrados, but hang me if I like to pay the prices simply to be inconvenienced. Yes, hot milk, please.”

Carrados endorsed this reasonable philosophy. Carlton or Coffee-house, the Ritz or the tea-shop, it was all the same to him — life, and very enjoyable life at that. He sat and, like the spider, drew from within himself the fabric of the universe by which he was surrounded. In that inexhaustible faculty he found perfect content: he never required “to be amused.”

“No, not statistics,” he said presently, returning to the unfinished conversation of the club hall. “Scarcely that. More in the nature of topography, perhaps. Have you considered, Copling, how everything is specialised nowadays? Does anyone read the old-fashioned unpretentious Guide- book to London still? One would hardly think so to see how the subject is cut up. We have ‘Famous London Blind-alleys,’ ‘Historical West-Central Door- Knockers,’ ‘Footsteps of Dr. Johnson between Gough Square and John Street, Adelphi,’ ‘The Thames from Hungerford Bridge to Charing Cross Pier,’ ‘Oxford Street Paving Stones on which De Quincey sat,’ and so on.”

“They are not familiar to me,” said Sir Fergus simply.

“Nor to me; yet they sound familiar. Well, I touched journalism myself once, years ago. What do you say to ‘Mysterious Double-fronted Houses of the outer Northern Suburbs’? Too comprehensive?”

“I don’t know. The subject must be limited. But do you seriously contemplate such a work?”

“If I did,” replied Carrados, “what could you tell me about Strathblane Lodge, Highgate?”

“Oh!” A slow smile broke on Copling’s face. “That is rather extraordinary, isn’t it? Do you know old Spinola? Have you been there?”

“So far I don’t know the venerable Mr. Spinola and I have not been there. What is the peculiarity?”

“But you know of the automatic card-player?”

The words brought a certain amount of enlightenment. Carrados had heard more than once casual allusions to a wonderful mechanical contrivance that played cards with discrimination. He had not thought anything more of it, classing it with Kempelen’s famous imposture which had for a time mystified and duped the chess world more than a century ago. So far, also, some reticence appeared to be observed about the modern contrivance, as though its inventor had no desire to have it turned into a popular show: at all events not a word about it had appeared in the Press.

“I have heard something, but not much, and I certainly have not seen it. What is it — a fraud, surely?”

Copling replied with measured consideration between the process of investigating his lightly boiled egg. It was plain that the automaton had impressed him.

“I naturally approached the subject with scepticism,” he admitted, “but at the end of several demonstrations I am converted to a position of passive acquiescence. Spinola, at all events, is no charlatan. His knowledge of mathematics is profound. As you know, Carrados, the subject is my own and I am not likely to be imposed on in that particular. It was purely the scientific aspect of the invention that attracted me, for I am not a gambler in the ordinary sense. Spinola’s explanation of the principles of the contrivance, when he found that I was capable of following them, was lucid and convincing. Of course he does not disclose all the details of the mechanism, but he shows enough.”

“It is a gamble, then, not a mere demonstration?”

“He has spent many years on the automaton, and it must have cost thousands of pounds in experiment and construction. He makes no secret of hoping to reimburse his outlay.”

“What do you play?”

“Piquet — rubicon piquet. The figure could, he claims, be set to play any game by changing or elaborating the mechanism. He had to construct it for one definite set of chances and he selected piquet as a suitable medium.”

“It wins?”

“Against me invariably in the end.”

“Why should it win, Copling? In a game that is nine-tenths chance, why should it win?”

“I am an indifferent player. If the tactics of the game have been reduced to machinery and the combinations are controlled by a dispassionate automaton, the one-tenth would constitute a winning factor.”

“And against expert players?”

Sir Fergus admitted that to the best of his knowledge the figure still had the advantage. In answer to Carrados’s further inquiry he estimated his losses at two or three hundred pounds. The stakes were whatever the visitor suggested — Spinola was something of a grandee, one inferred — and at half-crown points Sir Fergus had found the game quite expensive enough.

“Why do people go if they invariably lose?” asked the blind man. “My dear fellow, why do they go to Monte Carlo?” was the retort, accompanied by a tolerant shrug. “Besides, I don’t positively say that they always lose. One hears of people winning, though I have never seen it happen. Then I fancy that the novelty has taken with a certain set. It is a thing at the moment to go up there and have the rather bizarre experience. There is an element of the creep in it, you know — sitting and playing against that serene and unimpressionable contrivance.”

“What do the others do? There is quite a company, I gather.”

“Oh yes, sometimes. Occasionally one may find oneself alone. Well, the others often watch the play. Sometimes sets play bridge on their own. Then there is coffee and wine. Nothing formal, I assure you.”

“Rowdy ever?”

“Oh no. The old man has a presence; I doubt if anyone would feel encouraged to go too far under Spinola’s eye. Yet practically nothing seems to be known of him, not even his nationality. I have heard half-a-dozen different tales from as many cocksure men — he is a South American Spaniard ruined by a revolution; a Jesuit expelled from France through politics; an Irishman of good family settled in Warsaw, where he stole the plans from a broken-down Polish inventor; a Virginia military man, who suddenly found that he was dying from cancer and is doing this to provide a fortune for an only and beautiful daughter, and so on.”

“Is there a beautiful daughter?”

“Not that I have ever seen. No, the man just cropped up, as odd people do in great capitals. Nobody really knows anything about him, but his queer salon has caught on to a certain extent.”

Now any novel phase of life attracted Carrados. The mixed company that Spinola’s enterprise was able to draw to an out-of-the-way suburb — the peculiar blend of science and society — was not much in itself. The various constituents could be met elsewhere to more advantage, but the assemblage might engender piquancy. And the man himself and his machine? In any case they should repay attention. — 

“How does one procure the entree?” he inquired.

Copling raised a quizzical eyebrow.

“You also?” he replied. “Oh, I see; you think — Well, if you are going to discover any sleight-of-hand about the business I don’t mind—”

“Yes?” prompted Carrados, for Sir Fergus had pulled up on an obvious afterthought.

“I did not intend going up again,” said Copling slowly. “As a matter of fact, I have seen all that interests me. And — I suppose I may as well tell you, Carrados — I made someone a sort of promise to have nothing to do with gambling. She feels very strongly on the subject.”

“She is very wise,” commented the blind man.

Elation mingled with something faintly apologetic in the abrupt bestowal of the baronet’s unexpected confidence.

“It was really quite a sudden and romantic happening,” he continued, led on by the imperceptible encouragement of his companion’s attitude. “She is called Mercia. She does not know who I am — not that that’s anything,” he added modestly. “She is an orphan and earns her own living. I was able to be of some slight service to her in the science galleries at South Kensington, where she was collecting material for her employer. Then we met there again and had lunch together, and so on.”

“At tea-shops?”

“Oh yes. Her tastes are very simple. She doesn’t like shows and society and all that.”

“I congratulate you. When is it to be?”

“It? Oh! Well, we haven’t settled anything like that yet. Of course this is all in confidence, Carrados.”

“Absolutely — though the lady has done me rather an ill turn.”

“How?”

“Well, weren’t you going to introduce me to Mr. Spinola?”

“True,” assented Sir Fergus. “And I don’t see why I shouldn’t,” he added valiantly. “I need not play, and if there is any bunkum about the thing I should certainly like to see how it is done. What evening will suit you?”

An early date had suited both, and shortly after eight o’clock — an hour at which they were likely to find few guests before them — Carrados’s car drew up at Strathbane Lodge. By arrangement he had picked up Copling, who lived— “of all places in the world,” as people had said when they heard of it — in an unknown street near Euston. Parkinson, out of regard for the worthy man’s feelings, had been left behind on the occasion and in ignorance of his master’s destination.

The appearance of the place was certainly not calculated to reassure a nervous investor. The entirely neglected garden seemed to convey a hint that the tenant might be contemplating a short occupation and a hasty flight. Nor did the exterior of the house do much to remove the unfortunate impression. Only a philosopher or an habitual defaulter would live in such a state.

The venerable Mr. Spinola received them in the salon set apart for the display of the automaton and for cards in general. It was a room of fair proportions — doubtless the largest in the house — and quite passably furnished, though in a rather odd and incongruous style. But probably any furniture on earth would have seemed incongruous to the strange, idol-like presence which the inventor had thought fit to adapt to the uses of his mechanism. The figure was placed on a low pedestal, sufficiently raised from the carpet on four plain wooden legs for all the space underneath to be clearly visible. The body was a squat, cross-legged conception, typical of an Indian deity, the head singularly life-like through the heavy gilding with which the face was covered, and behind the merely contemplative expression that dominated the golden mask the carver had by chance or intention lined a faint suggestion of cynical contempt.

“You have come to see my little figure — Aurelius, as we call him among ourselves?” said the bland old gentleman benignly. “That is right; that is right.” He shook hands with them both, and received Mr. Carrados, on Sir Fergus’s introduction, as though he was a very dear friend from whom he had long been parted. It was difficult indeed for Max to disengage himself from the effusive Spinola’s affection without a wrench.

“Mr. Carrados happens to be blind, Mr. Spinola,” interposed Copling, seeing that their host was so far in ignorance of the fact.

“Impossible! Impossible!” exclaimed Spinola, riveting his own very bright eyes on his guest’s insentient ones. “Yet,” he added, “one would not jest “It is quite true,” was the matter-of-fact corroboration. “My hands must be my eyes, Mr. Spinola. In place of seeing, will you permit me to touch your wonderful creation?”

The old man’s assent was immediate and cordial. They moved across the room towards the figure, the inventor modestly protesting:

“You flatter me, my dear sir. After all, it is but a toy in large; nothing but a toy.”

A weary-looking youth, the only other occupant of the room, threw down the illustrated weekly that he had picked up on the new arrivals’ entrance and detained Copling.

“Yes, I had been toying a little before you arrived,” he remarked flippantly. “I came early to cut Dora Lascelle off from the idle crowd and the silly little rabbit isn’t coming, it appears. I didn’t want to play, because, for a fact, I have no money, but the old thing bored me to hysterics. Good God! how he can talk so little on anything really entertaining, like The Giddy Flappers or Trixie Fluff’s divorce, and so much about strange, unearthly things that no other living creature has ever seen even in a dream, baffles my imagination. What’s an ‘integral calculus,’ Copling? No, don’t tell me, after all. Let me forget the benumbing episode as soon as possible.”

“Do you wish for a game, Sir Fergus?” broke in Spinola’s soft voice from across the room. “Doubtless Mr. Carrados might like to follow someone else’s play before he makes the experiment.”

Copling hesitated. He had not come to play, as he had already told his friend, but Max gave no sign of coming to his assistance.

“Perhaps you, Crediton?” said the mathematician; but young Crediton shook his head and smiled wisely. Copling was too easygoing to stand out. He crossed the room and sat down at the automaton’s table.

“And the stake?”

“Suppose we merely have a guinea on the game?” suggested the visitor.

Spinola acquiesced with the air of one to whom a three-penny bit or a kingdom would have been equally indifferent. The deal fell to Copling and the automaton therefore had the first “elder hand,” with the advantage of a discard of five cards against its opponent’s three.

Carrados had already been shown the theory of the contrivance. He now followed Spinola’s operations as the game proceeded. The old man picked up the twelve cards dealt to the automaton and carefully arranged them in their proper places on a square shield that was connected with the front of the figure. As each fell into its slot it registered its presence on the delicate mechanism that the figure contained.

“The discard,” remarked Spinola, and moved a small lever. The left hand of the automaton was raised, came over the shield which hid its cards from the opponent, touched one with an extended finger, and affixing it by suction, lifted the selected card from the slot and dropped it face downwards on the table.

“A little slow, a little cumbersome,” apologised the inventor as the motions were repeated until five cards had been thrown out. “The left hand is used for the discard alone, as a different movement is necessary.” He picked up the five new cards from the stock and arranged them as he had done the hand. “Now we proceed to the play.”

Crediton strolled across to watch the game. He stood behind Copling, while Carrados remained near the automaton. Spinola opened the movements.

“Aurelius has no voice, of course,” he said, studying the display of cards, “so I — point of five.”

“Good,” conceded the opponent.

Spinola registered the detail on one of an elaborate set of dials that produced a further development in the machinery.

“Spades,” he announced, declaring the suit that he had won the “points” on. “Tierce major.”

“Quart to the queen — hearts,” claimed Copling, and Spinola moved another dial to register the opponent’s advantage.

“Three kings.”

“Good,” was the reply.

“Three tens,” added the senior player, as his three kings, being good against the other hand, enabled him to count the lower trio also. “Five for the point and two trios — eleven.” Every detail of the scoring and of the ensuing play was registered as the other things had been.

This finished the preliminaries and the play of the hands began. The automaton, in response to the release of the machinery, moved its right arm with the same deliberation that had marked its former action and laid a card face upwards on the table. For the blind man’s benefit each card was named as it was played. At the end of the hand Copling had won “the cards” — a matter of ten extra points with seven tricks to five and the score stood to his advantage at 27-17.

“Not bad for the junior hand,” commented Crediton. “Do you know” — he addressed the inventor— “there is a sort of ‘average,’ as they call it, that you are supposed to play up to? I forget how it goes, but 27 is jolly high for the minor hand, I know.”

“I have heard of it,” replied Spinola politely. Crediton could not make out why the other two men smiled broadly.

The succeeding hands developed no particular points of interest. The scoring ruled low and in the end Copling won by 129 to 87. Spinola purred congratulation.

“I am always delighted to see Aurelius lose,” he declared, paying out his guinea with a princely air.

“Why?” demanded Crediton.

“Because it shows that I have succeeded beyond expectation, my dear young sir: I have made him almost human. Now, Mr. Carrados.”

“With pleasure,” assented the blind man. “Though I am afraid that I shall not afford you the delight of losing, Mr. Spinola.”

“One never knows, one never knows,” beamed the old man. “Shall we say “Half- crown points for variety?”

“Very good. Ah, our deal.” He dealt the hands and proceeded to dispose the twelve that fell to the automaton on the shield. There was a moment of indecision. “Pray, Mr. Carrados, do you not arrange your cards?”

“I have done so.” He had, in fact, merely spread out his hand in the usual fan formation and run an identifying finger once round the upper edges. The cards remained as they had been dealt, face downwards.

“Wonderful! And that enables you to distinguish them?”

“The ink and the impression on a plain surface — oh yes.” He threw out the full discard as he spoke and took in the upper five of the stock.

“You overwhelm us; you accentuate the tiresome deliberation of poor Aurelius.” Spinola was hovering about the external fittings of the figure with unusual fussiness. When at length he released the left hand it seemed for an almost perceptible moment that the action hung. Then the arm descended and carried out the discard.

“Point of five,” said Carrados.

“Good.”

“In spades. Quint major in spades also, tierce to the knave in clubs, fourteen aces” — i.e. four aces; “fourteen” in the language of piquet as they score that number. He did not wait for his opponent to assent to each count, knowing, after the point had passed, that the other calls were good against anything that could possibly be held. “Five, twenty, twenty-three, ninety-seven.” Having reached thirty before his opponent scored, and without a card having so far been played, his score automatically advanced by sixty. That is the “repique.”

“By Jove!” exclaimed Crediton, “that’s the first time I’ve ever known Aurelius repiqued.”

“Oh, it has happened,” retorted Spinola almost testily.

The play of the hand was bound to go in Carrados’s favour — he held eight certain tricks. He won “the cards” with two tricks to spare and the round closed at 119-5.

“You look like being delighted again, Mr. Spinola,” remarked Crediton a little critically.

“Suppose you make yourself useful by dealing for me,” interposed Carrados. “Of course,” he reminded his host, “it does not do for me to handle any cards but my own.”

“I had not thought of that,” replied Spinola, looking at him shrewdly. “If you had no conscience you would be a dangerous opponent, Mr. Carrados.”

“The same might be said of any man,” was the reply. “That is why it is so satisfactory to play an automaton.”

“Oh, Aurelius has no conscience, you know,” chimed in Crediton sapiently. “Mr. Spinola couldn’t find room for it among the wheels.”

The second hand was not eventful. Each player had to be content to make about the “average” which Crediton had ingenuously discovered. It raised the scores to 33-30. Two hands followed in the same prudent spirit; the fifth — Carrados’s “elder” — found the position 169-67.

“Only two this time,” remarked Carrados, taking in.

“Jupiter!” murmured Crediton. It is unusual for the senior hand to leave even one of the five cards to which he is entitled. It indicated an unusually strong hand. The automaton evidently thought so too. It availed itself of all the six alternative cards and, as the play disclosed, completely cut up its own hand to save the repique by beating Carrados on the point. It won the point, to find that its opponent only held a low quart, a tierce and three kings. As a result Carrados won “the cards” and the score stood 199-79. The discard was, in fact, an experiment in bluff. Carrados might have held a quint and fourteen kings for all the opposing hand disclosed.

“What on earth did you do that for?” demanded Copling. He himself played an eminently straightforward game — and generally lost.

“I’ll bet I know,” put in Crediton. “You are getting rather close, Mr. Spinola — the last hand and you need twenty — one to save the rubicon.” The “rubicon” means that instead of the loser’s score being deducted from the winner’s in arriving at the latter’s total, it is added to it — a possible difference of nearly 200 points.

“We shall see; we shall see,” muttered Spinola with a little less than his usual suavity.

Whatever concern he had, however, was groundless, for the game ended tamely enough. Carrados ought to have won the point and divided tricks, leaving his opponent a minor quart and a solitary trio — about 15 on the hand. By a careless discard he threw away both chances and the final score stood at 205-112. Copling, who had come to regard his friend’s play as rather excellent, was silent. Crediton almost shrieked his disapproval and seizing the cards demonstrated to his heart’s content.

“Ninety-three and the hundred for the game — twenty-four pounds and one half- crown,” said the loser, counting out notes and coin to the amount. “It has been an experience for both of us — Aurelius and myself.”

“And certainly for me,” added Carrados.

“Look here,” interposed Crediton, “Aurelius seems off his play. If you don’t mind taking my paper, Mr. Spinola, I should like another go.”

“As you please,” assented the old man. “Your undertaking is, of course—” The gesture suggested “quite equal to that of the cashier of the Bank of England.” The venerable person had, in fact, regained his lofty pecuniary indifference. “The same point?”

“Right-o,” cheerfully assented the youth.

“I will go and think over my shortcomings,” said Carrados. He started to cross the room to a seat and ran into a couch. With a gasp Copling hastened to his assistance. Then he found his arm detained and heard the whisper. “Sit down with me.”

Across the room the play had begun again and with a little care they could converse without the possibility of a word being overheard.

“What is it?” asked Sir Fergus.

“The golden one will win. It is only when the cards are not exposed that you play on equal terms.”

“But I won?”

“Because it is well to lose sometimes and, by choice, when the stake is low. That witless youth will have to pay for both of us.”

“But how — how on earth do you suggest that it is done?”

“Look round cautiously. What eyes overlook Crediton’s hand as he sits there?”

“What eyes? Good gracious! is there anything in that?”

“What is it?”

“There is a trophy of Japanese arms high up on the wall. An iron mask surmounts it. It has glass eyes. I have never seen anything like that before.”

“Any others round the walls?”

“There is a stuffed tiger’s head on our right and a puma’s or something of that sort on the left.”

“In case a suspicious player asks to have the places changed or holds his cards awkwardly. Working the automaton from other positions is probably also arranged for.”

“But how can a knowledge of the opponent’s cards affect the automaton? The dials—”

“The dials are all bunkum. While you were playing I took the liberty of altering them and for a whole hand the dials indicated that you must inevitably be holding eight clubs and four spades. All the time you were leading out hearts and diamonds and the automaton serenely followed suit. The only effective machinery is that indicating the display of cards on the shield and controlling the hands, and that is worked by a keyboard and electric current from the room below. The watcher behind the mask telephones the opposing hand, the discard and the take-in. The automaton’s hand has already been indicated below. You see the enormous advantage the hidden player has? When he is the minor hand he knows everything that is to be known before he discards. When he is the elder he knows almost everything. By concentrating on one detail he can practically always balk the pique, the repique and the kapot, if it is necessary to play for safety. You remember what Crediton said — that he had never known Aurelius repiqued before. The leisurely manipulation of the dials gives plenty of time. An even ordinary player in that position can do the rest.”

Copling scarcely knew whether to believe or not. It sounded plausible, but it reflected monstrously.

“You speak of a telephone,” he said. “How can you definitely say that such a thing is being used? You have never been in the room before and we’ve scarcely been here an hour. It — it may be awfully serious, you know.”

Carrados smiled.

“Can you hear the kitchen door being opened at this moment or detect the exact aroma of our host’s mocha?” he demanded.

“Not in the least,” admitted Copling.

“Then of course it is hopeless to expect you to pick up the whisper of a man behind a mask a score of feet away. How fearfully in the dark you seeing folk must be!”

“Can you possibly do that?” Even as he was speaking the door opened and a servant entered, bringing coffee and an assortment of viands sufficiently exotic to maintain the rather Oriental nature of entertainment.

“Stroll across and see how the game is going,” suggested Carrados. “Have a look at Crediton’s discard and then come back.”

Sir Fergus did not quite follow the purpose, but he nodded and proceeded to comply with his usual amiable spirit.

“It stands at 137 to 75 against Crediton and they are playing the last hand. Our young friend looks like losing thirty or forty pounds.”

“And his discard?”

“Oh — seven and nine of clubs and the knave of hearts.”

Carrados held out a slip of paper on which he had already pencilled a few words. The baronet took it, looked and whistled softly. He had read: “Clubs, seven, nine. Hearts, knave.”

“Conjuring?” he interrogated.

“Quite as simple — listening.”

“I suppose I must accept it. What staggers me is that you can pick out a whisper when the room is full of other louder sounds. Now if there had been absolute stillness—”

“Merely use. There’s nothing more in it than in seeing a mouse and a mountain, or a candle and the sun, at the same time. Well, what are we going to do about it?”

Copling began to look acutely unhappy.

“I suppose we must do something,” he ruminated, “but I must say that I wish we needn’t. I mean, I wish we hadn’t dropped on this. You know, Carrados, whatever is going on, Spinola is no charlatan. He does understand mathematics.”

“That makes him all the more dangerous. But I should like to produce more definite proof before we do anything. Does he ever leave us in the room?”

“I have never known it. No, he hovers round his Aurelius.”

“Never mind. Ah, the game is finished.”

The game was finished and it needed no inquiry to learn how it had gone. Mr. Crediton was handing the venerable Spinola a memorandum of indebtedness. His words and attitude did not convey the impression of a graceful loser.

“I wish you two men would give me the tip for beating this purgatorial image,” he grumbled as they came up. “I thought that he’d struck a losing line after your experience and this is the result.” He indicated the spectacle of their amiable host folding up his I.O.U. preparatory to dropping it carelessly into a letter-rack, and shrugged his shoulders with keen disgust.

“I’ll tell you if you like,” suggested Sir Fergus. “Hold the better cards.”

“And play them better,” added Carrados. “Good heavens!”

A very untoward thing had happened. They had all been standing together round the table, Spinola purring appreciatively, Crediton fuming his ill-restrained annoyance, and the other two mildly satirical at his expense. Carrados held a cup of coffee in his hand. He reached towards the table with it, seemed to imagine that he was a full foot nearer than he was, and before anyone had divined his mistake, cup, saucer and the entire contents had dropped neatly upon Mr. Spinola’s startled feet, saturating his lower extremities to the skin.

“Good heavens! What on earth have I done?”

Crediton shrieked out his ill-humour in gratified amusement; Sir Fergus reddened deeply with embarrassment at his friend’s mishap. Victim and culprit stood the ordeal best.

“My unfortunate defect!” murmured Carrados with feeling. “How ever can I—”

“I who have eyes ought to have looked after my guest better,” replied Spinola with antique courtliness. He reduced Crediton with a glance of quiet dignity and declined Carrados’s handkerchief with a reassuring touch on the blind man’s arm. “No, no, my dear sir, if you will excuse me for a few minutes. It is really nothing, really nothing, I do assure you.”

He withdrew from the room to change. Copling began to prepare a reassuring phrase to meet Carrados’s self-reproaches when they should break forth again. But the blind man’s tone had altered; he was no longer apologetic.

“Play them better,” he repeated to Crediton, as if there had been no interruption, “and play under conditions that are equal. For instance, it might be worth while making sure that a Japanese mask does not conceal a pair of human eyes. If I were a loser I should be inclined to have a look.”

Not until then did it occur to Sir Fergus that his friend’s clumsiness had been a calculated ruse to force Spinola to withdraw for a few minutes. Later on he might be able to admire the simple ingenuity of the trick, but at that moment he almost hated Carrados for the cool effrontery with which he had duped all their feelings.

No such subtleties, however, concerned Crediton. He stared at the blind man, followed the indication of his gesture and all at once grasped the significance of the hint.

“By George, I shouldn’t wonder if you aren’t right!” he exclaimed. “There are one or two things “ Without further consideration he rushed a table against the wall, swung up a chair on to it, and mounting the structure began to wrench the details of the trophy from side to side and up and down in his excited efforts to displace them.

“Hurry up,” urged Copling, more nervous than excited. “He won’t be long.”

“Hurry up?” Crediton paused, panting from his furious efforts, and found time to look down upon his accomplices. “I don’t think that it’s for us to concern ourselves, by George!” he retorted. “Spinola had better hurry up and bolt for it, I should say. There’s light behind here — a hole through the wall. I believe the place is a regular swindling hell.”

His eyes went to the group of weapons again and the sight gave him a new idea.

“Aha, what price this?” he cried, and pulling a short sword out of its sheath he drove it in between mask and wall and levered the shell away, nails and all. “By God, if the eyes aren’t a pair of opera-glasses! And there’s a regular paraphernalia here—”

“So,” interrupted a quiet voice behind them, “you have been too clever for an old man, Mr. Carrados?”

Spinola had returned unheard and was regarding the work of detection with the utmost benignness. Copling looked and felt ridiculously guilty; the blind man betrayed no emotion at all and both were momentarily silent. It fell to Crediton to voice retort.

“My I.O.U., if you don’t mind, Mr. Spinola,” he demanded, tumbling down from his perch and holding out an insistent hand.

“With great pleasure,” replied Spinola, picking it out from the contents of the letter-rack. “Also,” he continued, referring to the contents of his pocket- book, while his guest tore up the memorandum into very small pieces and strewed them about the carpet, “also the sum of fifty-seven pounds, thirteen shillings which I feel myself compelled to return to you in spite of your invariable grace in losing. I have already rung; you will find the front door waiting open for you, Mr. Crediton.”

“‘Compelled’ is good,” sneered Crediton. “You will probably find a train waiting for you at Charing Cross, Mr. Spinola. I advise you to catch it before the police arrive.” He nodded to the other two men and departed, to spread the astounding news in the most interested quarters.

Spinola continued to beam irrepressible benevolence.

“You are equally censorious, if more polite than Mr. Crediton in expressing it, eh, my dear young friends?” he said.

“I thought that you were a genuine mathematician — I vouched for it,” replied Sir Fergus with more regret than anything else. “And the extent of your achievement has been to contrive a vulgar imposture — in the guise of an ingenious inventor to swindle society by a sham automaton that doesn’t even work.”

“You thought that — you still think that?”

“What else is there to think? We have seen with our own eyes.”

“And” — turning to his other guest— “Mr. Carrados, who does not see?”

“I am waiting to hear,” replied the blind man.

“But you, Sir Fergus, you who are also — in an elementary way — a mathematician, and one with whom I have conversed freely, you regard me as a common swindler and think that this — this tawdry piece of buffoonery that is only designed to appeal to the vapid craze for novelty of your foolish friends — this is, as you say, the extent of my achievement?”

Copling gave a warning cry and sprang forward, but it was too late to avert what he saw coming. In his petulant annoyance at the comparison Spinola had laid an emphasising hand upon Aurelius and half unconsciously had given the figure a contemptuous push. It swayed, seemed to poise for a second, and then toppling irretrievably forward crashed to the floor with an impact that snapped the golden head from off its shoulders and shook the room and the very house itself.

“There, there,” muttered the old man, as though he was doing no more than regretting a broken tea-cup; “let it lie, let it lie. We have finished our work together, Aurelius and I. Now let the whole world—”

It would have been too much to expect the remainder of the mysterious household, whoever its members were, to ignore the tempestuous course of events taking place within their midst. The door was opened suddenly and a young lady, with consternation charged on every feature of her attractive face, burst into the room. For the moment her eyes took in only two figures of the curious group the aged Spinola and his fallen handiwork.

“Granda!” she cried, “whatever’s happened? What is it all? Oh, are you hurt?”

“It is nothing, nothing at all; a mere contretemps of no importance,” he reassured her quickly. Then, with a recurrence of his most grandiloquent manner, he recalled her to the situation. “Mercia, our guests — Sir Fergus Copling, Mr. Carrados. Sir Fergus, Mr. Carrados — Miss Dugard.”

“Then it is Mercia!” articulated the bewildered baronet. “Mercia, you here! What does it mean? What are you doing?”

“What are you doing, Sir Fergus?” retorted the girl in cold reproach. “Is this the way you generally keep your promises? Gambling!”

“Well, really,” stammered the abashed gentleman, “I — I only—”

“Sir Fergus only played a game for a mere nominal stake, to demonstrate the working to his friend,” interposed Spinola with a shrewd glance — a curious blend of serpentine innocence and dove-like cunning — at the estranged young people.

“And won,” added Sir Fergus sotto voce, as if that fact condoned his offence.

“Won indeed!” flashed out Miss Dugard. “Of course you won — I let you. Do you think that we wished to take money from you now?”

“You — you let me!” muttered Sir Fergus helplessly. “Good heavens!”

“I am grateful that your consideration also extends to your friend’s friend,” put in Carrados pleasantly.

Miss Dugard smiled darkly at the suavely-given thrust and showed her pretty little teeth almost as though she would like to use them.

“There, there, that will do, my child,” said the old man indulgently. “Sir Fergus and Mr. Carrados are entitled to an explanation and they shall have it. The moment is opportune; the work of a lifetime is complete. You have seen, Sir Fergus, the sums that Aurelius — assisted, as we will now admit, by a little external manipulation — has gathered into our domestic exchequer. Where have they gone, these hundreds and thousands that you may estimate? In lavish living and a costly establishment? Observe this very ordinary apartment — the best the house possesses. Recall the grounds through which you entered. Sum up the simple hospitality of which you have partaken. In expensive personal tastes and habits? I assure you, Sir Fergus, that I am a man of the most frugal life; my granddaughter inherits the propensity. In what, then? In advancing science, in benefitting humanity, in furthering human progress. I am going to prove to you that I have perfected one of the greatest mechanical inventions of all ages, and I ask you to credit the plain statement that all my private fortune and all the winnings that you have seen upon this table — with the exception of a bare margin for the necessities of life have been spent in perfecting it.”

He paused with a senile air of triumph and seemed to challenge comment.

“But surely,” ventured Copling, “surely on the strength of this you would have had no difficulty in obtaining direct financial support. Well, I myself—”

Spinola smiled a peculiar smile, shaking his head sagely.

“Take care, my generous young friend, take care. You may not quite comprehend what you are saying.”

“Why?”

Still swayed by his own gentle amusement, the old man crossed the room to a desk, selected a letter from a bulky pile and handed it to his guest without a word.

Copling glanced at the heading and signature, then read the contents and frowned annoyance.

“This is from my secretary,” he commented lamely.

“That is what a secretary is for, is it not — to save his employer trouble?” insinuated Spinola. “He took me for a crank or a begging-letter impostor, of course.” Then came the pathetic whisper. “They all took me for that.”

Sir Fergus folded the letter and handed it back again.

“I am very sorry,” he said simply.

“It was natural, perhaps. Still, something had to be done. My work was all arrested. I could no longer pay my two skilled mechanics. Time was pressing. I am a very old man — I am more than a hundred years old—”

The girl shot a sudden, half-frightened, pleading glance at her lover, then at Mr. Carrados. It checked the exclamation that would have come from Copling; the blind man passed the monstrous claim without betraying astonishment.

“ — a very old man and my work was yet incomplete. So I contrived Aurelius. I could, of course, have perfected a model that would have done all that has been claimed for this — mere child’s play to me — but what would have been the good? Such a mechanical player would have lost as often as he would have won. Hence our little subterfuge, a means amply justified by so glorious an end.”

He was smiling happily — the weeks of elaborate deception were, at the worst, an innocent ruse to him — and concluded with an emphasising nod to each in turn, to Mercia, who regarded him with implicit faith and veneration, to Copling, who at that moment surely had ample justification for declaring to himself that he was dashed if he knew what to think, and to Carrados, whose sightless look agreed to everything and gave nothing in reply. Then the old man stood up and produced his keys.

“Come, my friends,” he continued; “the moment has arrived. I am going to show you now what no other eye has yet been privileged to see. My mechanics worked on the parts under my instruction, but in ignorance of the end. Even Merci a — a good girl, a very clever girl — has never yet passed this door.” He had led them through the house and brought them to a brick-built, windowless shed, isolated in the garden at the back. “I little thought that the first demonstration But things have fallen so, things have fallen, and one never knows. Perhaps it is for the best.” An iron door had yielded to his patent key. He entered, turned on a bunch of electric lights and stood aside. “Behold!”

The room was a workshop, fitted with the highly finished devices of metal - working and littered with the scraps and debris of their use. In the middle stood a more elaborate contrivance — the finished product of brass and steel — a cube scarcely larger than a packing-case, but seemingly filled with wheels and rods, relay upon relay, and row after row, all giving the impression of exquisite precision in workmanship and astonishing intricacy of detail.

“Why, it’s a calculating machine,” exclaimed Sir Fergus, going forward with immense interest.

“It is an analytical engine, or, to use the more common term, a calculating machine, as you say,” assented the inventor. “I need hardly remind you, of course, that one does not spend a lifetime and a fortune in contriving a machine to do single calculations, however involved, but for the more useful and practical purpose of working out involved series with absolute precision. Still, for the purpose of a trial demonstration we will begin with an ordinary proposition, if you, Sir Fergus, will kindly set one. My engine now is constructed to work to fifty places of figures and twelve orders of difference.”

“If you have accomplished that,” remarked Copling, accepting the pencil and the slip of paper offered him, “you have surpassed the dreams of Babbage, Mr. Spinola.”

There was a sudden gasp from Mercia, but it passed unheeded in the keen excitement of the great occasion. Spinola received the paper with its row of signs and figures and turned to operate his engine. He paused to look back gleefully.

“So you never guessed, Sir Fergus?” he chuckled cunningly. “We kept the secret well, but it doesn’t matter now. I am Charles Babbage!”

The noise of wheel and connecting-rod cut off the chance of a reply, even if anyone had been prepared to make one. But no one, in that bewildering moment, was.

“The solution,” announced Spinola with a flourish, and he passed a little slip of metal stamped with a row of figures into Sir Fergus’s hand. Then, with a curious indifference to their verdict, he turned away from the group and applied himself to the machine again.

“What is it? Is it not correct?” demanded Mercia in an agonised whisper. She had not looked at the solution, but at her lover’s face, and her hand suddenly gripped his arm.

“It is incomprehensible,” replied Sir Fergus, dropping his voice so that the old man could not overhear. “It isn’t a matter of right or wrong — it is a mere farrago of nonsense.”

“But harmless nonsense — quite harmless,” interposed Carrados softly from behind them. “Come, we can safely leave him here; you will always be able to leave him safely here. Help Miss Dugard out Copling. It is better, believe me, to leave him now.”

Spinola did not turn. He was bending over the machine to which he had given life, brain and fortune, touching its wheels and sliding rods with loving fingers. They passed silently from his presence and crept back to the deserted salon, where the deposed head of Aurelius leered cynically at them from the floor.


THE KINGSMOUTH SPY CASE
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NOT GUILTY, MY lord!” There was a general laugh in the lounge of the Rose and Plumes, the comfortable old Cliffhurst hotel that upheld the ancient traditions unaffected by the flaunting rivalry of Grand or Metropole. The jest hidden in the retort was a small one, but it was at the expense of a pompous, pretentious bore, and the speaker was a congenial wag who had contrived in the course of a few weeks to win a facile popularity on all sides.

Across the room one of the later arrivals— “the blind gentleman,” as he was sympathetically alluded to, for few had occasion to learn his name — turned slightly towards the direction of the voice and added a pleasantly appreciative smile to the common tribute. Then his attention again settled on the writing-table at which he sat, and for the next few minutes his pencil travelled smoothly, with an occasional pause for consideration, over the block of telegraphic forms that he had picked out. At the end of ten minutes he rang for a waiter and directed that his own man should be sent to him.

“Here are three telegrams to go off, Parkinson,” he said in the suave, agreeable voice that scarcely ever varied, no matter what the occasion might be. “You will take them yourself at once. After that I shall not require you again to-night.”

The attendant thanked him and withdrew. The blind man closed his letter-case, retired from the writing-table to the obscurity of a sequestered corner and sat unnoticed with his sightless eyes, that always seemed to be quietly smiling, looking placidly into illimitable space as he visualised the scene before him, and the laughter, the conversation and the occasional whisper went on unchecked around.

* * * * *

Max Carrados had journeyed down to Cliffhurst a few days previously, good-naturedly, but without any enthusiasm. Indeed it had needed all Mr Carlyle’s persuasive eloquence to move him.

“The Home Office, Max,” urged the inquiry agent, “one of the premier departments of the State! Consider the distinction! Surely you will not refuse a commission of that nature direct from the Government?” Carrados, looking a little deeper than a Melton overcoat and a glossy silk hat, had once declared his friend to be the most incurably romantic of idealists. He now took a malicious pleasure in reducing the situation to its crudest terms.

“Why can’t the local police arrest a solitary inoffensive German spy themselves?” he inquired.

“To tell the truth, Max, I believe that there are two or three fingers in that pie at the present moment,” replied Mr Carlyle confidentially. “It doesn’t concern the Home Office alone. And after that Guitry Bay fiasco and the unmerciful chaffing that we got in the German papers — with rather a nasty rap or two over the knuckles from the Kölnische Zeitung — both Whitehall and Downing Street are in a blue funk lest they should do the wrong thing, either let the man slip away with the papers or arrest him without them.”

“Contingencies with which I am sure you could grapple successfully, Louis.”

Mr Carlyle’s bland complacency did not suggest that he, at any rate, had any doubt on that score.

“But, you know, Max, I am pledged to carry through the Vandeeming affair here in town. And — um — well, the Secretary did make a point of you being the man they relied on.”

“Oh! someone there must read the papers, Louis. But I wonder . . . why they did not communicate with me direct.”

Mr Carlyle contrived to look extremely ingenuous. Even he occasionally forgot that looks went for nothing with Carrados.

“I imagine that they thought that a friendly intermediary — or something of that sort.”

“Possibly Inspector Beedel hinted to the Commissioner that you would have more influence with me than a whole Government Department?” smiled Carrados. “And so you have, Louis; so you have. If it’s your ambition to get the Government on your books you can tell your clients that I’ll take on their job!”

“By Jupiter, Max, you are a good fellow if ever there was one!” exclaimed Mr Carlyle with gentlemanly emotion. “But I owe too much to you already.”

“This won’t make it any more, then. I have another reason, quite different, for going.”

“Of course you have,” assented the visitor heartily. “You are not one to talk about patriotism, and all that, but you can’t hoodwink me with your dilettantish pose, Max, and I know that deep down in your nature there is a passionate devotion to your country—”

“Thank you, Louis,” interrupted Carrados. “It is very nice to learn that. But I am really going to Kingsmouth because there’s a man there — a curate — who has the second best private collection in Europe of autonomous coins of Thessaly.”

For a few seconds Mr Carlyle looked his unutterable feelings. When he did speak it was with crushing deliberation.

“‘Mrs Carrados,’ I shall say — if ever there is a Mrs Carrados, Max— ‘Mrs Carrados, two things are necessary for your domestic happiness. In the first place, pack up your husband’s tetradrachms in a brown-paper parcel and send them with your compliments to the British Museum. In the second, at the earliest possible opportunity, exact from him an oath that he will never touch another Greek coin as long as you both live.’—”

“If ever there is a Mrs Carrados,” was the quick retort, “I shall probably be independent of the consolation of Greek coins as, also, Louis, of the distraction of criminal investigation. In the meantime, what are you going to tell me about this case?” Mr Carlyle at once became alert. He would have become absolutely professional had not Carrados tactfully obtruded the cigar- box. The digression, and the pleasant aroma that followed it, brought him back again to the merely human.

“It began, like a good many other cases, with an anonymous letter.” He took a slip of paper from his pocket-book and handed it to Carrados. “Here is a copy.”

“A copy!” The blind man ran his finger lightly along the lines and read aloud what he found there:

“A friend warns you that an attempt is being successfully made on behalf of another Power to obtain naval information of vital importance. You have a traitor within your gates.”



Then he crumpled up the paper and dropped it half- contemptuously into the waste-paper basket. “A copy is no use to us, Louis,” he remarked. “Indeed it is worse than useless; it is misleading.”

“That is all they had here. The original was addressed to the Admiral- Superintendent at the Kingsmouth Dockyard. This was sent up with the report. But I am assured that the other contained no clue to the writer’s identity.”

“Not even a watermark, ‘Jones, stationer, High Street, Kingsmouth’!” said Carrados dryly. “Really, Louis! Every piece of paper contains at least four palpable clues.”

“And what are they, pray?”

“A smell, a taste, an appearance and a texture. This one, in addition, bears ink, and with it all the characteristics of an individual handwriting.”

“In capitals, Max,” Mr Carlyle reminded him. “Our anonymous friend is up to that.”

“Yes; I wonder who first started that venerable illusion.”

“Illusion?”

“Certainly an illusion. Capitals, or ‘printed handwriting’ as one sees them called, are just as idiomorphic as a cursive form.”

“But much less available for comparison. How are you going to obtain a specimen of anyone’s printed handwriting for comparison?”

Carrados reflected silently for a moment.

“I think I should ask anyone I suspected to do one for me,” he replied.

Carlyle resisted the temptation to laugh outright, but mordacity lurked in his voice.

“And you imagine that the writer of this, who evidently has good reason for anonymity, will be simple enough to comply?”

“I think so; if I ask him nicely.”

“Look here, Max, I will bet you a box of any cigars you care to name—”

“Yes, Louis?”

Mr Carlyle had hesitated. He was recalling one or two things from the past, and on those occasions his friend’s unemotional face had looked just as devoid of guile as it did now.

“No, Max, I won’t bet this time, but I should like to send across a small box of Monterey Coronas for Parkinson to pack among your things. Well, so much for the letter.”

“Not quite all,” interposed Carrados. “I must have the original.”

The visitor made a note in his pocket diary.

“It shall be sent to you at once. I stipulated an absolutely free hand for you. Oh, I took a tolerably high tone! I can assure you, Max. You will find everything at Kingsmouth very pleasant, and there, of course, you will learn all the details. Here they don’t seem to know very much. I was not informed whether the Dockyard authorities had already had their suspicions aroused or whether the letter was the first hint. At all events they acted with tolerable promptness. The letter, you will see, is undated, but it was delivered on the seventeenth — last Thursday. On Friday they put their hands on a man in the construction department — a fellow called Brown. He made no fight of it when he was cornered, but although he owned up to the charge of betraying information, there was one important link that he could not supply and one that he would not. He could not tell them who the spy collecting the information was, because there was an intermediary; and he would not betray the intermediary on any terms. And, by gad! I for one can’t help respecting the beggar for that remnant of loyalty.”

“A woman?” suggested Carrados.

“Even that, I believe, is not known, but very likely you have hit the mark. A woman would explain the element of chivalry that prompts Brown’s attitude. He is under open arrest now — nobody outside is supposed to know, but of course he can’t buy an evening paper without it being noted. They are in hope of something more definite turning up. At present they have pitched their suspicions on a German visitor staying at Cliffhurst.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know, Max. They must fix on someone, you know. It’s expected. All the same they are deucedly nervous at this end about the outcome.”

“Did they say what Brown had given away?”

“Yes, egad! Do you know anything of the Croxton-Delahey torpedo?”

“A little,” admitted Carrados.

“What does it do?” asked Mr Carlyle, with the rather sublime air of casual interest which he attached to any subject outside his own knowledge.

“It’s rather an ingenious contrivance. It is fired like any other uncontrolled torpedo. At the end of a straight run — anything up to ten thousand yards at 55 knots with the superheated system — the diabolical creature stops and begins deliberately to slash a zigzag course over any area you have set it for. If in its roving it comes within two hundred feet of any considerable mass of iron it promptly makes for it, cuts its way through torpedo netting if any bars its progress, explodes its three hundredweight of gun-cotton and finishes its existence by firing a 24-pound thorite shell through the breach it has made.”

“‘Um,” mused Mr Carlyle, “I don’t like the weapon, Max, but I would rather that we kept it to ourselves. Well, Mr Brown has given away the plans.” Carrados disposed of the end of his cigar and crossed the room to his open desk. From its appointed place he took a book inscribed “Engagements,” touched a few pages and scribbled a line of comment here and there. Then he turned to his guest again.

“All right. I’ll go down to Kingsmouth by the 12.17 to-morrow morning,” he said. “Now I want you to look up the following points for me and let me have the particulars before I go.”

Mr Carlyle again took out his pocket diary and beamed approvingly.

* * * * *

As a matter of fact the tenor of the replies he received influenced Carrados to make some change in his plans. Accompanied by Parkinson he left London by the appointed train on the next day, but instead of proceeding to Kingsmouth he alighted at Cliffhurst, the pretty little seaside resort some five miles east of the great dock-port. After securing rooms at the Rose and Plumes — an easy enough matter in October — he directed his attendant to take him to a sheltered seat on the winding paths below the promenade and there leave him for an hour.

“Very nicely kept, these walks and shrubberies, sir,” remarked an affable voice from the other end of the bench. A leisurely pedestrian whose clothes and manner proclaimed him to be an aimless holiday-maker had sauntered along and, after a moment’s hesitation, had sat down on the same form.

“Yes, Inspector,” replied Carrados genially. “Almost up to the standard of our own Embankment Gardens, are they not?”

Detective-Inspector Tapling, of New Scotland Yard, went rather red and then laughed quietly.

“I wasn’t quite sure at first if it was you, Mr Carrados,” he apologised, moving nearer and lowering his voice. “I was to report to you here, sir, and to give you any information and assistance you might require.”

“How are you getting on?” inquired Carrados.

“We think that we have got hold of the right man, sir; but for reasons that you can guess the Chief is very anxious to have no mistake this time.”

“Muller?”

“Yes, sir. He has a furnished villa here in Cliffhurst and is very open-handed. The time he came fits in, so far as we can tell, with the beginning of the inquiries in Kingsmouth. Then, whatever his real name is, it isn’t Muller.”

“He is a German?”

“Oh yes; he’s German right enough, sir. We’ve looked up telegrams to him from Lübeck — nothing important though — and he has changed German notes in Kingsmouth. He spends a lot of time over there — says the fishing is better, but that’s all my eye, only the Kingsmouth boatmen get hold of the dockyard talk and know more of the movements than the men about here. Then there’s a lady.”

“The intermediary?”

“That’s further than we can go at the moment, but there is a lady at the furnished villa. She’s not exactly Mrs Muller, we believe, but she lives there, if you understand what I mean, sir.”

“Perfectly,” acquiesced Carrados in the same modest spirit.

“So that all the necessary conditions can be shown to exist,” concluded Tapling.

“But so far you have not a single positive fact connecting Muller with Brown?”

The Inspector admitted that he had not, but added hopefully that he was in immediate expectation of information that would enable him to link up the detached surmises into a conclusive chain of direct evidence.

“And if I might ask the favour of you, sir,” he continued, “you would be doing us a great service if you would allow us to continue our investigation for another twenty-four hours. I think that by then we shall be able to show something solid. And if you certify what we have done, that’s all to our credit, whereas if you take it out of our hands now You see what I mean, Mr Carrados, but of course it lies entirely with you.”

Carrados assented with his usual good nature. His actual business was only to examine the evidence before the arrest was made and to guarantee that the Home Office should not be involved in another spy-scare fiasco. He knew Tapling to be a reliable officer, and he did not doubt that the line he was working was the correct one. Least of all did he wish to deprive the man of his due credit.

“I can very well put in a day on my own account,” he accordingly replied. “And so long as Muller is here there does not appear to be any special urgency. I suppose the odds are that the papers have been got away before you began to watch?”

“There is just a chance yet, we believe, sir; and the Admiralty is very keen on recovering those torpedo plans if it’s to be done. Some of these foreign spies like to keep the thing as much as possible in their own hands. There’s more credit to it, and more cash, too, at headquarters if they do. Then if it comes to a matter of touch-and-go, a letter, and especially a letter from abroad, may be stopped on the way. You will say that a man may be, for that matter, but there’s been another reason against posting valuable papers about here for the past week.”

“Of course,” assented Carrados with enlightenment.

“The Suffragettes down here are out.”

“I never thought to have any of that lot helping me,” said the Inspector, absent-mindedly stroking his right shin; “but they may have turned the scale for us this time. There isn’t a posting place from a rural pillar-box to the head office at Kingsmouth that has been really safe from them. They’ve even got at the registered letters in the sorting-rooms somehow. That’s why I think there’s a chance still.” Parkinson’s approaching figure announced that an hour had passed. Carrados and the Inspector rose to walk away in different directions, but before they parted the blind man put a question that had confronted him several times, although he had as yet given only a glancing attention to the case.

“Now that Muller has got the plans of the torpedo, Inspector, why is he remaining here?”

It was a simple and an obvious inquiry, but before he replied Inspector Tapling looked round suspiciously. Then he further reduced the distance between them and dropped his voice to a whisper.

* * * * *

St Ethelburga’s boasted the most tin-potty bell and the highest ritual of any church in Kingsmouth. Outside it resembled a brick barn, inside a marble palace, and its ministration overworked a vicar and two enthusiastic curates. It stood at the corner of Jubilee Street and Lower Dock Approach, a conjunction that should render further description of the neighbourhood superfluous.

The Rev Byam Hosier, the senior curate, whose magnetic eloquence filled St Ethelburga’s from chancel steps to porch, lodged in Jubilee Street, and there Mr Carrados found him at ten o’clock on the following morning. The curate had just finished his breakfast, and the simultaneous correction of a batch of exercise books. He apologised for the disorder without justifying himself by explaining the cause, for instead of being a laggard Mr Hosier had already taken an early celebration, and afterwards allowed himself to be intercepted on his way back to attend to a domestic quarrel, a lost cat, and the arrangements for a funeral.

“I got your note last night, Mr Carrados,” he said, after guiding his guest to a seat, for Parkinson had been dismissed to make himself agreeable elsewhere. “I am glad to show you my small collection, and still more so to have an opportunity of thanking you for the help you have given me from time to time.”

Carrados lightly disclaimed the obligation. It was the first time the two had met, though, as the outcome of a review article, they had frequently corresponded. The clergyman went to his single cabinet, took out the top tray and put it down before his visitor on the now available table.

“Pherae,” he said.

“May I touch the surfaces?” asked the blind man.

“Oh, certainly. Pray do. I am sorry “ He did not quite know what to say before the spectacle of the blind expert, with his eyes fixed elsewhere, passing a critical touch over the details that he himself loved to gaze upon.

In this one thing the Rev. Byam was fastidious. His clothes were generally bordering on the shabby, and he allowed himself to wear boots that shocked or amused the feminine element in the first half-dozen pews of St Ethelburga’s. He might — as he frequently did, indeed — make a breakfast of weak tea, bread and butter and marmalade without any sense of deficiency, but in the matter of Greek coins his taste was exacting and his standard exact. His one small mahogany cabinet was pierced for five hundred specimens, and it was far from full, but every coin was the exquisite production of the golden era of the world’s creative art. It did not take Carrados three minutes to learn this. Occasionally he dropped a word of comment or inquiry, but for the most part tray succeeded tray in fascinated silence.

“Still Larissa,” announced the clergyman, sliding out the last tray.

Under each coin was a circular ticket with written particulars of the specimen accompanying it. For some time Carrados took little interest in these commentaries, but presently Hosier noticed that his guest was submitting many of them to a close but quiet scrutiny.

“Excuse my asking, Mr Carrados,” he said at length, “but are you quite blind?”

“Quite,” was the unconcerned reply. “Why?”

“Because I noticed that you held some of the labels close to your eyes and I fancied that perhaps—”

“It is my way.”

“Forgive my curiosity.”

“I can assure you, Mr Hosier, that other people are much more touchy about my blindness than I am. Now will you do me a kindness? I should like a copy of the inscriptions on half-a-dozen of these gems.”

“With pleasure.” The curate discovered pen and ink and paper and waited.

“This didrachm of the nymph Larissa wearing earrings; this of Artemis and the stag; this, and this, and this.” The trays had been left displayed upon the table and Carrados’s hand selected from them with unerring precision.

Hosier took the chosen coins and noted down the legends in their bold Greek capitals. “Shall I describe the type of each as well?” he asked.

“Thank you,” assented his visitor. “If you don’t mind writing that also in capitals and not blotting I shall read it so much the easier.”

He accepted the sheet of paper and delicately touched the lettering along each line.

“I have a friend who will be equally interested in this,” he remarked, taking out his pocket-book.

The clergyman had turned to remove a tray from the table when a sheet of paper, fluttering to the ground, caught his eye. He picked it up and was returning it into the blind man’s hand when he stopped in a sudden arrest of every movement.

“Good heavens, Mr Carrados!” he exclaimed in an agitated voice, “how does this come in your possession?”

“Your note?”

“You know that it is mine?”

“Yes — now,” replied Carrados quietly. “It was sent to me by the Admiral-Superintendent of the Yard here. He wished to communicate with the writer.”

“I am bewildered at the suddenness of this,” protested the poor young man in some distress. “Let me tell you the circumstances — such at least as do not violate my promise.”

He procured himself a glass of water from the sideboard, drank half of it and began to pace the room nervously as he talked.

“On Wednesday last, after taking Evensong at the church, I was leaving the vestry when a lady stepped forward and asked if she might speak to me privately. It is a request which a clergyman cannot refuse, Mr Carrados, but I endeavoured first to find out what she required, because people frequently come to one or another of us on business that really has to do with the clerk, or the organist, or something of that sort.

“She assured me that it was a personal matter and that no other official would do.

“The lights had by this time been extinguished in the church, and doubtless the apparitor had left. I gave her my address here and asked her if she would call in ten or twenty minutes. I preferred that she should present herself in the ordinary way.

“There is no need to go into extraneous details. The unhappy lady wished to unburden her conscience by making explicit confession, and she had come to me in consequence of a sermon which she had heard me preach on the Sunday before.

“It is not expedient to weigh considerations of time or circumstance in such a case. I allowed her to proceed, and she made her confession under the seal of inviolable confidence. It involved other persons besides herself. I besought her to undo as far as possible the great harm she had done by making a full statement to the authorities, but this she was too weak — too terrified — to do. This clumsy warning of mine” — he pointed to the paper now lying on the table between them— “was the utmost concession that I could wring from her.”

He stopped and looked at his visitor with a troubled face that seemed to demand some sort of assent to the dilemma.

“You are an Englishman, Mr Hosier, and you know what this might mean in a conflict — you know that one of our most formidable weapons has been annexed.”

“My dear sir!” rapped out the distressed curate, “don’t you think that I haven’t worried about that? But behind the Englishman stands something more primitive, more just — the man. I gave my assurance as a man, and the Admiralty can go hang!”

“Besides,” he added, in petulant reaction, “the poor woman is dying, and then everyone can know. Of course it may be too late.”

“Do you mind telling me if the lady gave you the names of her accomplices?”

“How can I tell you, Mr Carrados? It may identify her in some way. I am too confounded by your unexpected appearance in the affair to know what is important and what is not.”

“It will not implicate her. I have no concern there.”

“Then, yes, she did. She gave me every detail.”

“I ask because a man is suspected and on the point of arrest. He may be innocent. I have no deeper motive, but if the one for whom she is working is not a German called, or passing as, Muller, you might have some satisfaction in exonerating him.”

The curate reflected a moment.

“He is not, Mr Carrados,” he replied decidedly.

“But please don’t ask me anything more.”

“Very well, I won’t,” said Carrados, rising. “Our numismatic conversation has taken a strange turn, Mr Hosier. There is a text for you — Money at the root of everything! By the way, I can do you one trifling service.” He picked up the anonymous letter, tore it across and held it out. “You have done all you could. Burn this and then you are clear of the matter.”

“Thanks, thanks. But won’t it get you into trouble with the Admiralty?”

“I make my own terms,” replied Carrados. “Now Mr Hosier, I have been an ill-omened bird, but I had no suspicion of this when I came. The ‘long arm’ has landed us this time. Will you come and dine with me one day this week, and I promise you not a single reference to this troublesome business?”

“You are very good,” assented Hosier.

“I am at Cliffhurst.”

“Cliffhurst?” was Hosier’s quick exclamation.

“Yes, at the Rose and Plumes.”

“I — I am very sorry, Mr Carrados,” stammered the curate, “but, after all, I am afraid that I must cry off. This week—”

“If the distance takes up too much of your time, may I send a car?”

“No, no, it isn’t that — at least, of course, one has to consider time and work. Thank you, Mr Carrados; you are very kind, but, really, if you don’t mind—”

Carrados courteously accepted the refusal without further pressure. He turned the momentary embarrassment by hoping that Hosier would not fail to call on him when next in London, and the curate availed himself of the compromise to protest the pleasure that it would afford him. Parkinson was summoned and the strangely developed visit came to an end. Parkinson doubtless found his master a dull companion on the way back. Carrados had to rearrange his ideas from the preconception which he had so far tentatively based on Inspector Tapling’s report, and he was faced by the necessity of discovering whose presence made the Rose and Plumes Hotel inexplicably distasteful to Mr Hosier just then. Only two flashes of conversation broke the journey, both of which may be taken as showing the trend of Max Carrados’s mind, and demonstrating the sound common sense exhibited by his henchman.

“It is a mistake they often make, Parkinson, to begin looking with a fixed idea of what they are going to find.”

“Yes, sir.”

And, ten minutes later:

“But I don’t know that it would be safe yet to ignore the obvious altogether.”

“No, sir,” replied Parkinson.

* * * * *

“Not guilty, my lord!”

That was the link for which Carrados had been waiting patiently each day since his visit to Kingsmouth; or, more exactly, since the sound of a voice heard in the hotel on his return had stirred a memory that he could not materialise. Parkinson had described the man with photographic exactness and still recognition was balked.

Tapling, who found himself at a deadlock before the furnished villa, both by reason of his want of progress and at Carrados’s recommendation, contributed his observation, which was guardedly negative. Everyone about knew Mr Slater— “a pleasant, open-handed gentleman, with a word and a joke for all” — but no one knew anything of him, as, indeed, who should know of a leisurely bird of passage staying for a little time at a seaside hotel?

Then across the lounge rang the mock-serious repartee, and enlightenment cut into the patient listener’s brain like a flash of inspiration.

These were the three telegrams which immediately came into existence as a result of that ray, deciphered here from their code obscurity:



“TO GREATOREX, TURRETS, RICHMOND, SURREY. “EXTRACT TIMES FULL REPORT TRIAL HENRY FRANKWORTH, CONVICTED EMBEZZLEMENT EARLY 1906, AND FORWARD EXPRESS. — CARRADOS.”

“TO WRATTESLEY, HOME OFFICE, WHITEHALL, S.W. “WILL YOU PLEASE HAVE LINCOLN AUTHORITIES INSTRUCTED TO SEND ME CONFIDENTIAL REPORT ANTECEDENTS HENRY FRANKWORTH, EMBEZZLER, NATIVE TRUDSTONE THAT COUNTY. URGENT. — WYNN CARRADOS.”

“TO CARLYLE, 72A BAMPTON ST., W.C. “MY DEAR LOU1S, — WHY NOT COME DOWN WEEK-END TALK THINGS OVER? MEANWHILE MAKE EVERY EFFORT DISCOVER SUBSEQUENT HISTORY HENRY FRANKWORTH CONVICTED EMBEZZLEMENT CENTRAL CRIMINAL COURT EARLY 1906. BEEDEL WILL FURNISH POLICE RECORDS. PRESSING. — MAX.”



On his way upstairs a few hours later Carrados looked in at the reception office to inquire if there were any letters.

“By the by,” he remarked, after he had turned to leave, “I wonder if you happen to have a room a little — just a little — farther away from the drawingroom?”

“Certainly, sir,” replied the clerk. “Does the playing annoy you? They do keep it up rather late sometimes, don’t they?”

“No, it doesn’t annoy me,” admitted Carrados; “on the contrary, I am passionately fond of it. But it tempts me into lying awake listening when I ought to be asleep.”

The young lady laughed pleasantly. It was her business to be agreeable.

“You are considerate!” she rippled. “Well, there’s the further corridor; or, of course, a floor above—”

“The floor above would do nicely. Not on the front if possible. The sea is rather noisy.”

“Second floor, west corridor.” She glanced at her keyboard. “No. 15?”

“Is that the side overlooking the ?”

“The High Street,” she prompted.

“I am such a poor sleeper,” he apologised.

“No. 21 on the other side, overlooking the gardens?” she suggested.

“I am sure that will do admirably,” he said, with the gratitude that is always so touching from the blind. “Thank you for taking so much trouble to pick it for me. Good-night.”

“I will have your things transferred to-morrow,” she nodded after him.

An hour later Mr Slater, generally the last man to leave the lounge, strolled across to the office for his key.

“No. 22, sir, isn’t it?” she hazarded, unhooking it without waiting for the number.

“Good little girl,” he assented approving. “What a brain beneath that fascinating aureola. Eh bien, au revoir, petite! You ought to be about snuffing the candle yourself, my dear.”

The young lady laughed just as pleasantly. It was her business to be equally agreeable to all.

* * * * *

Mr Carrados was sitting in an alcove of the lounge on the following morning when Parkinson brought him a letter. It proved to be the extract from The Times, written on the special typewriter. The day was bright and inviting and the room was deserted. On his master’s instruction Parkinson sat down and waited while the blind man rapidly deciphered the half-dozen sheets of typewriting.

“You have been with me to the Old Bailey several times,” remarked Carrados, as he slowly replaced the document. “Do you remember an occasion in February 1906?”

Parkinson looked unnecessarily wise, but was unable to acquiesce. Carrados gave him another guide.

“A man named Frankworth was sentenced to eighteen months’ imprisonment for an ingenious system of theft. He had also fraudulently disposed of information to trade rivals of his employer.”

“I apprehend the circumstances now, sir.”

“Can you recall the appearance of the prisoner?” Parkinson thought that he could, but he did not rise to the suggestion and Carrados was obliged to follow the direct line.

“Have you seen anyone lately — here in the hotel — who might be Frankworth?”

“I can’t say that I have, sir.”

“Take Mr Slater now. Shave off his beard and moustache.”

Parkinson began to look respectfully uncomfortable.

“Do you mean, sir — ?”

“By an effort of the imagination, Parkinson. Close your eyes and picture Mr Slater as a clean-shaven man, some years younger, standing in the dock—”

“Yes, sir. There is a distinct resemblance.”

With this Max Carrados had to be satisfied for the time. Long memory was not Parkinson’s strong point, but he had his own pre-eminent gift, and of this his master was to have an immediate example that outweighed every possible deficiency.

“Speaking of Mr Slater, sir, I noticed a curious thing that I intended to mention, as you told me to be particularly observant.”

Carrados nodded encouragingly.

“I was talking to Herbert early this morning as he cleaned the boots. He is a very bigoted Free Trader, sir, and is thinking of becoming a Mormon, and I was speaking to him about it. Presently he came to No. 22’s — Mr Slater’s. They were muddy, for Mr Slater went out for a walk last night — I saw him as he returned. But the boots that Mr Slater put out to be cleaned last night were not the boots that he went out in and got wet, although they were exactly the same make.”

“That is certainly curious,” admitted Carrados slowly. “There was only one pair put out?”

“That is all, sir; and they were not the boots that Mr Slater has worn every day since I began to notice him particularly. He always does wear the same pair, morning, noon and night.”

“Wait,” said Carrados briskly. An idea bordering on the fantastic flashed between a sentence in the report which he had just been reading and Parkinson’s discovery. He took out the sheets, ran his finger along the lines and again read— “stated that the prisoner was the son of a respectable bootmaker, and had followed the occupation himself.” “I know how accurate you are, Parkinson, but this may be of superlative importance. You see that?”

“I had not contemplated it in that light, sir.”

“But what did the incident suggest to you?”

“I inferred, sir, that Mr Slater must have had some reason for going out again after the hotel was closed.”

“Yes, that might explain half; but what if he did not?” persisted Carrados.

Parkinson wisely dismissed the intellectual problem as outside his sphere.

“Then I am unable to suggest why the gentleman cleaned his muddy boots himself and muddied his clean boots, sir.”

“Yes, that is what it comes to. He is wearing the same pair again this morning?”

“Yes, sir. The boots that were dirty at ten o’clock last night.”

“Pay particular attention to Mr Slater’s boots in future. I have transferred to No. 21, so you will have every opportunity. Talk to Herbert about Tariff Reform to-morrow morning. In the meanwhile — Are they any particular make?”

“‘Moorland hand-made waterproof,’ a heavy shooting boot, sir. Size 7. Rossiter, of Kingsmouth, is the maker.”

“In the meanwhile go to Kingsmouth and buy an identical pair. Before you go cut the sole off one of your oldest boots and bring me a piece about three inches square. Buy yourself another pair. Here is a note. Do you know which chamber-maid has charge of No. 21?”

“I could ascertain, sir.”

“It would be as well. You might buy her a bangle out of the change — if you have no personal objection to the young lady’s society. And, Parkinson—”

“Yes, sir?”

“I know you to be discreet and reliable. The work we are engaged on here is exceptionally important and equally honourable. A mistake might ruin it. That is all.”

“Thank you, sir.” Parkinson marched away with his head a little higher for the guarded compliment. It was the essence of the man’s extraordinary value to his master that while on some subjects he thought deeply, on others he did not think at all; and he contrived automatically to separate everything into its proper compartment.

“Here is what you require, sir,” he said, returning with the square of leather.

“Come across to the fireplace,” said Carrados. “There is still no one else in the lounge?”

“No, sir.”

“Who would be the last servant to see to this room at night — to leave the fire safe and the windows fastened?”

“The hall porter, sir.”

“Where is he now?”

“In the outer hall.”

Carrados bent towards the fire. “It’s a million-to-one chance,” he thought, “but it’s worth trying.” He dropped the leather on to the red coals, waited until it began to smoke fiercely, and then, lifting it out with the tongs, he allowed the pungent aromatic odour to diffuse into the air for a few seconds. A minute later the charred fragment had lost its identity among the embers.

“Go now, and on your way tell the hall porter that I want to speak to him.”

The hall porter came, a magnificent being, but full of affable condescension.

“You sent for me, sir?”

Carrados was sitting at a table near the fire.

“Yes. I am a little nervous. Do you smell anything burning?”

The porter sniffed the air — superfluously but loudly, so that the blind gentleman should hear that he was not failing in his duty. Then he looked comprehensively around.

“There certainly is a sort of hottish smell somewhere, sir,” he admitted.

“It isn’t any woodwork about the fireplace scorching? We blind are so helpless.”

“That’s all right, sir.” He laid a broad hand on the mantelpiece and then rapped it reassuringly. “Solid marble that, sir. You needn’t be afraid; I’ll give a look across now and then.”

“Thank you, if you will,” said Carrados, with relief in his voice. “And, by the way, will you ring for Maurice as you go?”

A distant bell churred. Across the room, like a strangely balancing bird, skimmed a waiter.

“Sair?”

“Oh, is that you, Maurice? I want By the way, what’s that burning?”

“Burning, sair?”

“Yes; don’t you smell anything?”

“There is an odour of smell,” admitted Maurice sagely, “but it is nothing to see.”

“You don’t know the smell?”

The waiter shook his head and looked vague. Carrados divined perplexity.

“Oh, I dare say it’s nothing,” he declared carelessly. “Will you get me a sherry and khoosh?”

The million-to-one chance had failed.

“Sherry and bittaire, sair.” Maurice deposited the glass with great precision, regarded it sadly and then moved it three inches to the right.

“I ‘ave recollect this odour, sair,” he remarked, “although I cannot give actuality. I ‘ave met him here before, but — less — less forcefully.”

“When?”

“Oh, one week since, perhaps.”

“Something in the coals?” suggested Carrados.

“I imagine yes,” pondered Maurice conscientiously.

“I was ‘brightening up,’ you say, for the night, and the fire was low down. I squash it with the poker still more for safety.”

“Oh, then the lounge would be empty?”

“Yes — of people. Only Mr Slataire already departing.”

Carrados indicated that he did not want the change and dismissed the subject.

“So long as nothing’s on fire,” he said with indifference.

“Thank you, sair.”

The million-to-one chance had come off after all.

* * * * *

Two days later, walking beyond the usual limit of the conventional promenade, Carrados reached a rough wooden hut such as contractors erect during the progress of their work. Having accompanied his master to the door, Parkinson returned towards the promenade and sat down to admire the seascape from the nearest bench.

Inside the hut three men had been waiting. One of the trio, a tall, military-looking man with the air of a personage, had been sitting on a whitewash-splashed trestle reading The Times. Of the others, one was Inspector Tapling, and the third a dwarfish, wizened creature with the air of a converted ostler. He had passed the time by watching the Cliffhurst side through a knot-hole in a plank. With the entrance of Carrados the tall man folded his newspaper and a period of expectancy seemed to have come to an end.

“Good-morning, Colonel, Inspector and you there, Bob.”

“You found your way, Mr Carrados?” remarked the Colonel.

“Yes; it is not really I who am late. I had a letter this morning from Wrattesley holding me up for a wire at 10.30. It did not arrive till 10.45.”

“Ah, it did come! Then we may regard everything as settled?”

“No, Colonel. On the contrary, we must accept everything as upset.”

“What, sir?”

Carrados took out the slim pocket-book, extracted a telegram and held it out.

“What is this?” demanded the Colonel, peering through his glasses in the indifferent light. “‘Laburnum edifice plaster dark dark late herald same dome aurora dark vitiate camp encase.’ I don’t know the code.”

“Oh, it’s Westneath’s arrangement,” explained Carrados. “‘The individual with whom we are concerned must not be arrested on charge, but it is of the gravest importance that the papers in question be recovered. There must be no public proceedings even if conviction assured.’”

There was a moment of stupefaction.

“This — this is a bombshell!” exclaimed the Colonel. “What does it mean?”

“Politics,” replied Carrados tersely.

“Ah!” soliloquised Tapling, walking to the door and looking sympathetically out at the gloomy prospect of sea and sky.

“But I’ve had no notification,” protested the Colonel. “Surely, Mr Carrados—”

“The wire is probably at the station.”

“True; you said 10.45. Well, what do you propose doing now?”

“Scrapping all our arrangements and recovering the papers without arresting Slater.”

“In what way?”

“At the moment I have not the faintest idea.”

The Inspector left the door and came back moodily to his old position.

“We have reason to think that he is becoming suspicious, Mr Carrados,” he remarked. “He may decide to go any hour.”

“Then the sooner we act the better.”

The stunted pygmy in the background had been listening to the conversation with rapt attention, fastening his eyes unwinkingly on each face in turn. He now glided forward.

“Listen to me, gents,” he said, throwing round a cunning leer; “how does this sound? This afternoon . . .”

* * * * *

That afternoon Mr Slater had been for what he termed “a blow of the briny,” as his custom was on a fine day. He was returning in the dusk and had crossed the spacious promenade when, at a corner, he almost ran into the broad figure of a policeman who stood talking to a woman on the path.

“That’s the man!” exclaimed the woman with almost vicious certainty.

Mr Slater fell back a step in momentary alarm; then, recovering his self-control, he went forward with admirable composure.

“Beg pardon, sir,” explained the constable, “but this young lady has just lost her purse. She says she was sitting next to you on a seat—”

“And the minute after he had gone — the very minute — my bag was open like you see it now and my purse vanished,” interposed the lady volubly.

“On the seat by the lifeboat where I passed you, sir,” amplified the constable.

“This is ridiculous,” said Mr Slater with a breath of relief. “I am a gentleman and I have no need to steal purses. My name is Slater, and I am staying at the Rose and Plumes.”

“Yes, sir,” assented the policeman respectfully. “I know you by sight, sir, and have seen you go there. You hear what the gentleman says, miss?”

“Gentleman or no gentleman, I know my purse has gone,” snapped the girl. “If he hasn’t got it why did it vanish — where is it now? That’s all I ask — where is it now?”

“You’ve seen nothing of it, I take it, sir?”

“No, of course I haven’t,” retorted the gentleman contemptuously. “I was sitting on a seat. The woman may have sat next to me — someone reading certainly did. Then I got up, walked once or twice up and down and came across. That’s all.”

“What was in the purse, miss?,” inquired the constable.

“A postal order for a sovereign — and, thank the Lord, I’ve got the tag of it — a half-crown, two shillings and a few coppers, a Kruger sixpence with a hole through, a gold gipsy ring with pearls, the return half of my ticket, some hairpins and a few recipes, a book of powder papers, a pocket mirror—”

“That ought to be enough to identify it by,” said the constable, catching Mr Slater’s eye in humorous sympathy. “Well, miss, you’d better come to the station and report the loss. Perhaps you’ll look in as well, sir?”

“Does that mean,” demanded Mr Slater with a dark gleam, “that I am to be charged with theft?”

“Bless you, no, sir,” was the easy reassurance. “We couldn’t take a charge in the circumstances — not with a gentleman of respectable position and known address. But it might save you some inquiry and bother later, and if it was myself I should like to get it done with while it was red-hot, so to speak.”

“I will go now,” decided Mr Slater. “Do I walk with ?”

“Just as you like, sir. You can go before or follow on. It’s only just down Bank Street.”

The two went on and the gentleman followed at a few yards’ interval. Three minutes and a blue lamp indicated their destination. No other pedestrian was in sight; the door stood hospitably open and Mr Slater walked in.

The station Inspector was seated at a desk when they entered and a couple of other officials stood about the room. The policeman explained the circumstances of the loss, the Inspector noting the details in the record-book.

“This gentleman voluntarily accompanied us as he had been brought into the case,” concluded the policeman.

“Here is my card, Superintendent,” said Mr Slater with some importance. He had determined to be agreeable, but dignified, and to enlist the Inspector on his side. “I am staying at the Rose and Plumes. It’s deuced unpleasant, you know, for a gentleman in my position to have to answer to a charge like this. That’s why I came at once to clear the matter up.”

“Quite so, sir,” replied the Inspector; “but there is no charge at present.” He turned to the girl. “You understand that if you sign the charge-sheet and it turns out that you are mistaken it may be a serious matter?”

“I only want my purse and money back,” replied the young woman mulishly.

“We will try to find it for you; but there is nothing beyond your suspicion that this gentleman has ever seen it. Probably, sir, you don’t possess a sovereign postal order, or a Kruger coin, or any of the other articles, even of your own?”

“I don’t,” replied Mr Slater. “Except, of course, some silver and copper. If it will satisfy you I will turn out my pockets.”

The Inspector looked at the complainant.

“You hear that, miss?”

“Oh, very well,” she retorted. “If he really hasn’t got it I shall be the one to look silly, shan’t I?”

On this encouragement Mr Slater made a display of his various possessions, turning out each pocket as he emptied it. The contents were laid before the Inspector, who satisfied himself by a glance of their innocent nature.

“I should warn you that I am going to bring out a loaded revolver,” said Mr Slater when he came to his hip-pocket. “I travel a good deal abroad and often in wild parts, where it is necessary to carry a pistol for protection.”

The Inspector nodded and examined the weapon with a knowing touch. The last pocket was displayed.

“That’s not what I mean,” objected the girl with a dogged air, as everyone began to regard her in varying degrees of inquiry. “You don’t suppose that anyone would keep the things in their pocket, do you? I thought you meant properly.”

The Inspector addressed himself to Mr Slater again in a matter-of-fact, business manner.

“Perhaps you would like one of my men to put his hand over you to settle the matter, sir?” he asked. For just a couple of seconds there was the pause of hesitation.

“If nothing is found you withdraw all imputation against this gentleman?” demanded the Inspector of the girl.

“Suppose I must,” she admitted with an admirable pose of sulky acquiescence. In less exciting moments the young lady was a valued member of the Kingsmouth Amateur Dramatic Society.

“Oh, all right,” assented Mr Slater. “Only get it over.”

“You quite understand that the search is entirely voluntary on your part, sir. Hilldick!” One of the other policemen came forward.

“You can stand where you are, sir,” he directed. With the practised skill of, say, a Custom House officer from Kingsmouth, he used his fingers dexterously about the gentleman’s clothing. “Now, sir, will you sit down and remove your boots for a moment?”

“My boots!” The man’s eyes narrowed and his mouth took another line. He glanced at the Inspector.

“Is it really necessary ?”

“That’s it!” came from the girl in a fiercely exultant whisper. “He’s slipped them in his boots!”

“Idiot!” commented Mr Slater. He sat down and slowly drew slack the laces.

“Thank you,” said Hilldick. He picked up both boots and with them turned to the table underneath the light. The next moment there was a sound like the main-spring of a clock going wrong and the sole and the upper of one boot came violently apart.

“You scoundrel!” screamed Slater, leaping from the chair.

But the grouping of the room had undergone a quiet change. Two men closed in on his right and left, and Mr Slater sat down again. The Inspector opened the desk, dropped.in the revolver and turned the key. Then all eyes went again to Hilldick and saw — nothing.

“The other boot,” came in a quiet voice from the doorway to the inner room. “But just let me have it for a second.”

It was put into his hands, and Carrados examined it in unmoved composure, while unpresentable words flowed in a blistering stream from Slater’s lips.

“Yes, it is very good workmanship, Mr Frankworth,” remarked the blind man. “You haven’t forgotten your early training. All right, Hilldick.”

The tool cut and rasped again and the stitches flew. But this time from the opening, snugly lying in a space cut out among the leathers, a flat packet slid down to the ground.

Someone tore open the oiled silk covering and spread out the contents. Six sheets of fine tracing paper, each covered with signs and drawings, were disclosed. The finality of the discovery acted on the culprit like a douche of water. He ceased to revile, and a white and deadly calm came over him.

“I don’t know who is responsible for this atrocious outrage,” he said between his clenched teeth, “but everyone concerned shall pay dearly for it. I am a naturalised Frenchman, and my adopted country will demand immediate satisfaction.”

“Your adopted country is welcome to you, and it’s going to have you back again,” said the Inspector grimly. “Here is a pair of boots exactly like your own — we only retain the papers, which do not belong to you. You are allowed twenty-four hours to be clear of the country. If you have not sailed by this time tomorrow you will be arrested as Henry Frankworth for failing to report yourself when on licence and sent to serve the unexpired portion of your sentence. If you return at any time the same course will be followed. Inspector Tapling, here is the warrant. You will keep Frankworth under observation and act as the circumstances demand.”

Henry Frankworth glared round the room vindictively, drew himself up and clenched his fists. Then his figure drooped, and he turned and walked dully out into the darkening night.

* * * * *

“So you let the German spy slip through your fingers after all,” protested Mr Carlyle warmly. “I know that it was on instructions, and not your doing, Max; but why, why on earth, why?”

Carrados smiled and pointed to the heading of a column in an evening paper that he picked up from his side.

“There is your answer, Louis,” he replied.

“‘ Position of the Entente. What Does France Mean?’” read the gentleman. “What has that got to do with it?”

“Your German spy was a French spy, Louis, and just at this moment a certain section of the public, led by a certain gang of politicians and aided by a certain interest in the Press, is doing its best to imperil the Entente. The Government has no desire to have the Entente imperilled. Hence your wail. If the dear old emotional, pig-headed, Rule-Britannia! public had got it that French spies were stalking through the land at this crisis, then, indeed, the fat would have been in the fire!”

“But, upon my soul, Max Well, well; I hope that I am the last man to be led by newspaper clap-trap, but I think that it’s a deuced queer proceeding all the same. Why should our ally want our secret plans?”

“Why not, if he can get them?” demanded Max Carrados philosophically. “One never knows what may happen next We ought to have plans and knowledge of all the French strategic positions as well as of the German. I hope that we have, but I doubt it. It would be a guarantee of peace and good relations.”

“There are times, Max,” declared Mr Carlyle severely, “when I suspect you of being — er — paradoxical.”

“Can you imagine, Louis, an Archbishop of Canterbury, or a Poet Laureate, or a Chancellor of the Exchequer being friendly — perhaps even dining — with the editor of The Times?”

“Certainly; why not?”

“Yet in the editor’s office, drawn up by his orders, there is probably a three-column obituary notice of each of those impersonalities. Does it mean that the editor wishes them to die — much less has any intention of poisoning their wine? Ridiculous! He merely, as a prudent man, prepares for an eventuality, so as not to be caught unready by a misfortune which he sincerely hopes will never take place — in his time, that is to say.”

“Well, well,” said Mr Carlyle benignantly — they were lunching together at Vitet’s, on Carrados’s return— “I am glad that we got the papers. One thing I cannot understand. Why didn’t the fellow get clear as soon as he had the plans?”

“Ah,” admitted the blind man, “why not, indeed? Even Inspector Tapling bated his breath when he suggested the reason to me.”

“And what was that?” inquired Carlyle with intense interest.

Mr Carrados looked extremely mysterious and half-reluctant for a moment. Then he spoke.

“Do you know, Louis, of any great secret military camp where a surprise fleet of dirigibles and flying machines of a new and terrible pattern is being formed by a far-seeing Government as a reserve against the day of Armageddon?”

“No,” admitted Mr Carlyle, with staring eyes, “I don’t.”

“Nor do I,” contributed Carrados.


THE EASTERN MYSTERY
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IT COULD SCARCELY be called Harris’s fault, whatever the driver next behind might say in the momentary bitterness of his heart. In the two-fifths of a second of grace at his disposal Mr Carrados’s chauffeur had done all that was possible and the dent that his radiator gave the stair-guard of the London General in front was insignificant. Then a Railway Express Delivery skated on its dead weight into his luggage platform and a Pickford, turning adroitly out of the mêlée, slewed a stationary Gearless round by its hand-rail stanchion to spread terror among the other line of traffic.

The most unconcerned person, to all appearance, was the driver of the London General, the vehicle whose sudden stoppage had initiated the riot of confusion. He had seen a man, engrossed to the absolute exclusion of his surroundings by something that took his eye on the opposite footpath, dash into the road and then, brought up suddenly by a realisation of his position, attempt to retrace his steps. He had pulled up so expertly that the man escaped, so smoothly that not a passenger was jarred, and now he sat with a dazed and vacant expression on his face, leaning forward on his steering wheel, while caustic inquiry and retort winged unheeded up and down the line behind him.

It was not until the indispensable ceremony of everyone taking everyone else’s name and number had been observed under the authority of the tutelary constable that the single occupant of the private car stirred to show any interest in the proceedings.

“Parkinson,” he called quietly, summoning his attendant to the window. “Ask Mr Tulloch if he will come round here when he has finished with the policeman.”

“Mr Tulloch, sir?”

“Yes; you remember Dr Tulloch of Netherhempsfield? He is on in front there.”

A moment later Jim Tulloch, as genial as of old, but his exuberance temporarily damped by the cross-bickering in which he had just been involved, thrust his head and arm through the sash.

“Lord, lord, it really is you then, Wynn, old man?” he cried. “When your Parkinson came up I couldn’t believe it for a minute, simply couldn’t believe it. The world grows smaller, I declare.”

“At all events this car does,” responded Carrados, wringing the hearty, outstretched hand. “They’ve got us two inches less than the makers ever intended. Is it really your doing, Jim?”

“Did ever you hear such a thing?” protested Tulloch. “And yet that wall-eyed atrocity yonder has kidded the copper that if he hadn’t stopped dead — well, I should.”

“Was it a near thing?” asked Carrados confidentially.

“Well, strictly between ourselves, I don’t mind admitting that it might have been something of a shave,” confessed Tulloch, with a cheerful grin. “But, lord bless you, Wynn, the streets of London are paved with ’em nowadays, paved with them. You don’t merely take your life in your hands if you want to get about; you carry it on each foot.”

“Look here,” said Carrados. “You never let me know that you were up in town, Tulloch. What are you doing to-day?”

“I beg your pardon, sir,” interrupted Parkinson’s respectful voice, “but the policeman wishes to speak with you, sir.”

“With me?” queried Tulloch restlessly. “Oh, good lord! have we to go into all that again?”

“It’s only the bus-driver, sir,” apologised the constable with the tactful deference that the circumstances seemed to demand. “As you are a doctor — I think there’s something the matter with him.”

“I’m sure there is,” assented Tulloch. “All right, I’m coming. Are you in a hurry, Wynn?”

“I’ll wait,” was the reply.

The doctor found his patient propped up on a doorstep. Having, as he expressed it afterwards, “run the rule over him,” he prescribed a glass of water and an hour’s rest. The man was shaken, that was all.

“Nerves, Wynn,” he announced when he returned to his friend. “I don’t quite understand his emotion, but the shock of not having run over me seems to have upset the poor fellow.”

“I was asking you whether you were doing anything to-day,” said Carrados. “Can you come back with me to Richmond?”

“I’m not doing anything as far as that goes,” admitted Tulloch. “In fact,” he added ruefully, “that’s the plague of it. I’m waiting to hear from a man who’s waiting to hear from another man, and he’s depending on something that may or mayn’t, you understand.”

“Then you can come along now anyway. Get in.”

“If it’s dinner you mean, I can’t come straight away, you know,” protested Tulloch. “Look at me togs”-he stood back to display a serviceable Norfolk suit-”all right for the six-thirty sharp of a Bloomsbury boarding-house, but — eh, what?”

“Don’t be an ass, Jim,” said the blind man amiably. “I can’t see your silly togs.”

“No ladies or any of your tony friends?”

“Not a soul.”

“The fact is,” confided Tulloch, taking his place in the car, “I’ve been out of things for a bit, Wynn, and I’m finding civilisation a shade cast-iron now. I’ve been down in the wilds since you were with me.”

“I wondered where you were. I wrote to you about six months ago and the letter came back.”

“Did it actually? Now that must have been almighty careless of someone, Wynn. I’m sorry; I’m a bit of a rolling stone, I suppose. When Darrish came back to Netherhempsfield my job was done there. I felt uncommonly restless. I hadn’t much chance of buying a practice or dropping into a partnership worth having and I jibbed at setting up in some God-forsaken backwater and slipping into middle age ‘building up a connection.’ Lord, lord, Carrados, the tragic monotony of your elderly professional nonentity! I’ve known men who’ve whispered to me between the pulls at confidential pipes that they’ve come to hate the streets and the houses and the same old everlasting silly faces that they met day after day until they began to think very queer thoughts of how they might get away from it all.”

“Yes,” said Carrados.

“Anyway, ‘Not yet,’ I promised myself, and when I got the chance of a temporary thing on a Red Cable liner I took it like a shot. That was something. If there was a mighty sameness about it after a bit, it wasn’t the sameness I’d been accustomed to. Then, as luck of one sort or another would have it, I got laid out with a broken ankle on a Bombay quay.”

Carrados voiced commiseration.

“But you made a very good mend of it,” he said. “It’s the left, of course. I don’t suppose anyone ever notices it.”

“I took care of that,” replied Tulloch. “But it was a slow business and threw all my plans out. I was on a very loose end when one day, outside the Secretariat, as they call it, I ran up against a man called Fraser whom I’d known building a viaduct or something of that sort in the Black Country.

“‘What on earth are you, doing here?’ we naturally both said at once, and he was the first to reply.

“‘I’m just off to repair an irrigation “bund” a thousand miles more or less away, and I’m looking for a doctor who can speak six words of Hindustani, and doesn’t mind things as they are, to physic the camp. What are you doing?’

“‘Good lord! old man,’ I said, ‘I was looking for you!’”

It only required an occasional word to keep Tulloch going, and Carrados supplied it. He heard much that did not interest him — of the journey inland, of the face of the country, the surprising weather, the great work of irrigation and the other impressive wonders of man and nature. These things could be got from books, but among the weightier cargo Tulloch now and again touched off some inimitable phase of life or told an uninventable anecdote of native character that lived. Yet the buoyant doctor had something on his mind, for several times he stopped abruptly on the edge of a reminiscence, as though he was doubtful, if not of the matter, at least of the manner in which he should begin. These indications were not lost on his friend, but Carrados made no attempt to press him, being very well assured that sooner or later the ingenuous Jim would find himself beyond retreat. The occasion came with the cigarettes after dinner. There had been a reference to the language.

“I often wished that I was a better stick at it,” said Tulloch. “I’d picked up a bit in Bombay and of course I threw myself into it when Fraser got me the post. I managed pretty well with the coolies in the camp, but w”hen I tried to have a word with the ryots living round — little twopenny ha’penny farmers, you know — I could make no show of it. A lot of queer fish you come across out there, in one way or another, you take my word. You never know whether a man’s a professional saint of extreme holiness or a hereditary body-snatcher whose shadow would make a begging leper consider himself unclean until he had walked seventy miles to drink a cupful of filthy water out of a stinking pond that a pock-marked ascetic had been sitting in for three years in order to contemplate quietly.”

“Possibly he really was unclean — in consequence or otherwise,” suggested Carrados.

“Help!” exclaimed Tulloch tragically. “There are things that have to be seen. But then so was the sanctified image, so that there’s nothing for an outsider to go by. And lien all the different little lots with their own particular little heavens and their own one exclusive way of getting there, and their social frills and furbelows — Jats and Jains and Thugs and Mairs and Gonds and Bhills and Toms, Dicks and Harrys — suburban society is nothing to it, Wynn, nothing at all. There was a strange old joker I’ve had in mind to tell you about, though it was no joke for him in the end. God alone knows where he came from, but he was in the camp one evening juggling for stray coppers in a bowl. Pretty good juggling too it seemed to be, of the usual Indian kind — growing a plant out of a pumpkin seed, turning a stick into a live snake, and the old sword and basket trick that every Eastern conjurer keeps up his sleeve; but all done out in the open, with people squatting round and a simplicity of appliance that would have taken all the curl out of one of your music-hall magicians. With him he had a boy, his son, a misshapen, monkey-like anatomy of about ten, but there was no doubt that the man was desperately fond of his unattractive offspring.

“That night this ungainly urchin, taking a cooler in one of the big irrigation canals, got laid hold of by an alligator and raised the most unearthly screech anything human — if he really was human — ever got out. I seemed to have had something prominent to do with the damp job of getting as much of him away from the creature as we could, and old Calico — that’s what we anglicised the juggler’s name into — had some sort of idea of being grateful in consequence. Although I don’t doubt that he’d have put much more faith in a local wizard if one had been available, he let us take the boy into the hospital tent and do what we could for him. It wasn’t much, and I told my assistant to break it to poor old Calico that he must be prepared for the worst. A handy man, that assistant, Wynn. He was a half-bred ‘Portugoose,’ as they say in Bombay, with the name of Vasque d’Almeydo, and I understood that he’d had some training. When we got out there he said that it was all the same to him, but he admitted quite blandly that he was really a cook and nothing more. What about his excellent testimonials? I asked him, and he replied with cheerful impenitence that he had hired them in the open market for one rupee eight, adding feelingly that he would willingly have given twice as much to qualify for my honourable service. In the end he did pretty much as he liked, and as he could speak five languages and scramble through seven dialects I was glad to have him about on any terms. I don’t quite know how he broke it, but when I saw him later he said that Calico was a ‘great dam fool.’ He was a conjurer and knew how tricks were done and yet he had set out at once for some place thirty miles away-to procure a charm of some sort, the Portuguese would swear from a hint he had got. Vasque — of course by this time he’d become Valasquez to us — laughed pleasantly as he commented on native credulity. He was a Roman Catholic himself, so that he could afford it. The next day the boy died and an hour later poor Calico came reeling in. He’d got a nasty cut over the eye and a map of the route drawn over him in thorns and blisters and sand-burns, but he’d got something wrapped away in a bit of rag carried in the left armpit, and I felt for the poor old heathen. When he understood, he borrowed a spade and, taking up the child just as he was, he went off into the pagan solitude to bury him. I’d got used to these simple ways by that time.

“I thought that I’d seen the end of the incident, but late that night I heard the sentry outside challenge someone — we’d had so many tools and things looted by ‘friendlies’ that they’d lent us half a company of Sikhs from Kharikhas — and a moment later Calico was salaaming at the tent door. As it happened, Valasquez was away at a thing they called a village trafficking for some ducks, and I had to grapple with the conversation as best I could — no joke, I may tell you, for the juggler’s grasp on conventional Urdu was about as slender as my own. And the first thing he did was to put his paws on to my astonished feet, then up to his forehead, and to prostrate himself to the ground.

“‘Sahib,’ he protested earnestly, ‘I am thy slave and docile elephant for that which thou hast done for the man-child of my house.’

“Now you know, Carrados, I simply can’t stand that sort of thing. It makes me feel such a colossal ass. So I tried, ungraciously enough I dare swear, to cut him short. But it couldn’t be done. Poor old Calico had come to discharge what weighed on him as a formidable obligation and my ‘Don’t mention it, old chap,’ style was quite out of the picture. Finally, from some obscure fold of his outfit, he produced a little screw of cloth and began to unwrap it.

“‘Take it, O sahib, and treasure it as you would a cup of water in the desert, for it has great virtue of the hidden kind. Condescend to accept it, for it is all I have worthy of so great a burden.’

“‘I couldn’t think-of it, Khaligar,’ I said, trying to give his name a romantic twist, for the other sounded like guying him. ‘I’ve done nothing, you know, and in any case this is much more likely to work with you than with me — an unbeliever. What is it, anyway?’

“‘It is the sacred tooth of the ape-god Hanuman and its protects from harm,’ he replied, reverently displaying what looked to me like an old rusty nail. ‘Had I but been able to touch so much as the hem of the garment of my manlet with it before the hour of his outgoing he would assuredly have recovered.’

“‘Then keep it for your own protection, ‘ I urged. ‘I expect that you run more risks that I do.’

“‘When the flame has been extinguished from a candle the smoke lingers but a moment before it also fades away,’ he replied. ‘Thy mean servant has no wish to live now that the light of his eyes has gone out, nor does he seek to avert by magic that which is written on his forehead.’

“?’Then it is witchcraft?’ I said, pointing to the amulet.

“‘I know not, my lord,’ he answered; ‘but if it be witchcraft it is of the honourable sort and not the goety of Sahitan. For this cause it is only of avail to one who acquires it without treachery or guile. Take it, sahib, but ‘do ‘not suffer it to become known even to those of your own table.’

“‘Why not?’ I asked.

“‘Who should boast of pearls in a camp of armed bandits?’ he replied evasively. ‘A word spoken in a locked closet becomes a beacon on the hill-top for men to see. Yet have no fear; harm cannot come to you, for your hand is free from complicity.’

“I hadn’t wanted the thing before, but that settled me. I very much doubted how the conjurer had got possession of it and I had no wish to be mixed up in an affair of any sort. I told him definitely that while I appreciated his motives I shouldn’t deprive him of so great a treasure. He seemed really concerned, and Fraser told me afterwards that for one of that tribe to be under what he regarded as an unrequited obligation was a dishonour. I should probably have had some trouble to get him off, only just then we heard Valasquez returning. Calico hastily wrapped up the relic, stowed it away among his wardrobe and, with his most ceremonious salaam, disappeared.

“‘Do you know anything about the tooth of the ape-god Hanuman, Valasquez?’ I asked him some time later. The ‘Portugoose’ seemed to know a little about everything and in consequence of my dependence on him he strayed into a rather more free and easy manner than might have passed under other conditions. But I’m not ceremonious, you know, Wynn.” And Carrados laughed and agreed.

“‘The sacred tooth of Sira Hanuman, sir?’ said Valasquez. ‘Oh, that’s all great tom dam foolery. There are a hundred million of them. The most notable one was worshipped at the Mountain of Adam in Ceylon until it was captured by my ancestor, the illustrious Admiral d’Almeydo, who sent it with much pomp and circumstance to Goa. Then the Princes of Malabar offered a ransom of rupees, forty lakhs, for it, which the Bishop of Goa refused, like a dam great fool!’

“‘What became of it?’ I asked, but Valasquez didn’t know. He was somewhat of a liar, in fact, and I dare say that he’d made it all up to show off his knowledge.”

“No,” objected Carrados; “I think that Baldseus, the Dutch historian, has a similar tale. What happened to Calico?”

“That was the worst of it. Some of our men found his body lying among the tamarisk scrub two days later. There was no doubt that he’d been murdered, and not content with that, the ghouls had mutilated him shamefully afterwards. Even his cheeks were slashed open. So, you see, the tooth of Hanuman had not protected him.”

“No,” assented Carrados, “it had certainly net protected him. Was anything done — anyone arrested?”

“I don’t think so. You know what the natives are in a case like that: no one knows anything, even if they have been looking on at the time. I suppose a report would be sent up, but I never heard anything more. I always had a suspicion that Calico, with his blend of simple faith and gipsy blood, had violated a temple, or looted a shrine, to save his son’s life, and that the guardians of the relic tracked him and revenged the outrage. Anyway, I was glad that I hadn’t accepted it after that, for I had enough excitement without.”

“What was that, Jim?”

“Oh, I don’t know, but I always seemed to be running up against something about that time. Twice my tent was turned inside out in my absence, once my clothes were spirited away while I was bathing, and the night before we broke up the camp I was within an ace of being murdered.”

“You bear a charmed life,” said Carrados suggestively, but Tulloch did not rise to the suggestion.

“It was a bit of luck. Those dacoits are as quiet as death, but for some reason I woke suddenly with the idea that devilment was brewing. I slipped on the first few things that came to hand and went to reconnoitre. As I passed through the canvas I came face to face with a native, and two others were only a few yards behind. Without any ceremony the near man let drive at my throat with one of those beastly wavy daggers they go in for. I suppose I managed to dodge in the fraction of a second, for he missed me. I gave a yell for assistance, landed the leader one in the eye and backed into my tent for a weapon. By the time I was out again our fellows were running up, but the precious trio had disappeared.”

“That was the last you saw of them?” asked Carrados tentatively.

“No, queerly enough. The day I sailed I encountered the one whose eye I had touched up. It was down by the water — the Apollo Bander — at Bombay, and I was so taken aback, never thinking but that the fellow was hundreds of miles away, that I did nothing but stare. But I promised myself that in the unlikely event of ever seeing him again I would follow him up pretty sharply.”

“Not under the wheels of a London General again, I hope!”

Tulloch’s brown fist came down upon the table with a crash.

“The devil, Carrados!” he exclaimed. “How did you know?”

“Parkinson was just describing to me a rather exotic figure. Then the rest followed.”

“Well, you were right. There was the man in Holborn, and of all the fantastic things in the world for a bloodthirsty thug from the back wilds of Hindustan, I believe that he was selling picture post cards!”

“Possibly a very natural thing to be doing in the circumstances.”

“What circumstances, Wynn?”

“Those you are telling me of. Go on.”

“That’s about all there is. When I saw the man I was so excited, I suppose, that I started to dash across without another thought. You know the result. Of course he had vanished by the time I could look round.”

“You are quite sure he is the same?”

“There’s always the possibility of a mistake, I admit,” considered Tulloch, “but, speaking in ordinary terms, I should say that it’s a moral certainty. On the first occasion it was bright moonlight and the sensational attack left a very vivid photograph on my mind. In Bombay I had no suspicion of doubt about the man, and he was still carrying traces of my fist. Here, it is true, I had less chance of observing him, but recognition was equally instantaneous and complete. Then consider that each time he has slipped away at once. No, I am not mistaken. What is he after, Carrados?”

“I am very much afraid that he is after you, my friend,” replied Carrados, with some concern lurking behind the half-amused level of his voice.

“After me!” exclaimed Tulloch with righteous indignation. “Why, confound his nerve, Wynn, it ought to be the other way about. What’s he after me for?”

“India is a conservative land. The gods do not change. A relic that was apprised at seven hundred thousand ducats in the days of Queen Elizabeth is worth following up to-day — apart, of course, from the merit thereby acquired by a devotee.”

“You mean that Calico’s charm was the real original thing that Valasquez spoke of?”

“It is quite possible; or it may be claimed for it even if it is not. Goa has passed through many vicissitudes; its churches and palaces are now in ruins. What is more credible—”

“But in any case I haven’t got the thing. Surely the old ass needn’t murder me to find out that.” The face he appealed to betrayed nothing of the thoughts behind it. But Carrados’s mind was busy with every detail of the story he had heard, and the more he looked into it the less he felt at ease for his impetuous friend’s safety.

“On the contrary,” he replied, “from the pious believer’s point of view, the simplest and most effective way of ascertaining it was to try to murder you, and your providential escape has only convinced them that you are now the holder of the charm.”

“The deuce!” said Tulloch ruefully. “Then I have dropped into an imbroglio after all. What’s to be done?”

“I wonder,” mused the blind man speculatively, “I wonder what really became of the thing.”

“You mean after Calico’s death?”

“No, before that. I don’t imagine that your entertaining friend had it at the end. He had nothing to look forward to, you remember; he did not wish to live. His assassins were those who were concerned in the recovery of the relic, for why else was he mutilated but in order to discover whether he had concealed it with more than superficial craft — perhaps even swallowed it? They found nothing or you would not have engaged their attention. As it was, they were baffled and had to investigate further. Then they doubtless learned that you had put this man under an undying obligation, possibly they even knew that he had visited you the last thing before he left the camp. The rest has been the natural sequence.”

“It seems likely enough in an incredible sort of way,” admitted the doctor. “But I don’t see why this old sport should be occupying himself as he is in the streets of London.”

“That remains to be looked into. It may be some propitiatory form of self-abasement that is so potent in the Oriental system. But it may equally well be something quite different. If this man is of high priestly authority there are hundreds of his co-religionists here at hand whose lives he could command in such a service. He may be in communication with some, or be contriving to make himself readily accessible. Are there any Indians at your boarding-house?”

“I have certainly seen a couple recently.”

“Recently! Then they came after you did?”

“I don’t know about that. I haven’t had much to do with the place.”

“I don’t like it, Jim,” said Carrados, with more gravity than he was accustomed to put into the consideration of his own risks. “I don’t like the hang of it at all.”

“Well, for that matter, I’m not exactly pining for trouble,” replied his friend. “But I can take care of myself anyway.”

“But you can’t,” retorted Carrados. “That’s just the danger. If you were blind it would be all right, but your credulous, self-opinionated eyes will land you in some mess. . . . To-morrow, at all events, Carlyle shall put a watch on this enterprising Hindu and we shall at least find out what his movements are.” Tulloch would have declined the attention, but Carrados was insistent.

“You must let me have my way in such an emergency, Tulloch,” he declared. “Of course you would say that it’s out of your power to prevent me; but among friends like you and I one acquiesces to a certain code. I say this because I may even find it necessary to put a man on you as well. This business attracts me resistlessly. There’s something more in it than we have got at yet, something that lies beyond the senses and strives to communicate itself through the unknown dimension that we have all stood just upon the threshold of, only to find that we have lost the key. It’s more elusive than Macbeth’s dagger: ‘I have thee not and yet I see thee still’ — always just out of reach. What is it, Jim; can’t you help us? Don’t you feel something portentous in the air, or is it only my blind eyes that can see beyond?”

“Not a bit of it,” laughed Tulloch cheerfully. “I only feel that a blighted old heathen is leading himself a rotten dance through his pig-headed obstinacy. Well, Wynn, why can’t he be rounded up and have it explained that he’s on the wrong tack? I don’t mind crying quits. I did get in a sweet one on the eye, and he’s had a long journey for nothing. Eh, what?”

“He would not believe.” Carrados was pacing the room in one of his rare periods of mental tension. Instinct, judgment, experience and a subtler prescience that enveloped reason seemed at variance in his mind. Then he swung round and faced his visitor.

“Look here, Tulloch, stay with me for the present,” he urged. “You can go there for your things to-morrow and I can fix you up in the meantime. It’s safer; I feel it will be safer.”

“Safer! Good lord! what could you have safer than a stodgy second-rate boarding-house in Hapsburg Square? The place drones respectability. Miss Vole, the landlady, is related to an arch-deacon and nearly all the people there are on half-pay. The two Indians are tame baboos. Besides, if I get this thing I told you of, I shall be off to South America in a few days, and that ought to shake off this old man of the tooth.”

“Of course it won’t; nothing will shake him off if he’s made the vow. Well, have your own way. One can’t expect a doctor of robust habit to take any reasonable precautions, I know. How is your room situated?”

“Pretty high up. Next to the attics, I imagine. It must be, because there is a little trap-door in the ceiling leading there.”

“A trap-door leading to the attics! Well, at all events there can’t be an oubliette, I suppose? Nor a four-post bed with a canopy that slides up and down, Jim; nor a revolving wardrobe before a secret passage in the oak panels?”

“Get on with you,” retorted Tulloch. “It’s just the ordinary contrivance that you find somewhere in every roof when the attics aren’t made into rooms. There’s nothing in it.”

“Possibly; but there may be some time. Anyway, drive a tack in and hang up a tin can or something that must clatter down if the door is raised an inch. You have a weapon, I suppose?”

“Now you’re talking, Wynn. I do put some faith in that. I have a grand little revolver in my bag and I can sleep like a feather when I want.”

“Little? What size does it take?”

“Oh, well, it’s a .320, if it comes to that. I prefer a moderate bore myself.”

Carrados opened a drawer of his desk and picked up half-a-dozen brass cartridges.

“When you get back, throw out the old ones and reload with these to oblige me,” he said. “Don’t forget.”

“Right,” assented Tulloch, examining them with interest; “but they look just like mine. What are they? — something new?”

“Not at all; but we know that they are charged and you can rely on them going off if they are fired.”

“What a chap you are,” declared Tulloch with something of the admiring pity that summed up the general attitude towards Max Carrados. “Well, for that matter, I must be going off myself, old man. I’m hoping for a letter about that little job and if it comes I want to answer it to-night. You’ve given me a fine time and we’ve had a great talk.”

“I’m glad we met. And if you go away suddenly don’t leave it to chance the next time you are back.” He did not seek to detain his guest, for he knew that Tulloch was building somewhat on the South American appointment. “Shall Harris run you home?”

“Not a bit of it. I’ll enjoy a walk to the station, and these Tubes of yours’ll land me within me loose-box by eleven. It’s a fine place, this London, after all.” They had reached the front door, opened it and were standing for a moment looking towards the yellow cloud that arched the west end of the city like the mirage of a dawn.

“Well, good-bye, old man,” said Tulloch heartily, and they shook hands. At the touch an extraordinary impulse swept over Carrados to drag his friend back into the house, to implore him to remain the night at all events, or to do something to upset the arranged order of things for the next few hours. With the cessation of physical contact the vehemence of the possession dwindled away, but the experience, short as it was, left him white and shaken. He could not trust himself to speak; he waved his hand and, turning quickly, went back to the room where they had sat together to analyse the situation and to determine how to act. Presently he rang for his man.

“Some notes were taken after that little touch in Holborn this afternoon, Parkinson,” he said. “Have you the address of the leading motor-bus driver among them?”

“The London General, sir?”

“Yes; the man who was the first to stop.” Parkinson produced his memorandum book and referred to the latest of its entries.

“He gave his private residence as 14 Cogg’s Lane, Brentford, sir.”

“Brentford! That is fortunate. I am going to see him to-night if possible. You will come with me, Parkinson. Tell Harris to get out the car that is the most convenient. What is the time?”

“Ten-seventeen, sir.”

“We will start in fifteen minutes. In the meanwhile just reach me down that large book labelled ‘Xavier’ from the top shelf there.”

“Yes, sir. Very well, sir. I will convey your instructions to Harris, sir.”

It was perhaps rather late for a casual evening call, but not, apparently, too late for Cogg’s Lane, Brentford. Mr Fitzwilliam — Parkinson had infused a faint note of protest into his voice when he mentioned the bus-driver’s name — Mr Fitzwilliam was out, but Mrs Fitzwilliam received the visitor with conspicuous felicity and explained the circumstances. Fitzwilliam was of a genial, even playful, disposition, but he had come home brooding and depressed. Mrs Fitzwilliam had not taken any notice of it — she put it down to his feet-but by cajolery and innuendo she had persuaded him to go to the picture palace to be cheered up, and as it was now on the turn of eleven he might be expected back at any moment. In the meantime the lady had a favourite niece who was suffering — as the doctor himself confessed — from a very severe and unusual form of adenoids. Carrados disclosed the fact that the subject of adenoids was one that interested him deeply. He knew, indeed, of a case that was thought by the patient’s parents to be something out of the way, but even it, he admitted, was commonplace by the side of the favourite niece. The minutes winged.

“That’s Fred,” said Mrs Fitzwilliam as the iron gate beyond the little plot of beaten earth that had once been a garden gave its individual note. “Seems strange that they should be so ignorant at a hospital, doesn’t it?”

“Hallo, what now?” demanded Mr Fitzwilliam, entering.

Mrs Fitzwilliam made a sufficient introduction and waited for the interest to develop. So far the point of Carrados’s visit had not appeared.

“I believe that you know something about motors?” inquired the blind man.

“Well, what if I do?” retorted the bus-driver. His attitude was protective rather than intentionally offensive.

“If you do, I should be glad if you would look at the engine of my car. It got shaken, I fancy, in a slight accident that we had in Holborn this afternoon.”

“Oh!” The driver looked hard at Mr Carrados, but failed to get behind an expression of mild urbanity. “Why didn’t you say so at first?” he grumbled. “All right; I’ll trot round with you. Shan’t be long, missis.” He led the way out and closed the door behind them, not ceasing to regard his visitor with a distrustful curiosity. At the gate he stopped, having by that time brought his mind round to the requirements of the situation, and faced Carrados.

“Look here,” he said, “what’s up? You don’t want me to look at no bloomin’ engine, you know. I don’t half like the whole bally business, let me tell you. What’s the gaime?”

“It’s a very simple game for you if you play it straightforwardly,” answered Carrados. “I want to know just how much you had to do with saving that man’s life in Holborn to-day.”

Fitzwilliam instinctively fell back a step and his gaze on Carrados quickened in its tensity.

“What d’yer mean?” he demanded with a quality of apprehension in his voice.

“That is complicating the game,” replied Carrados mildly. “You know exactly what I mean.”

“And what if I do?” demanded the driver. “What have you got to do with it, may I ask?”

“That is very reasonable. I happened to be in the car following you. We were scraped, but I am not making any claim for paint whatever happened. I am satisfied that you did very well indeed in the circumstances, and if a letter to your people — I know one of the directors — saying as much would be of any use to you—”

“Now we’re getting on, sir,” was the mollified admission. “You mustn’t mind a bit of freshness, so to speak. You took me by surprise, that’s what it was, and I’ve been wound up ever since that happened.” He hesitated, and then flung out the question almost with a passionate directness: “What was it, sir; in God’s name, what was it?”

“What was it?” repeated the blind man’s level voice persuasively.

“It wasn’t me. I couldn’t have done nothing. I didn’t see the man, not in time to have an earthly. Then we stopped. Good Gawd, I’ve never felt a stop like that before. It was as though a rubber band had tightened and pulled us up against ten yards squoze into one, so that you didn’t hardly know it. I hadn’t nothing to do with it. Not a brake was on, and the throttle open and the engine running. There we were. And me half silly.”

“You did very well,” said Carrados soothingly.

“I did nothing. If it had been left to me there’d have been a inquest. You seem to have noticed something, sir. How do you work it out?” Carrados parried the question with a disingenuous allusion to the laws of chance. He had not yet worked it out, but he was not disposed to lay his astonishing conclusions, so far as they went, before the bus-driver’s crude discrimination. He had learned what he wanted. With a liberal acknowledgment of the service and a reiteration of his promise to write, he bade Mr Fitzwilliam good-night and returned to his waiting car.

“Back home, Harris,” he directed. He had gone out with some intention of including Hapsburg Square in his peregrination. He was now assured that his anxiety was groundless.

But the next morning all his confidence was shattered in a moment. It was his custom before and during breakfast to read by touch the headings of the various items in the newspapers and to mark for Greatorex’s later reading such paragraphs as claimed his interest. Generally he could, with some inconvenience, distinguish even the ordinary type by the same faculty, but sometimes the inequality of pressure made .this a laborious process. There was no difficulty about the larger types, however, and with a terrible misgiving finger-tip and brain had at once grasped the significance of a prominent heading:



FATAL GAS EXPLOSION
HAPSBURG SQUARE BOARDING-HOUSE IN FLAMES



“Are you there, Parkinson?” he asked. Parkinson could scarcely believe his well-ordered ears. Not since the early days of his affliction had Carrados found it necessary to ask such a question.

“Yes, sir, I’m here,” he almost stammered in reply.

“I hope you are not unwell, sir?”

“I’m all right, thanks,” responded his master dryly — unable even then not to discover some amusement in having for once scared Parkinson out of his irreproachable decorum. “I was mentally elsewhere. I want you to read me this paragraph.”

“The one about Dr Tulloch, sir?” The name had caught the man’s eye at once. “Dear, dear me, sir.”

“Yes; go on,” said Carrados, with his nearest approach to impatience.

“‘During the early hours of this morning,’” read Parkinson, “‘52 Hapsburg Square was the scene of a gas explosion which was unhappily attended by loss of life. Shortly after midnight the neighbourhood was alarmed by the noise of a considerable explosion which appeared to blow out the window and front wall of one of the upper bedrooms, but as the part in question was almost immediately involved in flames it is uncertain what really happened. The residents of the house, which is a boarding establishment carried on by Miss Vole (a relative, we are informed, of Arch-deacon Vole of Worpsley), were quickly made aware of their danger and escaped. The engines arrived within a few minutes of the alarm and soon averted any danger of the fire spreading. When it was possible to penetrate into the upper part of the house it was discovered that the occupant of the bedroom where the explosion took place, a Dr Tulloch who had only recently returned to this country from India, had perished. Owing to the charred state of the body it is impossible to judge how he died, but in all probability he was mercifully killed or at least rendered unconscious by the force of the explosion.’ That is all, sir.”

“I ought to have kept him,” muttered Carrados reproachfully. “I ought to have insisted. The thing has been full of mistakes.” He could discover very little further interest in his breakfast and turned to the other papers for possible enlargement of the details.

“We shall have to go down,” he remarked casually. “Say in half-an-hour. Tell Harris.”

“Very well, sir.”

Greatorex, just arrived for the day, and diffusing an atmosphere of easy competence and inoffensively general familiarity, put his head in at the door.

“Morning, sir,” he nodded. “Tulloch’s here and wants to see you. Came in with me. Hullo, Parkinson, seen a ghost?”

“He hasn’t yet,” volunteered his master. “But we both expect to. Yes, send him in here. Only one mistake the more, you see,” he added to his servant, “And one the less,” he added to himself.

“I might just as well have stayed, you know,” was Tulloch’s greeting. He included the still qualmish Parkinson in his genial domination of the room, and going across to his friend he dropped a weighty hand upon his shoulder.

“‘There are more things in heaven and earth than in your philosophy, Horatio,’” he barbarously misquoted with significance. “There, you see, Wynn, I can apply Shakespeare to the situation as well as you.”

“Quite so,” assented Carrados. “In the meanwhile will you have some breakfast?”

“It’s what I came in the hopes of,” admitted the doctor. “That and being burned out of hearth and home. I thought that I might as well quarter myself on you for a couple of days. You’ve seen the papers?” His friend indicated the still open sheet.

“Ah, that one. The Morning Reporter gave me a better obituary. I often had a sort of morbid fancy to know what they’d say about me afterwards. It seemed unattainable, but, like most things, it’s a sad disappointment when it comes. Six lines is the longest, Wynn, and they’ve got me degree wrong.”

“Whose was the body?” asked Carrados.

Gravity descended upon Tulloch at the question. He looked round to make sure that Parkinson had left the room.

“No one will ever know, I’m hoping,” he replied. “He was charred beyond recognition. But you know, Wynn, and I know and we can hold our tongues.”

“The Indian avenger, of course?”

“Yes. I went round there early this morning expecting nothing and found the. place a wreck. One can only guess now what happened, but the gas-bracket is just beneath that trap-door I told you of and there’s a light kept burning in the passage outside. One of the half-pay men brought me a nasty wavy dagger that had been picked up in the road. ‘One of your Indian curiosities, I suppose, Dr Tulloch?’ he remarked. I let it pass at that, for I was becoming cautious among so much devilment. ‘I’m afraid that there’s nothing else of yours left,’ he went on, ‘and there wouldn’t have been this if it hadn’t been blown through the window.’ He was quite right. I haven’t a thing left in the world but this now celebrated Norfolk suit that I stand up in, and, as matters are, I’m jolly well glad you didn’t give me time to change yesterday.”

“Ah,” assented Carrados thoughtfully. “Still the Norfolk suit, of course. Tell me, Jim — you had it in India?”

“To be sure I had. It was new then. You know, one doesn’t always go about there in white drill and a cork helmet, as your artists here seem to imagine. It’s cold sometimes, I can tell you. This coat is warm; I got very fond of it. You can’t understand one getting fond of a mere suit, you with your fifty changes of fine raiment.”

“Of course I can. I have a favourite jacket that I would not part from for rubies, and it’s considerably more of an antique than yours. That’s still a serviceable suit, Jim. Come and let me have a look at it.”

“What d’ye mean?” said Tulloch, complying half reluctantly. “You’re making fun of me little suit and it’s the only thing in the world that stands between me and the entire.”

“Come here,” repeated Carrados. “I am not in the least guying. I’m far too serious. I am more serious, I think, than I have ever been in my life before.” He placed the wondering doctor before him and proceeded to run a light hand about the details of his garments, turning him round until the process was complete.

“You wore these clothes when the native you call Calico came to you that night?”

“It’s more than likely. The nights were cold.” Carrados seemed strangely moved. He got up, walked to the window, as his custom was, for enlightenment, and then, after wandering about the room, touching here and there an object indecisively, he unlocked a cabinet and slid out a tray of silver coins.

“You’ve never seen these, have you?” he asked with scanty interest.

“No, what are they?” responded Tulloch, looking on.

“Pagan art at its highest. The worship of the strong and beautiful.”

“Worth a bit?” suggested Tulloch knowingly.

“Not what they cost.” Carrados shot back the tray and paced the room again. “You haven’t told me yet how you were preserved.”

“How ?”

“Last night. You know that you escaped death again.”

“I suppose I did. Yes. . . . And do you know why I have been hesitating to tell you?”

“Why?”

“Because you won’t believe me.”

Carrados permitted himself to smile a shade.

“Try,” he said laconically.

“Well, of course, I quite intended to. ... The sober truth is, Wynn, that I forgot the address and could not get there. It was the silliest and the simplest thing in the world. I walked to the station here, booked for Russell Square and took a train. When I got out there I started off and then suddenly pulled up. Where was I going? My mind, I found, on that one point had developed a perfect blank. All the facts had vanished. Drum my encephalon how I might, I could not recall Miss Vole, 52, or Hapsburg Square. Mark you, it wasn’t loss of memory in the ordinary sense. I remembered everything else; I knew who I was and what I wanted well enough. Of course the first thing I did was to turn out my pockets. I had letters, certainly, but none to that address and nothing else to help me. ‘Very well,’ I said, ‘it’s a silly game, but I’ll walk round till I find it.’ Had again! I walked for half-an-hour, but I saw nothing the faintest degree familiar. Then I saw ‘London Directory Taken Here’ in a pub. window. ‘Good,’ I thought. ‘When I see the name it will all come back again.’ I went in, had something and looked through the ‘Streets’ section from beginning to end.” He shook his head shrewdly. “It didn’t work.”

“Did it occur to you to ring me up? You’d given me the address.”

“It did; and then I thought, ‘No, it’s midnight now’ — it was by then— ‘and he may have turned in early and be asleep.’ Well, things had got to such a pass that it seemed the simplest move to walk into the first moderate hotel I came to, pay for my bed and tell them to wake me at six, and that’s what I did. Now what do you make of that?”

“That depends,” replied Carrados slowly. “The scientist would perhaps hint at a telepathic premonition operating subconsciously through receptive nerve centres. The sceptic would call it a lucky coincidence. The Catholic — the devout Catholic — would claim another miracle.”

“Oh, come now!” protested Tulloch.

“Yes, come now,” struck in Carrados, rising with decision and moving towards the door. “Come to my room and then you shall judge for yourself. It’s too much for any one man to contemplate alone. Come on.” He walked quickly across the hall to his study, dismissing Greatorex elsewhere with a word, and motioned the mystified doctor to a chair. Then he locked the door and sat down himself.

“I want you to carry your mind back to that night in your tent when the native Khaligar, towards whom you had done an imperishable service, presented himself before you. By the inexorable ruling of his class he was your bondsman in service until he had repaid you in kind. This, Jim, you failed to understand as it stood vitally to him, for the whole world, two pantheons and perhaps ten thousand years formed a great gulf between your mind and his. You would not be repaid, and yet he wished to die.”

The doctor nodded. “I dare say it comes to that,” he said.

“He could not die with this debt undischarged. And so, in the obscurity of your tent, beneath your unsuspecting eyes, this conjurer did, as he was satisfied, requite you. You thought you saw him wrap the relic in its covering. You did not. You thought he put it back among his dress. He did not. Instead, he slipped it dexterously between the lining and the cloth of your own coat at the thick part of a band. You had seen him do much cleverer things even in the open sunlight.”

“You don’t say,” exclaimed Tulloch, springing to his feet, “that even now—”

“Wait!” cried the blind man warningly. “Don’t seek it yet. You have to face a more stupendous problem first.”

“What is that?”

“Three times at least your life has been — as we may say — miraculously preserved. It was not your doing, your expertness, my friend. . . . What is this sacred relic that once was in its jewelled shrine on the high altar of the great cathedral at Goa, that opulent arch-bishopric of the East to which Catholic Portugal in the sixteenth century sent all that was most effective of treasure, brain and muscle to conquer the body and soul of India?”

“You suggested that it might be the original relic to which Valasquez had referred.”

“Not now; only that the natives may have thought so. What would be more natural than that an ignorant despoiler should assume the thing which he found the most closely guarded and the most richly casketed to be the object for which he himself would have the deepest veneration?”

“Then I don’t follow you,” said Tulloch.

“Because I have the advantage of having turned to the local and historical records bearing on the circumstances since you first started me,” Carrados replied. “For instance, in the year 1582 Akbar, who was a philosopher and a humorist as well as a model ruler, sent an invitation to the ‘wise men among the Franks’ at Goa to journey to Agra, there to meet in public controversy before him a picked band of Mohammedan mullas and prove the superiority of their faith. The challenge was accepted. Abu-l-Fazl records the curious business and adds a very significant detail. These Catholic priests, to cut the matter short in the spirit of the age, offered to walk through a fiery furnace in the defence of their belief. It came to nothing, because the other side backed out, but the challenge is suggestive because, however fond the priesthood of those times was of putting other people to the ordeal of fire and water, its members were singularly modest about submitting to such tests themselves. What mystery was there here, Tulloch? What had those priests of Goa that made them so self-confident?”

“This relic, you suggest?”

“Yes, I do. But, now, what is that relic? A monkey’s or an ape-god’s tooth, an iron-stained belemnite, the fragment of a pagan idol — you and I can smile at that. We are Christians. No matter how unorthodox, no matter how non-committal our attitude may have grown, there is upon us the unconscious and hereditary influence of century after century of blind and implicit faith. To you and to me, no less than to every member of the more credent Church of Rome, to everyone who has listened to the story as a little child, it is only conceivable that if miraculous virtues reside in anything inanimate it must pre-eminently be in the close accessories of that great world’s tragedy, when, as even secular and unfriendly historians have been driven to admit, something out of the order of nature did shake the heavens.”

“But this,” articulated Tulloch with dry throat, leaning instinctively forward from the pressure of his coat, “this — what is it, then?”

“You described it as looking like a nail,” responded Carrados. “It is a nail. Rusty, you said, and it could not well be otherwise than red with rust. And old. Nearly nineteen hundred years old; quite, perhaps.”

Tulloch came unsteadily to his feet and slowly slipping off his coat he put it gently away on a table apart from where they sat.

“Is it possible?” he asked in an awe-struck whisper. “Wynn, is it — is it really possible?”

“It is not only possible,” he heard the blind man’s more composed voice replying, “but in one aspect it is even very natural. Physically, we are dealing with an historical fact. Somewhere on the face of the earth these things must be enduring; scattered, buried, lost perhaps, but still existent. And among the thousands of relics that the different churches have made claim to it would be remarkable indeed if some at least were not authentic. That is the material aspect.”

“Yes,” assented Tulloch anxiously, “yes; that is simple, natural. But the other side, Carrados — the things that we know have happened — what of that?”

“That,” replied Carrados, “is for each man to judge according to his light.”

“But you?” persisted Tulloch. “Are you convinced?”

“I am offered a solution that explains everything when no other theory will,” replied the blind man evasively. Then on the top of Tulloch’s unsatisfied “Ah!” he added: “But there is something else that confronts you. What are you going to do?” and his face was towards the table across the room.

“Have you thought of that?”

“It has occurred to me. I wondered how you would act.”

It was some time before either spoke again. Then Tulloch broke the silence.

“You can lend me some things?” he asked.

“Of course.”

“Then I will decide,” he announced with resolution.

“Whatever we may think, whatever might be urged, I cannot touch this thing; I dare not even look on it. It has become too solemn, too awful, in my mind, to be seen by any man again. To display it, to submit it to the test of what would be called ‘scientific proof,’ to have it photographed and ‘written up’ — impossible, incredible! On the other hand, to keep it safely to myself — no, I cannot do that either. You feel that with me?”

The blind man nodded.

“There is another seemly, reverent way. The opportunity offers. I found a letter at the house this morning. I meant to tell you of it. I have got the appointment that I told you of and in three days I start for South America. I will take the coat just as it is, weight it beyond the possibility of recovery and sink it out of the world in the deepest part of the Atlantic; beyond controversy, and safe from falling to any ignoble use. You can supply me with a box and lead. You approve of that?”

“I will help you,” said Carrados, rising.

THE END
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THE SECRET OF HEADLAM HEIGHT
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PARKINSON, THE UNQUENCHABLE stickler for decorum, paused after receiving the general instructions for the day just long enough to create a sense of hesitation. Mr Carrados, merely concerned with an after-breakfast cigarette, divined the position with his usual unerring instinct.

‘Yes, Parkinson,’ he remarked encouragingly; ‘is there anything going on?’

A clumsily-folded newspaper enabled the punctilious attendant to salve his conscience as he returned slowly to the table. He shook out the printed sheets into a more orderly arrangement by way of covering the irregularity.

‘I understand, sir,’ he replied in the perfectly controlled respectful voice that accorded with his deliberate actions ‘I understand that this morning’s foreign intelligence is of a disquieting nature.’

The blind man’s hand went unfalteringly to an open copy of The Times lying by him and there a single deft finger touched off the headlines with easy certainty.

‘“On the Brink of War.” “Threatened German Mobilization”,’ he read aloud. ‘“The Duty of Great Britain.” Yes, I don’t think that “disquieting” over-states the position.’

‘No, sir. So I gathered from what I had already heard. That is why I thought it better to speak to you about a trifling incident that has come under my notice, sir.’

‘Quite right,’ assented Mr Carrados. ‘Well?’

‘It was at the Museum here, sir — a very instructive establishment in Market Square. I had gone there in order to settle a small matter in dispute between Herbert and myself affecting the distinction between shrimps and prawns. I had always been under the impression that prawns were unusually well-grown shrimps, but I find that I was mistaken. I was directed to the cases of preserved fish by a gentleman with a cut across his cheek. Subsequently I learned from the hall-keeper, to whom I spoke about the weather, that the gentleman was the assistant curator and was called Vangoor, being a native of Holland.’

‘Vangoor,’ mused Mr Carrados. ‘I have never heard the name before.’

‘No, sir. When I saw the gentleman last we were at Kiel, and he was then a Lieutenant von Groot. I thought perhaps I had better mention it, sir.’

Carrados’s half-smiling expression did not change in its placid tone and he continued to smoke with leisurely enjoyment. His mind turned back to the details of the Kiel visit of a few years previously as one might turn to a well-kept diary.

‘The man you mean called on me once with a complimentary message from the Admiralty department there. I was not in the hotel at the time and he left his card with a few words of explanation in perfect English. We never met and I cannot suppose that he has ever seen me.’

‘No, sir,’ acquiesced Parkinson. ‘You sent me the next day to the Dockyard with a reply. That is the only time I have ever seen the gentleman before today.’

‘Have you any reason to think that he may have remembered you again?’

‘I formed a contrary opinion, sir. On the other occasion, although it was necessary for us to hold some slight conversation together, Lieutenant von Groot did not seem to be aware of my presence, if I may so define it, sir. I received the impression that the gentleman imagined he was talking to someone taller than I am, sir; and I doubt if he really saw me at all.’

‘You are sure of him, though?’

‘I was then making a study of detailed observation under your instruction, sir, and I have no misgiving on the point.’

‘Very well. It was quite right of you to tell me of this; it may be really important. We are only five miles from a vital naval port, we must remember. Don’t say anything to anyone else and I will consider it meanwhile.’

‘Thank you, sir,’ replied Parkinson, modestly elated.

In the past, whenever the subject of the English Secret Service came up it was patriotically assumed on all hands that nothing much was to be expected from that quarter, and we were bidden to lift our admiring eyes to German and other continental models. As a matter of history, when the test came the despised organization proved itself signally efficient. In a small way there was evidence of this that same July day, for within a couple of hours of sending a curiously-worded telegram to an official whose name never appeared in any official list Mr Carrados received an equally mysterious reply from which, after a process of disintegration, he extracted the following information:



Ref. Fff. C/M.107.

Groot, Karl von. Born Friedeberg (Prussia) about 1880. Mother English. Educated Heidelberg and (?) Kiel. Entered navy. Torpedo-lieutenant (staff) 1907. Resigned in doubtful circumstances 1910. Drawn into espionage system under Bluthmel in connexion with resignation. Expelled Holland 1912. Visited Russia 1913. Recognized in Cork, June, 1913. Speaks German, French, Dutch, Russian, English (excellent). Blonde, tall, grey eyes, diagonal sword-cut left cheek. Description ends. Please report anything known further.



Carrados read the decoded message twice, and then thoughtfully crushing the thin paper into a loose ball he dropped it upon an ash-tray and applied a match.

‘A telegram form, Parkinson.’

With his uncanny prescience the blind man selected a pencil from the rack before him, adjusted the paper to a more convenient angle and, not deviating the fraction of an inch beyond the indicated space, wrote his brief reply:



Ref. Fff. C/M.107.
Information received. Regret have nothing further to report. M.C.



‘We will investigate Mr Vangoor for ourselves a little first,’ he remarked, passing across the slip. ‘London will have its hands pretty full for the next few days and we are on the spot.’

‘Very well, sir,’ replied Parkinson with the same trustful equanimity with which he would have received an order to close a window. ‘Shall I dispatch this now, sir?’

‘Yes — from the head office: head offices are generally too busy to be inquisitive. Read it over first in case of an inquiry....Yes, quite right. Something of a feather if we can circumvent a German spy off our own bats, eh, Parkinson?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘At all events we will open the innings without delay.’

‘I quite appreciate the necessity of expedition, sir,’ replied Parkinson, with his devastating air of profound wisdom.

It is doubtful if anyone had yet plumbed the exact limits of the worthy fellow’s real capacity. There were moments when he looked more sagacious than any mortal man has any hope of ever being, and there were times when his comment on affairs seemed to reveal a greater depth of mental vacuity than was humanly credible. Carrados found him wholly satisfactory, and Parkinson on his side had ignored a score of hints of betterment.

‘Pack a couple of bags with necessaries,’ was the instruction he received on his return from the post office. ‘Von Groot may likely enough remember my name, and I can’t very well change it while staying at a public hotel. We will keep on our rooms here and go into apartments at the other end of the town for a time. There my name will be Munroe and yours can be — say Paxton. I will tell the office here all that is necessary.’

‘Very good, sir,’ assented Parkinson. ‘I did not think the woodcock toast sent up for your breakfast entirely satisfactory, sir.’

In years to come generations now unborn will doubtless speculate how people lived in those early days of August, 1914. The simple truth, of course, is that to the vast majority external life went on almost precisely as before. It is as exacting for the moving machine to stop as for the quiescent one to start, and ‘Business as usual’ was one of the earliest clichés coined. The details of the situation that most impressed the citizen of 1914 are not the details to which the inquirer of 2014 will give a second thought. Individually, it was doubtless very intriguing to have to obtain change for a five-pound note by purchasing postal orders to that amount and immediately cashing them singly again....

Mr Carrados found the Castlemouth Museum open as usual when his leisurely footsteps turned that way on the following morning, and, as usual, the day being fine, deserted. Before they had — Parkinson describing as they went — made the circuit of the first room they were approached by a sociable official — the curator it soon appeared — drawn from his den by the welcome sight of two authentic visitors.

‘There are a certain number of specimens that we have to store away for want of space,’ he remarked hopefully. ‘If there is any particular subject that you are interested in I should be very pleased—’

This suited Mr Carrados’s purpose well enough, but before committing himself he not unnaturally preferred to know what the curator’s particular subject was. An enthusiast is always vulnerable through his enthusiasm and no man becomes curator of an obscure museum in order to amass a fortune.

‘I understand,’ he replied tentatively, ‘that you are rather strong here in—’ An impatient gesture with the expressive fingers conveyed the speaker’s loss. ‘Dear me—’

‘Palaeontology?’ suggested the curator. ‘My predecessor was a great collector and our series of local fossils is unsurpassed. If you—’

‘Ah,’ replied Mr Carrados; ‘very instructive no doubt.’ His alert ear recognized the absence of the enthusiast’s note. ‘But somehow there always seems to me about fossils a—’

‘Yes, yes,’ supplied the curator readily; ‘I know. No human touch. I feel just the same myself about them. Now flints! There’s romance, if you like.’

‘That is the real thing, isn’t it?’ exclaimed Mr Carrados with unqualified conviction. ‘There’s more interest to my mind in a neolithic scraper than in a whole show-case-full of ammonites and belemnites.’

The curator’s eyes sparkled; it was not often that he came across another.

‘Brings you face to face with the primeval, doesn’t it?’ he said. ‘I once picked up a spearhead, beautifully finished except the very last chippings of the point. Not broken off, you understand — just incomplete. Why? Well, one might risk a dozen likely guesses. But there it was, just as it had dropped from the fingers of my prehistoric forefather ten thousand years before — no other hand had touched it between his and mine.’

‘I should very much like to see what you have here,’ remarked the affable visitor. ‘Or, rather, in my case, for I am practically blind, I should ask to be allowed to handle.’ There were occasions when Mr Carrados found it prudent to qualify his affliction, for more than once astonished strangers had finally concluded that he must be wholly shamming. In his character as an American tourist of leisure — a Mr Daniel Munroe of Connecticut, as he duly introduced himself — the last thing he desired was that ex-Lieutenant von Groot or any of that gentleman’s associates should suspect him of playing a part.

For the next half-hour Mr Lidmarsh — his name marked the progress of their acquaintanceship — threw open cabinets and show-cases in his hospitable desire to entertain the passing stranger. Carrados knew quite enough of flint implements — as indeed he seemed to know enough of any subject beneath the sun — to be able to talk on level terms with an expert, and he was quite equal to meeting a reference to Evans or to Nadaillac with another.

‘I’m afraid that’s all,’ said the official at length, ‘ — all that’s worth showing you, at any rate. We are so handicapped for means, you see — the old story with this sort of institution. Practically everything we have has been given us at one time or another — it has to be, for there is simply no fund to apply to purchasing.’

‘Surprising,’ declared Carrados. ‘One would have thought—’

‘We arrange lectures in the winter and try to arouse interest in that way, but the response is small — distressingly small. A great pity. Theatres, cinemas, dancing halls, all crowded — anything for excitement. If we get nine adults we call it a good meeting — free, of course, and Mrs Lidmarsh has tried providing coffee. Now in Holland, my assistant tells me—’

It was the first mention of the absent Karl, for Carrados was too patient and wily a tracker to risk the obliquest reference to his man until he knew the ground he stood on. He listened to a commonplace on the unsophisticated pleasures of the Dutch.

‘But surely you have more help for a place like this than a single assistant, Mr Lidmarsh? Why, in the States—’

‘It has to be done; it’s as much as our endowment and the ha’penny rate will run to,’ replied the curator, accepting his visitor’s surprise in the sense — as, indeed, it was intended — of a delicate compliment to his own industry. ‘Vangoor, myself, and Byles, the caretaker, carry everything upon our shoulders. I count myself very fortunate in having a helper who makes light of work as Mr Vangoor does. Englishmen, unfortunately, seem mostly concerned in seeing that they don’t put in half an hour more than they’re paid for, Mr Munroe. At least that’s my experience. Then he just happens to be keen on the subjects that I’m most interested in.’

‘That’s always nice,’ admitted Mr Carrados, unblushingly.

‘Well, it all helps to give an added interest, doesn’t it? Not that any department of the work here is neglected or cold-shouldered, I hope — no, I am sure it isn’t. For instance, neither of us really cares for natural history, but we recognize that others will think differently, so natural history in all its branches receives due attention. As a seaside town, of course, we give prominence to marine zoology, and our local fishermen and sailors are encouraged to bring in any curious or unusual specimen that they may light upon.’

‘Do they much?’ inquired the visitor.

‘I am afraid not. Lack of public spirit and the suspicion that something is being got out of them for nothing, I suppose. Why, I have even found Vangoor rewarding them out of his own slender pocket to encourage them to come.’

‘Fine,’ was Mr Carrados’s simple comment.

‘Yes — when you consider that the poor fellow is none too well paid at the best and that he sends a little every week to his old people away in Holland — all that he can save, in fact — and he lives in a tiny, out-of-the-way old cottage quite by himself so as to do it as cheaply as possible.’

‘Vangoor,’ considered the blind man thoughtfully; ‘Vangoor — there was a fellow of that name I used to meet at times up to six months ago. Now I wonder—’

‘In America, you mean?’

‘Yes. We have a good sprinkling of Dutch of the old stock, you know. Now what was my man’s front name—’

‘Then it couldn’t have been this one, for he has been here just a year now. I wish he was about so that I could introduce him to you, but he won’t be back yet.’

‘Well, as to that, I’ve been thinking,’ remarked Mr Carrados. ‘I’ve had a real interesting time here, and in return I’d like to show you a few good things in the flint line that I’ve picked up on my tour. Could you come around to dinner tomorrow — Sunday?’

‘That’s very kind indeed.’ Mr Lidmarsh was a little surprised at the attention, but not unflattered. ‘Sure it won’t be—’

‘Not a shred,’ declared the new acquaintance. ‘Bring Vangoor along as well, of course.’

‘I’ll certainly give him your invitation,’ promised the curator; ‘but what his arrangements are, naturally I cannot say.’

‘Seven o’clock tomorrow then,’ confirmed Mr Carrados, referring to the fingers of his own rather noticeable watch as he spoke.’”Abbotsford”, in your Prospect Avenue here, is the place. So long.’

At the slightest of gestures Parkinson broke off his profound meditation among Egyptian mummy-cloth and took his master in charge. Together they passed down the flight of stairs and reached the entrance hall again.

‘Let them know at the house that I expect two guests to dinner tomorrow,’ said Mr Carrados as they crossed the hall. ‘Mr Lidmarsh will be coming, and very likely Mr Vangoor as well.’

‘I don’t think you’ll find the last-named gentleman will favour you, Mr Carrados,’ said a discreetly lowered and slightly husky voice quite close to them. ‘Not much I don’t.’

Parkinson started at the untimely recognition, but Carrados merely stopped.

‘Ah, William,’ he said, without turning, ‘and pray why not?’

Mr William Byles, caretaker, doorkeeper, and general factotum of the Castlemouth Museum, disclosed himself from behind an antique coffer smiling broadly.

‘So you knew me, sir, after all?’ he remarked, with easy familiarity. ‘I thought to surprise you, but it’s the other way about, it seems.’

‘Your voice has much the same rich quality as when you looked after my cellar, a dozen years ago, William,’ replied Mr Carrados. ‘Making due allowance for a slight — erosion. One expects that with the strong sea air.’

‘I wondered what you was up to, sir, when I hear you pitch it to the governor you were Mr Munroe from America. Made me laugh. Now that you’re inviting Mr Dutch Vangoor to dinner I can give a straightish guess. You needn’t trouble, sir. I’m keeping an observant eye on that identical piece of goods myself.’

‘Come to the door and point out the way somewhere,’ directed Mr Carrados, moving on from the dangerous vicinity of the stairs. ‘What do you know about Vangoor?’

‘Not as much yet as I’d like to,’ admitted Mr Byles, ‘but I can put two and two together, Mr Carrados, as well as most.’

‘Yes,’ mused the blind man reminiscently, ‘I always had an idea that you were good at that, William. So you don’t exactly love him?’

‘‘Ate isn’t the word for it,’ replied the caretaker frankly. ‘Too much of the bleeding Crown Prince about Jan Van for my vocabulary. Ready to lick his superior’s boots three times a day if requisite, but he’s done the double dirty on me more than once. And I don’t forget it neither.’

‘But why do you think he won’t come tomorrow?’

‘Well, if it’s going to be war in a day or two, as most people say, depend on it, sir, Jan Van knows already and it stands to reason that he’s busy now. And so shall I be busy, and when he least expects it too.’

‘Then I can safely leave him in your hands, William,’ said Mr Carrados pleasantly. ‘By the way, how do you like it here?’ and he indicated the somnolent institution they were leaving.

‘Like?’ repeated Mr Byles, swallowing with difficulty. ‘Like it! Me that’s been butler in superior West End families the best part of my life to finish up as “general” in what’s nothing more or less than a sort of mouldy peep-show? Oh, Mr Carrados!’

The blind man laughed and a substantial coin found its billet in the caretaker’s never-reluctant palm.

‘Not “Mr Carrados” here, William, remember. Please preserve my alias or you’ll be doing Mr Vangoor a kindness. And whatever you are at, don’t let him guess you’re on his track.’

Mr Byles’s only reply was to place a knowing forefinger against an undeniably tell-tale nose and to close one eye significantly — a form of communication that was presumably lost on the one for whom it was intended though it shocked Parkinson not a little. But the tone and spirit of the whole incident had been a source of pain to that excellent servitor all through.

Another member of Mr Carrados’s household — though in point of miles a distant one — was also adversely affected by his employer’s visit to the Castlemouth Museum. Less than an hour after Mr Byles’s parting gesture a telegram addressed ‘Secretary’ was delivered at ‘The Turrets’ and threw Annesley Greatorex, who was contemplating a bright week-end, into a mild revolt.

‘My hat, Auntie! just listen to this,’ exclaimed Mr Greatorex, addressing the lady whose benevolent rule as Mr Carrados’s housekeeper had led to the mercurial youth conferring this degree of honorary relationship upon her. ‘Here you have M.C.’s latest:



Borrow few dozen flint implements any period but interesting and dispatch fully insured post or rail to reach me first tomorrow. Try Vicars, Bousset, Leicester (Oxford Street), Graham, etc. Wire advice; then stand by.



Stand by! That means ta-ta to mirth and melody by moonlit streams, until our lord returns, forsooth.’

‘And not a bad thing either, Mr Greatorex,’ declared the lady, without pausing in her work. ‘If there’s going to be a war any minute and that German family in Canterbury Road who’ve got an airship hidden away in their coachhouse fly out and start dropping bombs about, you’re much better here safe in bed than gallivanting up and down the open river.’

‘Then what about Mr Carrados right on the coast and near a naval harbour?’

‘I’m no’ troubling about Mr Carrados,’ replied the housekeeper decisively. ‘If the Germans come they’ll come by night. So long as it’s in the dark Mr Carrados won’t be the first one to need the ambulance, ma lad.’

Carrados duly received his few dozen flints and smiled as he handled them and removed the labels. Promptly on the stroke of seven the curator arrived, but he came alone; whatever the true cause might be, William Byles was right.

‘I’m sorry about Vangoor,’ apologized Mr Lidmarsh as they greeted. ‘He quite intended to come and then at the last found that he had an appointment. I’m sorry, because I should like you to have met him, and he isn’t having the pleasantest of times just now.’

‘Oh! How is that?’

‘Foolish prejudice, of course. People are excited and regard every neutral as an enemy in esse or in posse. And the irony of it is that Vangoor hears positively that Holland will be in on our side within a month.’

They fell to talking of the war-cloud, as everybody did that day. It was known from the special issues that Germany had formally declared war on Russia, and had launched an ultimatum against France; that here and there fighting had actually begun. The extent of our own implication was not yet disclosed, but few doubted that the die was irrevocably cast.

‘Will it make any difference to you up at the Museum?’ inquired the host. Enlisting had suddenly become a current topic.

‘I don’t see how it can,’ replied Mr Lidmarsh, with regret expressed very largely in his tone. ‘At my age — I’ve turned thirty-nine, though you mightn’t think it — I’m afraid there would be no earthly chance of being accepted even if the war lasted a year.’

‘A year,’ repeated the blind man thoughtfully.

‘Well, of course, that’s an absurdly outside limit. Mrs Lidmarsh comes of a military family, and she has it privately from an aunt, whose daughter is engaged to the nephew of a staff officer, that the Russian commander-in-chief has sent a map of Germany to Lord Kitchener with the words “Christmas Day” written across Berlin. Naturally everyone at the War Office can guess what that means!’

Carrados nodded politically. Every second person whom he had met that day had a string leading direct to Whitehall.

‘Vangoor would go like a shot if they’d raise a Foreign Legion. But of course — Then there’s only old Byles — So I’m afraid that we shall have to carry on as usual. And, after all, I don’t know that it isn’t the most patriotic thing to do. People will want distraction more than ever — not hectic gaiety: no one would dream of that, but simple, rational amusement. Soldiers on leave will need entertainment and somewhere to pass their time. A museum—’

Mr Carrados got out his flints and the curator brightened up, but something was plainly on his mind. He hemmed and hawed his intention to confide half a dozen times before the plunge was taken.

There’s one thing I should like to tell you about, Mr Munroe, although in a sense I’m — well, I won’t say bound to secrecy, but confidentially placed.’

‘Of course anything that you might say—’ encouraged his auditor, discreetly occupied with the cigars.

‘Yes, yes; I’m sure of that. And you have been so extremely kind and — er — reciprocal and would, I know, be deeply interested in the find that — well, I feel that if you went away without my saying anything and you afterwards — perhaps when you are back in America — read of what we had been doing, you would think that in the circumstances I had not been quite — eh? Certainly, I know that I should in your place.’

‘A find,’ commented Mr Carrados, with no very great hope in that direction— ‘a find is always exciting, isn’t it?’

‘Well, perhaps I spoke prematurely in the fullest sense — though something we undoubtedly shall find — Did you ever hear of the golden coffin of Epiovanus?’

‘I’m afraid,’ admitted the other, ‘that I never even heard of Epiovanus himself. Stay though — doesn’t Roger of Wimborne mention something of the sort in his Chronicle?’

‘The tradition of an early British chief or king being buried in a gold coffin seems to have been curiously persistent, and that would go to give it a certain degree of credibility. Personally, I take it cum grano, I am quite prepared for a gold-mounted coffin or a coffin containing certain priceless gold adornments or treasure of gold coin. I question if the richest tribe could at that time disclose sufficient gold to fashion a solid case of the size required.’

‘There was fairly extensive gold coinage at that period, and then the metal practically disappears from the mints for the next thousand years,’ suggested Carrados.

‘It having gone into the manufacture of royal coffins? I should like to think so, for we believe that we are in fact on the track of something of the kind.’

‘You are?’ exclaimed the sympathetic listener. ‘That would be great — real unique, I suppose. But I don’t quite take it home, you know.’ Actually he was only bridging conversation out of politeness to a guest. All the treasure of the Indies was of less interest than Vangoor’s moves just then.

‘Perhaps it sounds too good to be true, but Vangoor is thoroughly convinced, and he is exceptionally well up on the subject and has a veritable craze for digging.’

‘Go on,’ said Carrados mechnically. For one concentrated moment he even forget his American citizenship in the blinding inspiration that cleft without warning, shapeless but at the same time essentially complete, into his mind. ‘I’m tremendously intrigued.’

‘Nothing is known of Epiovanus beyond the existence of a unique copper coin reading EPIOV. REX. But among the country-people back in the valleys here — the peasants and labourers in whose names you can trace a Saxon ancestry — you will often get a shamefaced admission that they have “heard tell” from their grandfathers of a golden coffin containing the bones of a great chief. But where? That was the difficulty, Mr Munroe. But, to cut short a long story — nearly two thousand years long, in fact — I may say that we have at last linked up the golden coffin legend with Epiovanus, Epiovanus with this part of the land, and now, finally, Vangoor has established that the solitary mound on Headlam Height is undoubtedly an early British sepulchural barrow of very unusual size and importance.’

‘Headlam Height?’

‘It is a small, rugged promontory a mile or two along the coast here. The barrow is almost on the edge of the land, for the cliff has been falling away for ages — indeed, in another fifty years or less the tumulus would have gone over and whatever it contains been dumped into the sea.’

‘And you have opened it?’

‘We have made a start. There was considerable difficulty in fixing up a reasonable arrangement at first. You would think it a simple and harmless enough undertaking, but there was the lord of the manor to be approached, the landlord to be got round, and the farmer — well, he had to be bought over, and I am sorry to say that Vangoor in his scientific zeal has in the end promised him the greater part of his own share.’

‘Of the golden coffin?’ remarked Mr Carrados. ‘A very weighty argument.’

‘Well, of course, we should hope to retain the best things for the Museum, but there would have to be some pecuniary adjustment. If it turns out at all as we anticipate, the find would create a stir beyond anything of the kind before — at least, it would have done if it hadn’t been for this wretched war.’

‘It opens dazzling possibilities,’ admitted the blind man. ‘Have you found anything yet?’

‘Nothing important but plenty of encouraging trifles — burnt bones and other remains of a funeral feast, fragments of pottery, and so on. We have only been at work a fortnight, and partly from motives of economy, but more because of the extreme care that must be taken, Vangoor has done nearly all the work himself.’

‘Driving a tunnel from the shore side?’ suggested Mr Carrados.

‘Why, yes,’ admitted the curator, looking rather surprised, ‘but surely you haven’t heard it spoken of?’

‘Not at all,’ Carrados hastened to assure him. ‘Merely an interested guess.’

‘I hoped it wasn’t getting about generally or we shall have all sorts of prying busybodies up there. As it is, we have railed off the part and placarded it “Dangerous” — which it really is. But it struck me as curious you saying that, because at first we thought of making a sectional cutting right down. Then it was only after trials that Vangoor found the seaward side the safest to tunnel in.’

When Carrados decided that there was nothing more of value to be learned — a few aimless remarks elicited this — the conversation imperceptibly slid off to other and less personal themes. The wary investigator had no wish to stir the suggestion that he was curious about Vangoor, and, indeed, the impression that Mr Lidmarsh took away with him was that his host’s real hobby in life was the promulgation of phonetic reform.

But what had before been merely a general precautionary suspicion on the blind man’s part had now fined down to a very definite conviction, and from whichever side he approached the problem the road led to Headlam Height His first impulse was to investigate that secluded spot at once, but a moment’s reflection suggested that the chance of encountering Vangoor there was too substantial to be risked at that stage of the quest. Mr Byles’s rather burlesque intervention now began to wear another and a more important face. Was it possible that the disgruntled caretaker knew anything definite of what was going on at Headlam Height?

‘This is your affair, Parkinson, and you ought to know all that I do,’ said Mr Carrados five minutes later, as he retold Lidmarsh’s disclosure. ‘On the one hand we have a harmless Dutch scientist, wholly taken up with investigating a lonely burial mound; on the other a dangerous German spy, constructing to some hostile end a retreat that directly overlooks the Channel while it is itself cunningly hidden from every point of land. What do you think about it?’

‘I apprehend that we ought to be prepared for the latter eventuality, sir,’ replied Parkinson sagely.

‘I quite agree with you,’ assented his master, with all the air of receiving a valuable suggestion. ‘We will stroll round by the Market Square, as any casual visitors might before turning in. If we encounter Mr Byles it may lead to something further. If not, another time will do.’

They made their leisurely perambulation, but nothing came of it. Not only did they fail to encounter Mr Byles but the small curtained upper windows that inevitably suggested his modest suite of rooms displayed no light. The two outstanding hypotheses had to be dismissed, for William had never been an early sleeper in the past, while the public-houses had now been closed some time. Plainly there was nothing left but to retrace their steps.

‘Tomorrow morning we will come again,’ arranged Mr Carrados. ‘Fortunately the Museum will be open as usual, so that William cannot very well elude us. Afterwards ... I expect it will be Headlam Height.’

‘Tomorrow’ was the last day of peace — Monday, the 3rd of August, and thereby a bank holiday. ‘Five Nations at War’, ‘Invasion of France’, and ‘British Naval Reserves Mobilized’, ran the burden of the morning papers. It was no longer a question of peace trembling in the balance: it was merely the detail of when it would kick the beam.

But ‘Business as usual’ was now held to be the thing; and Castlemouth’s business being largely that of providing amusement for its visitors, there was very little indication of stress or crisis on its joyous sands or along its glittering front that day. At the railway station perhaps the outward trains were crowded and the inward ones were light, while in every chatting group a single word prevailed, but so far Castlemouth was resolved to take war peacefully.

‘I believe, sir,’ reported Parkinson, as they crossed the Market Square— ‘I believe that the place is closed.’

‘The Museum, you mean?’

‘Yes, sir. The outer doors are certainly shut.’

‘Curious. I made a point of asking about today. Mr Lidmarsh was explicit.’

‘There is Mr Lidmarsh, sir. He has just come up. He is fastening a paper to the door.’

Carrados’s heart gave a thud, but his pace did not alter, and the curator, looking up, judged the meeting accidental.

‘Oh, Mr Munroe,’ he exclaimed, ‘this is a shocking business. Have you heard?’

‘Not a solitary word,’ replied the blind man. ‘What is it?’

‘Poor Byles. He was found dead on the shore this morning.’

‘Where?’ dropped from Mr Carrados’s lips. A good deal might depend on that.

‘Just below Headlam Height, I understand. “De mortuis”, and all that, you know, but the man certainly had himself largely to blame, I fear. He wasn’t supposed to know anything about our work up there, but he had evidently got wind of something. He was a curious, secretive old fellow, and, as I read it, he went up there in the dark last night, and, prying about, he either slid on the slippery grass or did not see the edge. And late at night Byles was sometimes just a little — you understand? However, we have closed the Museum today as a mark of respect. But of course if you want to go in—’

‘Thank you,’ replied Mr Carrados, ‘but I guess not. I was thinking.... Where have they put him?’

‘In the mortuary close by. He’s fearfully knocked about. He had a couple of rooms up there’ — indicating the windows Parkinson had observed the night before— ‘but he has no wife or people; and in any case the mortuary is the proper place. There’ll have to be an inquest, of course; I’ve sent Vangoor to make inquiries now.’

‘I was thinking’ — he had undoubtedly been thinking, but he had not yet had time to review every possibility— ‘this Byles did me a service as we left the Museum on Saturday — saved me perhaps from what might have been a nasty fall — and a few friendly words passed afterwards. And now.... Dear me; how sad! ... Well, I’m not up in the customs of your sarcophagi, but if a trifling bouquet — Why, I’ve a notion that I’d like to.’

This impressed Mr Lidmarsh with the sentimentality of masculine America — an attribute he had frequently heard it credited with.

‘Why, of course,’ he replied, ‘there could be no difficulty about that if you wish it. But did you mean — right now?’ The last two words were in the nature of a spontaneous tribute to the visitor’s nationality.

‘Sure. You see, I might have moved on tomorrow or the day after. There seems to be a flower store open that we passed just back—’

Even as he purchased the sheaf of lilies to lay on William Byles’s shroud, Carrados was not altogether free from an illusion of sharing a rather exquisite joke with that mordant individual. How would William have regarded the touching act on the part of his old employer? By whatever means it reached his insight the blind man’s mind immediately envisioned the flashlight of a tight-closed humid eye and a nose and finger placed in close conjunction. But, in truth, Carrados had felt the necessity of investigating further, and no other excuse occurred to him at once. He could hardly affect that he wished to see the doorkeeper once more.... The sudden intuition that Parkinson was tentatively regarding a wreath of white moss-roses hastened their departure.

‘One curious feature is the time this must have happened,’ remarked Mr Lidmarsh as they walked on. ‘He was found by the merest chance early this morning — almost as soon as it was light, in fact — and his clothing was not wet. That shows that he could not have fallen down before midnight at any rate. Now, whatever possessed the man to be there at that hour when nothing could be seen? He had the whole of Sunday on his hands if he wished to look about.’

‘Singular, isn’t it?’ assented Carrados. ‘No one saw him up there, I take it?’

‘Oh, no — at least we have heard of no one. Who would be likely to be there? Even Vangoor doesn’t dig on Sunday — he wouldn’t think it right.’

The mortuary proved to be quite near — a corner of the market hall in fact. Mr Lidmarsh procured the key from the police station, with no more formality than a neighbourly greeting on either side, and Carrados was free to perform his thoughtful office.

The body lay, outlined beneath a single covering, on one of the two stone benches that the place contained. On the other were arranged the dead man’s clothes, with the few trumpery belongings that his pockets had yielded set out beside them.

‘They told me that his watch, purse, and keys were taken for safety to the station,’ remarked their guide, as Carrados’s understanding hands moved lightly to and fro. ‘The rest is of no consequence.’

‘String, pipe, tobacco-box, matches, small folding measure, odd cuff-link, silver mariner’s compass, handkerchief,’ checked off the leisurely fingers. ‘How stereotyped we he-things are: my own pockets would show almost the same collection — in a liberal sense, of course.’

‘It is rather odd about the book,’ volunteered the curator, pointing to a worn volume of pocket size. It was lying a little apart, and apparently the gesture was for Carrados’s eyes to follow — and strangely enough they did seem to follow, for he picked up the book unfalteringly. ‘It was still tightly held in Byles’s hand when he was found. Now, why should the man be holding a book in his hand — one that would obviously go into his pocket — on a dark night? If there was any mystery about the case I suppose this ought to be one of the clues that those wonderful detectives we read about, but never meet in real life, would unravel the secret by.’

Mr Carrados laughed appreciatively as he turned the pages of the book.

‘Stories from the Studios of Paris,’ he read aloud. ‘At all events this throws some light on the literary calibre of our departed friend.... The only thing that would seem to be missing from the average pocket is a pen-knife.’

‘Pen-knife?’ repeated Mr Lidmarsh looking about. ‘To be sure he had a knife generally; I’ve seen it often enough. Well, I don’t suppose it matters — a shilling at the outside.’

Everything had been seen — everything except the chief ‘exhibit’ lying beneath the merciful coverlet. The curator understood that his new friend relied chiefly on a highly-trained sense of touch — he had marvelled more than once during this short intercourse at what it told — but he was hardly prepared to see Mr Carrados raise the sheet and begin to pass his hand over the — his own eyes perforce went elsewhere — over the dreadful thing which the day before had been William Byles’s face.

‘I think,’ said the blind man, turning away suddenly, ‘that this is rather too much—’ His left hand came into contact with his attendant’s sleeve and Parkinson felt himself detained by a robust grasp. ‘Is there anywhere, Mr Lidmarsh, where ... a glass of water?’

‘Yes, yes.’ Almost with a feeling of self-reproach that he had allowed the mishap Mr Lidmarsh was off to the nearest house. He ought to have warned....

‘The book, Parkinson,’ said Carrados in his usual easy tone, and before Parkinson (who would carry his own blend of simplicity and shrewdness to the grave) quite knew what was happening, Stories from the Studios of Paris had disappeared into his master’s coat pocket.

‘I don’t think that there is anything more to detain us here,’ remarked the strategist dispassionately. ‘We may as well await our friend outside.’ He closed the door, locked it, and took out the key in readiness. When Mr Lidmarsh returned with the water he found Carrados seated on a market truck.

‘I am glad you came away from the ghastly place,’ he declared. ‘I ought to have thought of that.’ Still accusing himself of some remission, he insisted on accompanying the two half-way through the town and hoped that they might meet again.

As they stood there, exchanging these amiable formalities, an acquaintance of the curator’s passed along on the other side of the road and could not forbear to give the news.

‘The Germans have invaded Belgium,’ he called across. ‘They’ve just got it at the post office. I bet that means we’re in the soup!’

* * * * *

‘What happened, Parkinson, is as clear as day,’ explained Mr Carrados. ‘The important thing now is to decide what to do ourselves.’

They were seated in the private sitting-room at ‘Abbotsford,’ a table between them and on the table, with Mr Carrados’s eerie fingers never long away from it, the copy of Stories from the Studios of Paris.

‘We know from Byles’s own lips that he only had a general suspicion of Vangoor’s business here. Doubtless last night he watched the secluded cottage, and when Jan crept out about midnight he followed him to Headlam Height. Or, of course, he may have gone there earlier and waited. Evidently he did not know what he was going to see or he would have gone better prepared. As it was he had no pencil and he had no proper paper.... We are overdue at Headlam Height, Parkinson.’

‘Yes, sir,’ acquiesced the model confederate.

‘Obviously there is some ground from which Vangoor’s signals can be seen, carefully as he has planned his burrow. Byles saw something, and recognizing the importance of what he saw he tried to take it down. These cuts and pricks made with a pocket-knife (which we shall doubtless find up there) on the covers of this book represent quite intelligently a rendering of morse. What that meant he did not know; what this means we do not know, but Byles has done his bit and passed on the responsibility to us.’

‘I think I appreciate the obligation, sir. Mr Vangoor should not be allowed to remain at large.’

‘That is the difficulty. We can have a spy snapped up and possibly hanged for murder, or, what would be simpler, he might slip on Headlam Height — in the same way that William Byles did. But we must not lose sight of the fact that the man has been signalling out to sea. That definitely suggests a submarine — a submarine lying off Pentland Harbour, full of battleships. What has he signalled, and, if we give him rope, what will he signal next?’ The blind man came to his feet and strode to the window, where before him lay the broad waters of the Channel still carrying their wealth of shipping — the panorama he would never see again. Seldom before had Parkinson known his master so visibly concerned as he stood there in the hot sunlight, moodily beating his palm with the thin edge of the book. ‘Here in my hand are the very words he flashed — the key to every other message he may send — and we cannot read a letter of it. The system is capable of a thousand changes and ten thousand shifts of code. And the time is slipping by. It’s maddening, maddening....Suggest something, Parkinson, there’s a good fellow.’

Parkinson might be conscious of a complete mental destitution at that moment, but he had never yet failed to comply with an order reasonably given.

‘I recollect, sir, reading about a Bristol baker who murdered his wife because she had been communicating with a young gentleman by means of secret marks on the rolls delivered at the house. He discovered—’

‘Enough!’ exclaimed Mr Carrados, making for the writing-table with his indecision vanished. ‘That’s it. You were inspired, Parkinson. Clifton Baker, of course!’

‘Thank you, sir,’ replied Parkinson, much gratified.

In those days the name of Clifton Baker appeared on the frosted glass of the outer door belonging to a small top-floor office in Chancery Lane. There was nothing more to indicate who Clifton Baker was or the nature of the business carried on there. Few callers appeared at the dingy office, but those who did almost invariably left instructions to proceed, and as each order meant a substantial cheque eventually, Clifton might be assumed to be not so unsuccessful after all.

In almost every case the new client experienced a mild shock on opening his business. Generally he had been sent there by a firm of responsible solicitors, and the matter on which he required assistance was confidential, extremely technical, and beyond the capacity of any other specialist. He expected to see — well, at all events he did not expect a slight, sallow-complexioned, glad-eyed, deep-browed young woman who dressed rather skittishly and struck him as being more than a shade rattle-pated. He might have left the commission somewhat dubiously, but he did leave it, and it was duly carried out: done to time, done as required, and done perfectly.

At the age of fifteen Clifton Baker had made up her mind — a considerable achievement of itself in that era. At twenty-five she spoke all the most useful living languages and wrote the four most important dead ones. Eight letters (which she never by any chance used) after her hermaphroditic name were some evidence of a scientific grounding, while the recital of her attainments in the higher planes of mathematics made elderly professors who were opposed to the movement ooze profusely in the region of the collar. Then chance, in the shape of a baffling testamentary puzzle, threw destiny across her path, and on the assumption that there was room for one professional lady cryptologer in the world Clifton took an office and passed the word round among her friends.

Up to that time the girl had never really done her hair, and she regarded boots merely as things to protect the feet. Suddenly it dawned on her that she was considered plain and that she diffused an atmosphere of intellectual frost. A morbid terror of being thought learned seemed from that moment to possess Clifton, and to make up for her neglected youth she began to outflap the veriest flapper in a stern resolve not to be taken seriously. Had she been less brilliantly efficient it might have ruined her business; had she been less impossibly absurd it would have spoiled her pleasure, but the two things simply antidoted one another. Everybody smiled indulgently and said how typical a product of the age Miss Baker was, and how hopeless it would be, except in this London of nineteen-dash, to look for such another.

Thus it came about that Mr Greatorex, dutifully ‘standing by’ on Monday afternoon, was startled to receive a duplicated telegram as follows:



FIND CLIFTON BAKER AND GET HER HERE ON ANY TERMS BY BREAKFAST-TIME TOMORROW. REPORT PROGRESS. CARRADOS.



‘Whew!’ ejaculated Annesley, who was not altogether ignorant of the lady’s personality, ‘that puts the top-knot on the pan-lid with a vengeance! Bank holiday, too, ecog!’ He went through the various rooms of the almost empty house vainly bleating for suggestions. ‘Where on earth am I to find Clifton Baker, on this of all days, Auntie?’

The housekeeper looked up over the top of her reading glasses a trifle dourly. She had a niece at school somewhere near Dinant....

‘What should you want Miss Baker for?’ she asked.

‘I don’t want her; I fear and shun her. But Mr Carrados does. He’s just wired.’

‘Oh, that will be all right then. Well, my laddie, I can’t tell you where Miss Baker is, but I can tell you this; if she’s not verra hard at work somewhere she’s somewhere verra hard at play.’

It was at breakfast-time that Greatorex delivered her. Mr Carrados was standing in the loggia of the Hotel Beverley when a not unfamiliar sound claimed his attention. It announced to him the arrival of his own touring car, and the next moment a squeal of maidenly delight indicated that Miss Baker had espied him.

‘You monster!’ she exclaimed vivaciously, while a dozen yards away. ‘To inveigle me into travelling all night with that delightfully wicked-looking young secretary of yours! I declare I don’t know what people will say when I get back.’

‘I thought it better to bring her down by car, sir,’ explained Annesley in an aside of moody resignation. ‘I only dug her out at something past eleven last night, and all the trains are at sixes and sevens just now.’

‘Quite right,’ assented Carrados. ‘I suppose you can be ready for breakfast in about ten minutes, Miss Baker?’

Clifton drooped one eyelid thoughtfully as she considered this — a device she had lately taken up.

‘Do I really require breakfast?’ she confided to the hotel front generally. ‘Mr Greatorex was most attentive all the way. He insisted on stopping at a charmingly romantic cabman’s shelter somewhere, at five o’clock this morning, and we had a surfeit of hot cocoa and currant buns. I simply can’t imagine why he should take such enormous care of small me.’

‘I think I’ll go up and wash, sir,’ announced Mr Greatorex abruptly, ‘if you don’t require me just now.’

‘Not until after breakfast,’ said Carrados. ‘In the meanwhile Miss Baker and I will talk business.’

Breakfast at a little table in the Fountain Court provided an opportunity (the discovery of filleted sole à la Normande restored Clifton’s appetite), for the hotel was no longer full....

‘Yes, I see,’ nodded the girl at intervals, forgetting to be coy, and Carrados deployed the facts. When he had finished she held out her hand for the transcript of the message that he had already made.

‘H’m. It looks rather hopeless, doesn’t it, Mr Carrados?’ she remarked professionally. ‘When do you want it by?’

‘Three o’clock if possible,’ he replied brazenly. ‘Six o’clock in any case.’

Clifton gave a little shriek of young-ladylike dismay.

‘Mercy! Today?’ she exclaimed. ‘Why, you dear creature, do you know—’

‘I know what you can do when you like,’ he got in.

‘And I know that perhaps it can’t be done at all, sir.’

‘And I know that Edgar Allan Poe said—’

‘He said nothing about doing it in six hours.’ Miss Baker had had that celebrated dictum quoted to her quite often enough to be able to dispense with it. ‘Are you sure that you have even got this morse the right way up?’

‘Yes, I can guarantee you that. But the message certainly begins incomplete and it probably ends so.’

‘In German, we assume? Oh, yes; I think it must be. Well—’

‘I knew you would. My sitting-room here is at your disposal. You’ll find most things you may require already there. Anything else—’

‘By the way, was there no later message sent? What was the man doing last night?

‘No. I have him watched now, of course. Last night after leaving the Museum he was at Pentland until quite late, and returning he went home and stayed there.’

‘Then I should like a full list of the warships in Pentland Harbour, recent sailings, and those expected, please. The “Navy List” I suppose you have here?’

‘Good girl!’ smiled Carrados approvingly. ‘You shall have it if it’s humanly possible. If I am caught in the act and my motives doubted I shall certainly be shot at dawn — and you will be transported.... Will they insist on blindfolding me, I wonder? Probably.... Regulations, you know, Miss Baker. Nothing else?’

‘No, thank you.’ Clifton still wriggled about the open door of the private room. ‘Well — please keep Mr Greatorex away while I am busy, won’t you? He will be sure to want to bring me ices and things like that; he’s so absurd, poor boy!’

So much for that particular Clifton Baker. About three o’clock Carrados tapped lightly on his own door and a very faint voice bade him enter. Clifton was lying prostrate on the couch, a napkin round her head, and the reek of eau-de-Cologne filling the room. A single written sheet of paper was on the table near her — but there were more than a hundred others, torn across, littering the floor. Without a word she picked up the single sheet and, rattling it slightly to call his attention, held it towards him.

‘You have?’ he exclaimed, scarcely daring to believe it. ‘You are really a wonderful woman, Clifton. This is splendid.’ Neatly set out on the paper were three separate details — the alphabet in morse code as she had finally resolved it; the message William Byles had intercepted (including three textual errors to be discounted), as it was sent in German; and the same rendered into English.

‘“ ——  — instruction. Your presence not yet suspected. Virulent, Delhi, and Telemachus left today for unknown. Westmorland for repairs expected tonight. Supply arrangements stand, VJ.372 will be trawling —— —”’ he read aloud. ‘Yes; we have it now. Mr Vangoor’s bulletin tonight should be more interesting still.’

‘I think you really are a wonderful man, Mr Carrados,’ retorted Clifton, watching his shifting fingers as he touched her firm, bold handwriting word after word without a pause. ‘I suppose you always get your way? I wonder what you are going to do with me now?’

‘I am going to prescribe a cup of tea at once, an early dinner, and twelve hours’ good solid sleep after all this excitement. Tomorrow I shall pack you off back to town by the car again, with Mr Greatorex to beguile the way.’

‘Oh, please, please, please, Mr Max!’ wailed Clifton in appealing tones. ‘Can’t you leave Mr Greatorex here and come instead? I should feel ever so much safer with you in these dreadful times!’ But Mr Max laughed indulgently and shook his head. He had heard Miss Baker at work before.

‘Not yet, I’m afraid,’ he said. ‘I am here for another fish, only Vangoor came along. And while I remember’ — he took a slip of tinted paper from his wallet and held it out— ‘I hope that will be all right.’

‘Oh, Mr Carrados,’ she tittered. ‘Ought I to, really? It doesn’t seem at all like business with you! I hope no one will think—’

‘I should like you to — it’s certainly well earned,’ he said. ‘But, of course,’ he added maliciously, ‘if you prefer the satisfaction of serving your country for nothing you can always burn the cheque.’

‘Burn it!’ shrieked Clifton, scrambling the paper into her handbag. ‘And my visit to the Cosmo-Croxtons in Scotland only ten days off! Why, you delightfully opportune being, this means four new frocks to me!’

‘Well, make the most of them,’ he advised, a trifle grimly. ‘There won’t be any country-house parties next year.’

‘Why ever not?’

‘When you wake up tomorrow you will find that we are at war. Before long most of your fair friends will be wearing white caps and aprons — or black dresses.’

* * * * *

Carrados had quite intended to climb up to Headlam Height on Monday afternoon, he had fully determined to do so on Tuesday morning, but each time the more important post lay elsewhere. When, therefore, taking Parkinson with him, he turned his inquiring footsteps in that direction after leaving Miss Baker, it was his first reconnaissance.

‘Admirably chosen, Parkinson,’ he remarked as they made the circuit of the acre or so of grass and heather that comprised the Height. ‘No path or roadway near; cut off from Castlemouth’s view by cliffs, and not a house or habitation in sight anywhere.... And this thing may really be an early British grave for all that we can say.’

‘Yes, sir,’ agreed Parkinson. ‘I have always understood that the early natives of these parts were peculiar in their habits. But if I may mention it, sir, the ground here is very broken and there is little beyond a crevice, almost a yard wide, between us and the edge.’

‘Quite right,’ assented the other, turning back; ‘we must be careful. The British Empire doesn’t exactly hang on us today, but a British ironclad may. I suppose that crevice was the unfortunate William’s retreat — there seems no other cover that would serve up here. We have a better arrangement for tonight. Now for the excavation.’

A couple of rough balks of timber across the entrance were the only barrier. The tumulus itself rose to nearly thirty feet, and the cutting was sufficiently roomy for a tall man to stand in.

‘Are we to imagine that our enthusiastic friend contemplated driving an unpropped tunnel clean through?’ reflected Mr Carrados, touching the loose earth sides. ‘What does the view seaward give us, Parkinson?’

‘There is a flat-topped rock visible a little way out at sea, and, farther away, the extremity of Pentland Rump — as I understand it is designated, sir.’ Privately, Parkinson thought the name lacking in delicacy, and he wished to make it clear that the expression was none of his.

‘Aye. And the extremity of Pentland Rump and the flat-topped rock line this point of course. Ah, what have we here?’

Evidently the excavator’s tools, piled at the far end of the tunnel and covered with tarpaulin: a spade, a pick, a riddle, a wheelbarrow, rope, and the usual odds and ends — that was all; no, there remained a wooden tripod, such as may serve a score of uses, lying with the rest — a tripod with rough, substantial wooden legs but a nicely-finished metal top. Smooth metal is rather pleasant to the touch, and the blind man’s hand lingered on its construction thoughtfully.

‘We must put all these back just as they were,’ he observed, busying himself. ‘Parkinson!’

There was no answer for a moment; then Parkinson appeared at the entrance to the tunnel.

‘I was looking out beyond the mound, sir. I felt apprehensive.... There is someone coming.’

Carrados replaced the last tool and rearranged the covering.

‘Von Groot?’ he asked quietly.

‘Yes, sir.’

The two timbers fell into their proper places; everything was as they had found it. They stood, hidden from the land side by the mass of earth rising above them.

‘How far off is he?’ said Carrados.

‘Nearly half a mile, sir. I saw him with the glasses on the skyline of the hill we had to cross. That means ten minutes yet.’

‘He may have seen you also.’

‘I was careful to keep in the shadow of the mound. I don’t think you need entertain that, sir.’

‘It doesn’t matter.’ For once the blind man’s voice had lost its wonted suaveness. ‘I’ve made a hash of it this time, Parkinson. I took it for granted that he’d not venture on anything before it was night again. We were prepared to deal with that, but he’s going to steal a march on us. He isn’t waiting for the dark — he’s going to heliograph. We can stop him, of course,’ he went on, sensing the unspoken question; ‘we shall have to stop him. But we lose the message and whatever hangs upon it. No matter how plausibly we put him off it now, after finding us up here he won’t risk it again — not on the top of William Byles’s affair.’

‘Excuse me, sir,’ volunteered Parkinson, ‘but I see no reason why we should not attempt to obtain the message still.’

‘We — how?’ demanded Carrados sharply.

‘I understand, sir, that the system is merely a succession of long and short flashes of a mirror, and that one may commit it to paper without any understanding of the meaning.’

‘Quite so — as William doubtless did. But where are you going to see it from?’

Parkinson’s backward nod indicated the crevice on the very edge of the sheer precipice. ‘I think it might succeed, sir.’

‘No, no,’ exclaimed Carrados, with a sharp pang of misgiving in his voice; ‘it would be madness in broad daylight. Besides, here am I—’

‘There are suitable clumps of gorse a little way back, sir. I anticipate that you would be quite safe there, or I would not suggest it, sir. And lying in the crevice I could watch through the grass and heather.’

‘I can’t allow it,’ insisted Carrados, moved by the horror of what he saw impending. ‘The man discovered Byles there ever in the dark, and we know how that encounter ended. No, Parkinson, I won’t have you sacrificed in the forlorn hope of patching up my bungle.’

‘I beg your pardon, sir,’ said Parkinson, without a hair’s deviation from his invariable tone of dignified respect, ‘but I was not thinking of you — or of myself. I understand that we are on the point of war, sir, and that if we lose this message it may involve a misfortune to our arms. And I must remind you, sir, that yesterday you described this affair as mine.’

‘By heaven, you have me there!’ exclaimed his master, in an access of fine emotion. ‘Go if you must — and God go with you!’

‘The gorse, sir.’ Parkinson took his arm and began to hurry him across the slope that led from the Height to the rolling land behind. ‘I must be satisfied that you are safe there first.’

‘Not so fast.’ Carrados checked his pace to the deliberate walk at which he tried the unfamiliar. ‘I may need to know this ground again.’ His hand went to a pocket and came out with something in it. ‘You are the one to have this now.’

‘I would rather not, sir’, if I may say so,’ declared Parkinson with naive reluctance. ‘I have never discharged a firearm in my life and the consequences might be unpropitious.’ So Carrados retained the weapon, and a moment later he was lying in a natural bower of undergrowth, listening to the swish and crackle of Parkinson’s diminishing footsteps.

It was perhaps three minutes before any sound other than the cheeping of a linnet or the rasping of a dead leaf on its bough reached the straining ears. Then, away on the left, Carrados heard the approaching beat of a heavy foot. There was little chance of reading any of the subtler indications on that luxuriant carpet, but the blind listener interpreted haste and the strain of an alert caution. The intruder passed within ten yards of the unsuspected lair — within easy pistol-shot, and the steady hand went again to the pocket, but this time it came out empty.

From the direction of the mound no sound came through; the day was drowsy, with occasional puffs of warm air and the smell of honey, and time began to hang like lead.

‘He must get on, from every point of view,’ argued Carrados to pass the seconds. ‘Five minutes to fix the rig, ten more to send his message, five to pack up. Heavens! it seems an hour already.’ He touched the fingers of his watch and found that barely twelve minutes had gone. ‘But that’s only if the submarine is here. He may have to wait.... At any rate, he hasn’t spotted Parkinson at the outset or I should have heard something.’

And then, as if his action had been a continuation of the unspoken words, Carrados was on his feet and racing across the glacis. He had heard ‘something,’ and that sound the echo of his worst forebodings, for the sharp crack of a pistol had whipped the flagging afternoon — and that could mean one thing only. It was with this return in view that the blind man had marked his way, and he covered the ground with confidence, making directly for the barrow. When the difference of the air against his face told him that he was by it he dropped into a walk and moved with caution. Beyond it he was in full view, and the sheer drop hardly twenty yards away. Everything was now poised on the edge of chance.

‘Damn!’ came the low murmur to his ear. ‘Ein anderer!’

It was not the time to ask for explanations. Carrados — conscious even then of the irony of the phrase — had to take the risk. As he once stopped to explain to Monsieur Dompierre, upon an occasion less hurried but quite as tense, he aimed by sound and practised round a watch. He fired now into the centre of the ‘Damn!’ and on the overhanging lip of the cliff there was a little scurry of movement among the loose stones and earth. He did not fire again. He waited, listening....

‘Parkinson!’ he called, without moving from the spot. ‘Parkinson, are you—’

There was no response. The disturbed sea-gulls wheeled overhead, raising a plaintive clamour at the violation of their homes; a string of swift shorebirds cleft a zigzag course right out to sea; at his feet the untroubled bees continued in their humble toil.

‘Gone!’ whispered the blind man to himself. ‘Gone, and I’m left alone. The best fellow — Good heavens!’

From the bowels of the earth, apparently, a wild echoing sound had come with startling suddenness — a sound so truculent and formless that it baffled perception. The next moment it revealed itself: a human being had sneezed with appalling vigour.

‘Parkinson!’ exclaimed Carrados, dropping on hands and knees and crawling to the crevice. ‘Where the devil are you?’

‘I’m down here, sir,’ replied the welcome voice from somewhere below. ‘I was unable to reply when you called before as I was on the point of sneezing. The dust, sir—’

‘Wait; don’t try to get out,’ directed his master. ‘I’ll get that rope.’

It was the rope that Mr Vangoor had thoughtfully provided to give an air of conviction to his labours. By its aid Parkinson was soon hauled to safety. Once there he looked apprehensively around.

‘Has anything happened to Mr Vangoor, sir?’ ‘Yes,’ replied Carrados. ‘He was too talkative. If you do not see anything of him about we must conclude that he has gone down the same way William Byles went.... What happened to you?’

‘Unfortunately, when he had finished his message the gentleman seemed to be looking my way. I endeavoured to obliterate myself more thoroughly and evidently attracted his attention. I infer that he was rather nervous, sir, for he shot at me without saying a word.’

‘If only he’d had the sense to do that in my case we might both be in Kingdom Come now.’

‘Yes, sir? I may say that I didn’t like it, sir, and as he fired I made a considerable effort to get down still lower. I imagine that something must have given, for the next moment I found myself wedged in some twenty feet down. I believe that the gentleman was much concerned what to do next as he could not discover me.... What is that?’

‘Back!’ cried Carrados. ‘The cliff is going!’

The cliff, as Mr Lidmarsh had remarked, had been going for centuries — going by inches, by feet, or by yards. Possibly William Byles’s activity had started a movement that Parkinson’s struggles had consummated; perhaps, even, the pistol-shots had vibrated a responsive tremor. Now the cliff face — all the ground beyond the fissure — began to fall rigidly away from Headlam Height, as a ladder falls; then, as its base gave way, to change and to collapse, in hundreds of tons of shattered rock, upon the beach. In Castlemouth it was thought that the war had begun.

‘Excellent,’ remarked Carrados, when voices could be heard again. ‘That should save much inconvenient inquiry about Mr Vangoor’s unfortunate end. I suppose, Parkinson, that any notes you made are down there also?’

‘No, sir. I managed to get the notebook back into my pocket. I trust that my efforts will have been adequate.’

‘That is easily proved. If you really have got the message, Parkinson, you will deserve a knighthood.’

‘Thank you, sir, but I hope you won’t mention it to anyone. It would be very uncongenial to me to become notorious in any way.’

Carrados laughed as he took the notebook. Then he sat down at the base of the mound, and with Miss Baker’s key before him he began to test the notation.

‘Yes,’ he reported presently, ‘you seem to have hit it off all right, “Kriegserklärung” this begins.’

‘I beg your pardon, sir?’

‘It’s in German of course— “War declaration”. I’ll give you the whole thing in a few minutes.’

‘You left your hat in the gorse, sir,’ said Parkinson thoughtfully. ‘I will get it while you are engaged.’

‘Thank you — do,’ murmured Mr Carrados, again deep in the code. ‘Now what — oh, “hafen”, of course.’

When Parkinson returned — he had taken the opportunity to wisp himself down — Carrados was already on his feet and impatient to get away.

‘We don’t want to be here when the town comes out to find what the row was about,’ he explained. ‘We are not going to appear in this, Parkinson. We will make a wide detour — in fact, we may as well make Pentland direct while we are about it.’

‘Very well, sir.’

‘The message — you only got two letters wrong, which was better than William and less important, of course, as we have the code now. Well, here it is:



Declaration of war midnight. “Inexorable” leaves western harbour one a.m. by Viking Channel and from Gnome Lightship will proceed S.S.W. Rendezvous as arranged.



‘The Inexorable it was to have been, Parkinson.’

‘Yes, sir. What had we better do now, sir?’

‘Nothing, practically. We have done. At Pentland I shall hand this over to the naval authorities with so much explanation as they may desire. It will then rest with them to do the doing. I venture to predict that Inexorable will not leave the western harbour at one a.m. by the Viking Channel. At the same time I think that a rendezvous will be kept. But so far as we are concerned it is Finis. You, Parkinson, have already done your bit.’

‘Thank you, sir,’ replied Parkinson, entirely satisfied.


THE MYSTERY OF THE VANISHED PETITION CROWN

[image: img38.jpg]

MAX CARRADOS ALWAYS seemed inclined to laugh quietly if anyone happened to mention the curious disappearance of the Willington Petition Crown. Why he should have been amused rarely came out at such times, perhaps because it is not expedient for one private collector openly to accuse another private collector of barefaced theft (whatever misgivings the majority may secretly admit of one another’s morals), but the extent of his knowledge in the affair will emerge from the following pages.

As a specialist in Greek tetradrachms Carrados would naturally only have a condescending interest in any of the non-classical branches of numismatics, but it was an interest that drew him to every word of coin news that appeared. As his delicate fingertips skimmed the morning paper headings at breakfast one day they ‘read’ for him a line that promised some entertainment, and the item was duly blue-pencilled for consideration later. It was no effort for the blind man to pick out all the essentials of the newspaper’s contents in this way; he could even, though not with the same facility, read the ordinary smaller type, but where there was no special reason for this it was his custom to mark off such paragraphs for his secretary’s subsequent attention. This was in the nature of their ordinary daily routine, and an hour later Greatorex noticed and read aloud the following extract from the Daily Record:



RARE COIN DISAPPEARS
AUCTION ROOM SENSATION

‘Collectors and dealers who forgathered at Messrs Lang & Leng’s well-known sale-rooms yesterday in the hope of bidding for an exceptionally fine specimen of the celebrated Petition Crown of Charles II were doomed to disappointment. When the lot in question was reached and the coin was displayed at the tables it was discovered that something was wrong. The Petition Crown, which had previously been on view for several days and up to the hour of the sale, had disappeared and a comparatively valueless coin of a somewhat similar type occupied its numbered receptacle.

‘Immediate search among the other lots, both sold and unsold, failed to reveal any trace of the missing rarity and the whole affair is so far shrouded in mystery.

‘Piquancy is added to the incident by the fact that the last person to see and handle the coin was a well-known lady journalist, who, however, disclaims any numismatic cravings. After inspecting the coin merely as a rare and valuable curiosity the lady in question returned the tray containing it to the attendant in charge, who at once replaced it in the cabinet. As already stated, when it was next required the crown had vanished.

‘The Petition Crown holds the auction record among English coins, an example having realized £500 some years ago. It is generally stated that only fifteen specimens of this excessively rare coin were ever struck, and all but two or three are now in public collections and therefore out of the reach of enthusiasts. The crown owes its name to the interesting circumstances of its origin. The English engraver, Thomas Simon, having been supplanted in Charles II’s favour by his Dutch rival, Roettier, the former put all his skill and genius into the creating of a super-coin, which took the form of a crown piece, with the following quaint inscription neatly engraved around the edge:

Thomas Simon most humbly prays your Majesty to compare this his tryall piece with the Dutch, and if more truly drawn and embossd, more gracefully ordered, and more accurately engraven, to relieve him.

‘Sad to relate, although Simon’s work is admittedly superior to that of “the Dutch”, his petition was in vain. Still worse, the royal patron of the arts allowed his “most humble’s” salary and working expenses for several years to remain unpaid, so that after the engraver’s death his widow had also to “petition” — for £2,164 long overdue.’



‘That’s rather like another plant where a string of pearls was changed some years ago,’ volunteered Greatorex, laying aside the paper in favour of his own reminiscences. He was a cheerful, mercurial youth who conceived that the more important part of his duty was to regale Mr Carrados with his personal views on life and affairs, nor, strange to say, did his employer very often undeceive him. ‘Do you remember the one I mean, sir?’

‘Yes; they mulled that by not copying the sale label closely enough, and the attendant noticed it when the necklace was laid down again. There was a woman in that business also. But the two cases have nothing in common really.’

‘How do you mean? Both were at auction sales; both—’

‘True,’ interrupted Carrados, ‘but those things are only superficial. The essential motives fall into two quite different classes. Good pearls are always readily saleable, and it is simply a matter of rearranging them and making them up in a different form. But what is a man going to do with a Petition Crown? Wear it on his watch-chain? As a marketable piece of loot he might as well carry off a Turner from the National Gallery, or, indeed, one of the lions from Trafalgar Square. Its trade value is about one and ninepence for the melting-pot.

‘Oh, come, sir,’ protested Greatorex. ‘This account speaks of a few other specimens knocking about. Surely in a year or two’s time this one couldn’t be positively identified as stolen?’

Max Carrados turned to pull open a drawer of his desk and took out the top pamphlet of a number it contained.

‘Here is Lang’s catalogue of this sale,’ he said, passing it across. ‘I haven’t gone into it, but very likely that crown will be illustrated among the plates at the end. Just see.’

‘Quite right, sir. It is Lot 64, and it is reproduced in one of those photographic process types here on Plate 2.’

‘Take a glass and look into it. It is described as exceptionally fine, but you will almost certainly find a number of small cuts and dents here and there on the surface.’

‘Yes; I see what you mean. They don’t show ordinarily.’

‘All the same they label the specimen as definitely as if it was a numbered bank-note. The simplest way out of that would be to carry it loose in your pocket for a few years. That would reduce its cabinet value to one-half, but it would effectually wipe out its identity. The trouble would be that whenever you started to dispose of it you would be pointedly asked for the pedigree. What collection had it come from last? All these little details are on record and easily available. No, it’s amateur work, whoever it may be, Greatorex.’

‘I was rather hoping that perhaps someone would bring it round here to offer sooner or later,’ remarked the adventurous Greatorex, still examining the plate. ‘I’ll bet I could spot it by that scratch over his majesty’s eye.’

‘Then you will certainly be disappointed,’ was the unpromising reply. ‘If the coin really has been stolen — and that’s a palpable “if” so far — ten to one its immediate destination is the private drawer of some collector who will be content to handle and gloat over it in secret for the remaining days of his life.’

‘And then I suppose it all comes out when he goes off?’

‘It may. But I have heard a curious story of an old fellow who had a few pieces in his collection that he never showed. When he thought that he only had a short time left he took a coal hammer and in five minutes the rarities were effectually put beyond any fear of identification.’

‘My Sunday hat!’ exclaimed Mr Greatorex, compelled to a generous admiration. ‘Some collectors are hot stuff!’

With that decorous epitaph the subject was laid to rest, with no indication that it would ever be raised again. But — just as one may meet three piebald horses in the course of one short walk — the Petition Crown was fated to persist, and before lunch-time a telephone call from Mr Carlyle had resurrected it. The period of interment had been just short of three hours.

‘Busy, Max?’ chirruped the familiar voice of his friend the inquiry agent — incurably brisk and debonair even after its ten miles’ journey along the wire. ‘Not to me? Dear old chap! Well, I dare say you’ve read all about the disappearance of Lord Willington’s — er — Petition Crown in the paper this morning? I thought you might be interested as it’s something in your line.’

‘Greatorex is, at all events,’ replied Mr Carrados. ‘He was half expecting that someone might bring it here in the course of the day. Do you — strictly between ourselves, of course — do you happen to have it for disposal, Louis?’

‘Do I happen to have it for disposal?’ repeated Mr Carlyle in a slightly mystified tone. ‘I thought you would have read that the coin has been stolen. However, Max, in my office at this moment there is a young lady who is very much concerned at being implicated in the affair. Frankly, as the auctioneers are naturally doing all that can be done to solve the riddle, I did not see how I could be of any real service to her, and I told her so. But she seemed so disappointed that as a — er — well—’

‘As a sort of forlorn hope?’ suggested the listener maliciously.

‘Not at all; most certainly not!’ protested Mr Carlyle indignantly. ‘I explained that as you were both a keen coin collector yourself and an enthusiast in certain branches of criminal research, if — if, mind you, Max — you cared to hear what she had to say, you would be in an exceptional position to give her a word of advice. And that is really the long and the short of the whole matter, my mordacious friend.’

‘Very likely, my ingenious sleuth, but I imagine that there is a small piece missing somewhere. You were not wont to turn young and beautiful suppliants from your office door. What is the real reason of this professional reluctance on your part?’

‘Max,’ came along Mr Carlyle’s cautiously-restrained voice — the listener could divine how near the moving lips were to the mouthpiece— ‘I will speak to you as one gentleman to another when there is no danger of being overheard. Miss Frensham is young, but she is not beautiful, and to put it in that way is to pay her a noticeable compliment. She is also, I gather, regrettably hard up. Now, as I never conceal from my clients, my business is conducted on a purely financial basis, whereas you amuse yourself for — the other thing. Doubtless I could earn a few honest but ill-spared guineas at this young lady’s expense, but I cannot satisfy myself that she would be any the wiser for the outlay. And so—’

‘All right, you old humbug,’ said Carrados amiably; ‘send her along. So far as the portents go I am with you in not seeing that there is much to be done for her, but if she finds any satisfaction in talking about it you can tell her that I shall be here for the next few hours.’

Miss Frensham evidently did foresee some satisfaction in talking about it, for she came at once. In view of her circumstances, Carrados could not but deem her rather extravagant, for nothing but a taxi from door to door could explain the promptness of her arrival. Mr Carlyle had not maligned her looks: plain she undoubtedly was, not in any sense describably ugly but with a sort of pug-dog grotesquery. Her dress made no attempt to counteract physical deficiences, but when she spoke Carrados’s unemotional face instantly lit up with pleasure, for, unexpected in such a setting, her voice had the rare quality of gracious music.

‘How good of you to let me come in this way, Mr Carrados!’ she exclaimed as they shook hands. ‘I don’t know which I have to thank the more — you or Mr Carlyle.’

‘I think I shall claim the major share,’ said the blind man lightly. ‘Not for any particular merit, but because I am so very pleased to hear you.’

‘To hear — Oh, yes; of course he told me or I really should not have guessed. You know what it’s all about?’

‘I infer that you are the lady of the paragraph,’ and the lifted hand indicated the open sheet of the Record lying nearby.

‘Yes, in a sense I am.’ Miss Frensham seemed troubled for a moment. ‘But I am not really a “well-known lady journalist”, Mr Carrados. I am only a very obscure one — hardly a real journalist at all. That was just swank, and also because I felt sure that under that description no one who knew would ever think of me.’

‘Oh,’ said Mr Carrados with an amused and deepening interest, ‘so in addition to being the heroine of the adventure you wrote it up?’

‘Yes, ultimately I did. At first I was too upset to think about that. But I had gone to the place yesterday to see if there wasn’t a “news-story” in this Petition Crown — nothing but “news-stories” are worthwhile, you know — and it seemed rather a pity to miss it when it turned out to be a very much better “news-story” than I had ever expected. And then I knew that if I got my “copy” taken I could keep my own name out. I had particular reasons for wishing that.’

Carrados nodded without showing any curiosity about the reasons. ‘What is it exactly that you want to do now?’ he asked.

‘Well, I feel that I am really under suspicion of having taken the coin — I don’t see how they can think anything else in the circumstances — and the only way of clearing myself is to find out who did take it. Knowing that I didn’t, I naturally think that it must be the attendant there, because he seems to have been the only other person who could have done.’

‘Reverse the argument, and the attendant, knowing that he didn’t, naturally thinks that it must be you, because you seem to be the only other person who could have done. And so both sides get into difficulties along that obvious line. Suppose we ignore the two palpable suspects — yourself and the attendant. Now who else might it have been?’

‘That is the difficulty, Mr Carrados; it could have been no one else. I returned the coin to the attendant; he put it back in the case and remained on duty there until he displayed it on the tray to show round. Then it was discovered to have been taken.’

‘I suppose,’ said Carrados tentatively, ‘you really were the last to inspect the coin? Sitting there you would probably have noticed if anyone else had asked for it?’

‘I only know what they said, but no one seemed to have any doubt about it. I went out to — to get some lunch and when I got back the sale was going on.’

‘Ah,’ said the blind man thoughtfully. ‘Of course you would have to. Suppose you tell me the — the “news-story” all through.’

‘I hoped that you would let me,’ replied the girl. ‘But I was afraid of taking up too much of your time. Well, I have been living by journalism for some time now. Rather suddenly I had to support myself by some kind of work, and there was nothing else that I seemed able to do. I have always been fond of writing, and I had quite a lot of stories and articles and poems that I had been told by friends were quite good enough to print. I brought them to London with me, but somehow they didn’t seem so much thought of here. I got to know one or two other girls who wrote, and they told me that my sort of stuff would be all right when I got into the peerage or became a leading lady, but if I wanted to live meanwhile it was absolutely necessary to cultivate a “news-nose”. I soon saw what they meant: it wasn’t absolutely necessary that it should be news you wrote, but it had to give the impression that it was.’

‘Miss Frensham, I have been a practical journalist myself,’ remarked Carrados. ‘You had grasped the sacred torch.’

‘At all events, I could just keep the domestic pot boiling after that. It was rather a near thing sometimes, but there was someone — he is a sub-editor on the Daily Record actually — who helped me more than I can ever say. He told me of this sale. “There’s a coin to be sold that’s expected to break the record,” he said; and he explained to me which it was. “There ought to be a ‘news-story’ in it if it does — say two hundred words in the ordinary way, four hundred if you can make it kick. I’ll try and put it through.” I thought that I had made it kick, so I went to four hundred.’

‘Yes,’ agreed her auditor, ‘I certainly think you can claim that amount of movement.’

‘I didn’t know anything about a coin auction, of course, but I looked up Simon in the biographical dictionary at the B.M. reading-room and then went on to the place. That was yesterday — the morning of the sale. There were two or three others — men — looking at the coins — nothing to what I had expected — and one attendant who gave out the drawers in which they were arranged as they were asked for.

‘I expected some sort of formality before they let me see the crown — so valuable — but there was really nothing at all. I just said, “Can I see No. 64, please?” and he simply pulled one of the shallow drawers out of its case and put it down before me on the table. There were about a dozen other lots in the drawer, each in its separate little box. Then he turned his back on me to attend to something else. I believe that I could have picked up the coin and walked out of the place with it.’

‘We are a trustful people both in war and peace,’ conceded Mr Carrados. ‘But I think you would have found that you couldn’t quite do that.’

‘Well, I didn’t try — though it certainly did occur to me that there might be a stunt of some sort in it: you look out for them when one means a week’s good keep. I made a few notes that I thought I could work in and then found that it was just one o’clock — the sale was to begin at a quarter past. As the attendant took the coins away I asked him how fast they sold them.

‘“If you only want to see that lot sold, miss, a quarter to two will be in plenty of time. If you reckon a hundred lots to the hour you’ll be well on the safe side.”

‘I thanked him and went out. That was really all I had to do with the coin. I never saw it again. When I got back to the sale room the auction was going on. Even then there were only about twelve or fifteen people there. They sat at the tables — I suppose you know how they are arranged, as a sort of hollow oblong, with the auctioneer at one end and the attendant showing the coins up and down in the middle? — and a few sitting here and there about the room. I didn’t sit down; I stood between the table and the door waiting for the price of Lot 64, which was the only thing I wanted.

‘When he got to it there was a slight stir of interest, though a more lethargic set of enthusiasts I never saw. I always imagined that collectors were a most excitable race who lost their heads at bidding and went on and on madly. These might have been buying arrowroot for all the emotion they showed.’

‘Half of them would be dealers who had long ago got over all human enthusiasms; the remainder would be collectors, too afraid lest the others should think that they were keen on something. And then?’

‘The attendant was carrying the coin round on a little tray when one man picked it up and looked at it. “Hullo!” he said and passed it to the next. “This is the wrong lot,” said that one, and then the auctioneer leaned over and called to the attendant, “Come, come, my lad — No. 64,” and the attendant said, “This is No. 64,” in an aggrieved way and showed him the numbered box. Then the attendant and those near that end began to look among the unsold lots, and after that they all turned out the sold lots — they had mostly been put into little envelopes — and when they came to the end of these everyone looked at everyone else and said nothing. Then I think they began it all over again — the hunting, I mean — when the auctioneer hit on his desk.

‘“This is an important lot. Very sorry, but we can’t go on with the selling until we know more where we are. I suppose someone did see the Petition Crown this morning?”

‘Two or three men said that they had, and the attendant, looking round, recognized me.

‘“That lady was the last to see the lot before the sale, sir,” I heard him say. “Better ask her.”

‘“Did you—” began the auctioneer, and then, I suppose, recognizing that I mightn’t like to carry on a shouting conversation across the room, he added, “Do you mind coming round here?”

‘I went round the tables to where he was sitting, and he continued:

‘“Did you see this lot before the sale? Our man thinks that you were the last to have it out.”

‘“Yes,” I admitted. “I saw it, and it was there when I returned the drawer. Of course I don’t know that I was the last, but it was about one o’clock.”

‘“No one had it out later, Muir?”

‘“No, sir. I’ve been on this spot ever since, and that tray hasn’t been asked for.”

‘The auctioneer seemed to consider, and everyone else looked first at one and then the other of us. I began to feel very uncomfortable.

‘“I suppose it really was the Petition Crown you saw at one o’clock?” he asked after a bit.

‘“I suppose it must have been,” I replied. “I copied the ‘Petition’ from the edge into this notebook.”

‘“Well, that fixes it all right. You see how awkward it is for us, Miss — Miss—”

‘I gave him my name.

‘“Miss Frensham. We have to do the best we can in the circumstances. I can’t say at the moment on whom the loss will fall — if the coin really proves to have disappeared — but the figure is considerable. Now everyone else in the room is known to us by sight; we have the names and addresses of them all”

‘“You have my name,” I said, “and I am living at the Allied Arts Hostel in Lower Gower Street.”

‘“Thank you,” he replied, writing it down. “But of course that means very little to us. Is there anyone convenient who knows you personally to whom we can refer? You must understand that this does not imply any sort of suspicion of your bona fides: it is only putting you on equal terms with the rest of the company.”

‘I thought for a moment. I saw a great many unpleasant possibilities. Most of all I knew that I wanted to keep this from my people.

‘“The editor of the Daily Record knows me slightly,” I replied; “but I don’t see that he can say anything beyond that. And as to suspicion, I am afraid that you already have some. If you have any ladies on your staff I am quite willing to turn out everything I have before them” — I thought that perhaps this would settle the matter off-hand, and I couldn’t help adding rather viciously: “and after that I dare say the rest of the company will do the same before you.”

‘“Yes,” he considered, “but you’ve been out for half an hour, so that would really prove nothing. At lunch, I suppose?”

‘I began to see that things were fitting in rather unpleasantly for me.

‘“Yes,” I said.

‘“Perhaps I had better note where you went. We don’t know where this may land us, and in the end it may be to your interest to have a waitress or someone who can identify you over that time.”

‘“I’m afraid I can’t do that,” I had to say. “There was no one who noticed me.”

‘“Surely — Well, anyhow, the place?”

‘I shook my head. He looked at me for a moment and then wrote something down.... You think that was very suspicious, Mr Carrados?’

‘Your advocate never thinks that anything you do is suspicious,’ replied the suave listener. ‘Probably they would.’

‘They seemed to. Well, Mr Carrados, I don’t mind telling you, but somehow I couldn’t say it before that — I felt — unfriendly battery eyes.... My lunch consisted of three very unladylike thick slices of bread-and-butter, and I ate them as I walked slowly up and down the stairs at a tube station. So, you see, there could be no corroboration.’

‘Perhaps we shall do better — not even require it,’ he replied quietly. ‘What happened next?’

‘I don’t think that there was much more. They gave up looking for the coin. The auctioneer said that he had telephoned to someone — his solicitor or Scotland Yard, I imagined, but I didn’t hear which — to know what ought to be done, and he hoped that everyone would remain until they knew. The the sale began again. I went across and sat down on a chair away from the table. I had no interest in the sale — in fact I hated it — and after a time I took out my pad and tried to write the paragraph. Very soon the sale came to an end and the men began to go — I suppose they had been told to. I waited, for I wasn’t going to seem in a hurry, until I was the only person left. After a bit the man who had been selling came in and seemed rather surprised to see me still there. He said he hoped I didn’t think that I was being detained, and I said, “Oh, no, I was just finishing something.” He said that that was all right, only they were going to lock up the room then and have it thoroughly looked over today — it was just possible that something might turn up, though he was rather afraid that it would remain a mystery to the end. He was quite nice about it, and told me several curious things that had happened in connexion with sales in the past. Then I left and he locked the door after us and, I believe, took the key.’

Carrados laughed appreciatively.

‘Yes, it was rather like the proverb about the stolen horse, wasn’t it?’ said the girl. ‘But I suppose they felt that even the unlikeliest chance must be taken. Anyway, they have certainly sent inquiries both to my Hostel and to the Record office. That’s chiefly why I want to have my poor character restored. Everyone says, “Of course, Miss Frensham, nobody would think for a moment—” But what else are they to think privately? The thing has gone and I am branded as the last to handle it.’

‘Yes, yes,’ said Carrados, beginning to walk about the room and to touch one familiar object after another in his curiously unhesitating way. ‘That unfortunate “last” has obsessed you and all the others until it has shut out every real consideration. Your account of the whole business — quite clear so far as it goes — is entirely based on the fact that you were the last, and the attendant knew you were the last, and the auctioneer was told you were the last, and all the others grasped it, and you all proceeded to revolve round that centre. There stands the man we want, as plain as a pikestaff for us, only you and your lastness get between so persistently that we cannot see him.’

‘I’m very sorry,’ faltered Miss Frensham, rather taken aback.

‘That’s all right, my dear young lady,’ said an entirely benevolent Carrados. ‘We are getting on very nicely on the whole, and soon you will begin to tell me the things I really want to know.’

‘Indeed I will tell you anything,’ she protested.

‘Of course you will — as soon as I have the gumption to ask. In the meantime what do you really think of the celebrated Petition Crown now that you’ve seen it?’

This light conversational opening struck Miss Frensham as rather an unpropitious way of grappling with the problem of the theft, but she had just professed her general willingness.

‘Well,’ she replied with conscientious effort, ‘it chiefly struck me as rather absurd that people should be willing to pay so much for this one when other coins, apparently almost like it, could be had for a few shillings.’

‘Yes; very true.’ The blind man appeared to consider this nai’ve expression deeply. ‘As a collector myself of course that goes home. You are not a collector, in any sense, Miss Frensham?’

‘No, indeed.’

‘I was wondering,’ speculated Carrados in the same idle vein, ‘how you happened to know that.’

‘Oh, very simply. There were about a dozen other lots in the drawer the man put before me. One of them consisted of quite a number of crown pieces, and they struck me as being so like the Petition Crown at a glance that out of curiosity I compared them. When it came to the sale they made only a few pounds for the lot.’

‘You compared them — side by side?’

‘Yes. I — I—’ As she spoke Miss Frensham suddenly went very white, half rose from her chair, and sat down again. The charming voice trailed off into a gasp.

‘You remember something now? You — possibly — changed them somehow?’

‘I did! I see it all. I remember exactly how it went. What a dreadful thing!’

‘Tell me what happened.’

‘I was waiting for the attendant to turn so that I could tell him I had finished. It was then that I took up these two coins — the Petition Crown and one from another box — to compare. There was a man near me who had seemed to be watching — at least I thought so — and just then I looked up and caught his eyes on me. I suppose it made me nervous; anyway I dropped one of the crowns back into the drawer. It made a great clatter as it fell among the others and I felt that it would be almost a crime there to knock a coin like that. I just slipped the other into its place and pushed the drawer away as the attendant turned. And now I see as clearly as can be that I returned them wrong.’

‘That is our real starting-point.’ said Carrados happily. ‘Now we can proceed.’

‘But it must have been found out. All the sold lots were looked over again.’

‘Oh, yes; it must have been found out. But exactly when? The man who was observing you — did you hear his name?’

‘No.’

‘Where did he sit during the sale?’

‘He sat — yes, that’s rather curious. You remember that after talking to the auctioneer I went and sat down away from the table? Well, when the selling was going on again this man kept hovering round. Presently he bent down to me and said, “Excuse me, but you have taken my seat.” “What on earth do you mean?” I retorted, for it was just at the time that I was feeling exasperated. “There was nothing on the chair, and there are a dozen others there,” and I pointed to the whole empty row. Then he said, “Oh, I beg your pardon,” and went and sat down on another.’

‘Isn’t it splendid!’ exclaimed Carrados in one of his rare bursts of enthusiasm. ‘No sooner have we got rid of you and the attendant as the only possible culprits than we find the real man absolutely fighting to make himself known — doing everything he can to attract our attention — struggling like a chicken emerging from its shell. Soon you will tell me that you found his hand on the back of your chair.’

‘Oh!’ cried Miss Frensham in sharp surprise. ‘How can you possibly know that?’

‘I did not; but it was worth while suggesting to you.’

‘It’s absolutely true. I certainly shouldn’t have thought it worth while mentioning, but just at the end of the sale, when everyone got up, he passed behind me, and stopping, he put his hand — rather gratuitously it seemed — on my chair and asked me if I had heard what the last lot made. I said that I wasn’t taking the least notice, and he went away. What does it mean?’

‘At the moment it means that we must telephone to Lang’s to keep the stable door locked — don’t put your trust in proverbs, Miss Frensham. And there are a few questions I want them to have settled before I call there.’

‘I dare say I’m an idiot,’ said the lady frankly, ‘but I’m beginning to get rather excited. Isn’t there anything that I can do to help?’

‘Why, yes,’ he smiled with friendly understanding. ‘Make out the list for me. We need the catalogue — it’s over there. Now which was the lot of crowns you compared with?’

‘This one — No. 56,’ she replied, after studying the pages. ‘“Charles II, Crowns, various dates, in fine condition generally, 7.”’

‘That’s sufficient. You have your pad? Now write:

Confidential. Please ascertain
(1) Who bought Lot 56?
(2) What man, if any, left the sale-room about one o’clock and returned before Lot 56 was sold?
(3) What man, if any, returned after the sale for something he had left in the room?

‘Of course,’ he seemed to apologize, ‘that gives away the whole show to you.’

‘Ye — es,’ replied Miss Frensham dutifully.

Mr Carrados insisted on his visitor remaining to lunch. He even arranged that no one else should be present on the occasion, and the guest, justly annoyed at this characteristic masculine act of delicacy, repaid him by discovering the appetite of the proverbial fairy. The ghosts of three slabs of bread-and-butter stood between her and that generous table; and, reflecting on that, the whimsical maiden sought her own means to dispel the spectre.

‘It is really my fault that the coin has gone,’ she found occasion to remark. ‘Almost as much as though I had taken it. If it never turns up again I can’t be satisfied until I have made it good.’

Carrados was naturally horrified. Was she mad? Had she forgotten its record?

‘My dear young lady, don’t be romantic. The coin is insured, or ought to be. Why, it would cripple you for years — for ever.’

‘Oh, no,’ she retorted airily. ‘We all expect to make our fortunes. And I really have some money that I don’t use.’

‘Yes?’ he smiled, and in the character of her intimate adviser the words slipped out: ‘How much?’

‘Well,’ she considered with deliberate effect, ‘I think it varies.... But’ — with devastating clearness— ‘it is somewhere about three thousand pounds a year.’

‘I beg your pardon?’ stammered Carrados. ‘No, no; don’t say it again. I heard perfectly. I see. I understand. You ran away from it?’

‘I ran away — if you call it running away — from several things. If you could see me, Mr Carrados, you would understand that I am endowed with an almost supernatural plainness. It is too obvious even for the glass to conceal from me. At school, where politeness is not one of the compulsory subjects, I was “Pup”, “Puggy”, “Ki-ki”, “Balcombe Beauty”, “Snarleywow”, and other shafts of endearment. I was not petted. Even my mother found it a little trying.... And yet as I grew up I learned that I could be astonishingly popular with most men. The things I said were witty, the things I did were clever, my taste was exquisite, and they were all prepared to marry me.... But when I happened to wander into the society of strange men who had missed hearing of my pecuniary worth, my word! No one noticed that I hadn’t a seat, no one thought of asking me to dance, to sing, to skate. They didn’t see me. And if I opened my mouth they very rarely even heard me. And then if a really pretty girl happened to come into the circle! What an instant preening up of the fishy-eyed old men and a strutting round of the bored-to-death young ones! They didn’t even take the trouble to hide anything from me: I might have been a man too. I could watch them licking their lips and arranging their attractions. Oh — h! do you wonder that I went sick among it all? There was a man my father wanted me to marry; well, at all events a decent sort of male, it seemed. I was beginning to think that I might as well when that came out. No, it doesn’t really matter what. My father thought it needn’t make any difference! Mother assured me that it was nicer not to notice these things! When I said that it made all the difference and that I had already noticed a great many things and that I was going away out into the world to see if it was the same everywhere and meant to begin by earning my own living of course I raised a tremendous storm. Then — if I must go — they wanted to arrange things for me, so that everything should be quite nice. But they’d been arranging for me all my life and that was just what I wanted to disarrange. In the end I got my way — you see, I was in rather a strong position — subject to certain conditions. Father stipulated that I didn’t get into any “damned mess”, or back I should have to go. Mother hoped that her girlie would remain unspotted from the world. So here I am. And that’s the whole story, Mr Carrados, and the reason why I’m so anxious to keep out of what I am sure my father would call a — ahem — mess.’

‘Poor Louis!’ thought his friend. Then aloud, ‘And is human nature entirely transformed by the five-mile radius, Miss Frensham?’

‘No,’ she admitted seriously. ‘But at least I know exactly where I am. There is no competition to carry my parcel or to run my errands — I hope I haven’t given the impression that I want it? — but if anything I do does happen to get praised I can believe it honest; if I make a friend I can really feel that it is for myself.... I am no longer, as I heard of one “admirer” dubbing me, “The Girl with the Golden Mug”.’

Both laughed. Then he grew almost pensive.

‘After laughing at that let me say something,’ he ventured at length. ‘When you needn’t fear having to meet a man’s eyes ever he may be privileged to an unusual frankness.... Think as little of looks as you do of lucre, Miss Frensham. I can know nothing of the features you so dispraise: to me you would always be the girl with the golden voice. I am sure that someone else will see you — as you think you are — as little as I do, and to him you will always be the girl with the golden heart.’

‘You kind man!’ she responded. ‘Well...perhaps there is!’

* * * * *

When Carrados got down to Lang & Leng’s a few hours later he found that the seller on the previous day had been Mr Travis, a gentleman to whom he was by no means a stranger.

‘Very glad to have your suggestions, of course, Carrados,’ remarked Mr Travis graciously. ‘Are you looking into it on Lord Willington’s behalf? Miss Frensham’s! You don’t say so!’

‘I have a weakness for being on the winning side,’ remarked the blind man.

‘Well, as to that, I don’t know that it’s exactly a case of a winning side or a losing side. Unless you call us the losing side, egad! This is the room. You want to look — to go round it?’

‘I should like to. One never knows.’

‘Oh, we’ve been thoroughly over it this morning. Heaven knows what we could expect, but it seemed the natural thing to do. Yes, it’s still being kept locked, since you asked.’

‘Anyone wanting to go in for anything?’

‘No — only Mr Marrabel, who called for his gloves after the sale; they’d been taken to the office though.’

‘Marrabel!’ thought the patient worker in the dark. ‘Yes, of course — Marrabel the dilettante.’

‘And, by the way, that reminds me,’ continued Mr Travis. ‘Oh yes, sit anywhere you like. That list you sent through. You’re not going to suspect Marrabel of any connexion? Because, strangely enough, his name is the answer to each of your inquiries.’

‘I should scarcely describe it as a case for suspicion,’ replied Carrados. ‘Still, one thinks of everyone.’

‘We can eliminate Mr Marrabel at all events, I think. He did not look at any of the lots yesterday. He only bought No. 56, and both Muir and I noticed that he did not touch the coins when he got them-just put them on an empty chair by his side until the hue and cry was raised, and then he passed the box over to the table for someone to verify — all there and the correct number.’

‘Very convincing,’ assented Carrados.

‘I mean it rather shows that there isn’t much to be gained by looking for so-called “clues” at this end, don’t you think? Marrabel as a case in point. Of course we shall be delighted to put any information or facilities that we may have at your disposal, Carrados, both out of consideration for yourself and as due to your client. But what we chiefly want is to get the coin back. And the people we have put on to it seem to be extending themselves in that direction. By tomorrow every curio-dealer, pawn-broker, and leading collector will be on the look out, America will be notified, for they think that the coin may be quite likely offered there. A reward is being offered to make it worth anybody’s while. In the next number of the Bric-à-brac Collector there will be an ingenuous advertisement from a wealthy colonial anxious to buy rare milled silver coins; don’t be deceived by it.’

‘I won’t,’ promised Mr Carrados. ‘But all this must come rather expensive.’

‘Doubtless it is. But the fact is, since the thing has gone, Willington’s people are persuading themselves that it might have made a fantastic price. That is why we are only anxious to get it back again.’

‘Oh!’ Polite unconcern was Carrados’s note. He seldom denied himself these rare moments when, perhaps, a week’s patient labour ran down to a needle-point. ‘Of course I’m more interested in my client. But as the coin is all you want — why, here it is!’

‘What — what’s — that?’ articulated Mr Travis.

‘The Petition Crown,’ replied the arch-humbug, continuing to hold out his hand. ‘Delighted to be the means of restoring it to you, Travis.’

‘It is the Petition Crown,’ murmured Travis. ‘Good God! You brought it?’

‘On the contrary, I found it here.’

‘Found it? Where?’

‘Beneath the seat of this chair.’

‘You knew that it was there? Do you mean that Miss Frensham told you?’

‘I knew that it should be here, and Miss Frensham certainly told me.’

‘She hid it there?’

‘Not at all. She did not know that it was here. She told me where it was, but she did not know that she was telling me.’

‘Then I’m hanged if I understand,’ complained Mr Travis. ‘Can’t you be human once in a way, Carrados? Damn it all, man, we went to school together!’

‘Sit down,’ said Carrados, ‘and I’ll be as human as you like.... Did you ever commit a crime, Travis?’

‘Not really,’ confessed the auctioneer with admirable sang-froid. ‘I robbed an orchard when I was ten, but that—’

‘Robbing orchards at ten scarcely counts, does it? Well, I have the advantage because there is no form of villainy that I haven’t gone through in all its phases. Theoretically, of course, but so far as working out the details is concerned and preparing for emergencies, efficiently and with craftsmanlike pride. Whenever I fail to get to sleep at night — rather frequently, I’m sorry to say — I commit a murder, forgery, a robbery or what not, with all its ramifications. It’s much more soothing than counting sheep and it never fails to get me off. The point is, that the criminal mind is rarely original, and I find that in nine cases out of ten that sort of crime is committed exactly as I have already done it. Being a collector myself, of course, I’ve robbed coin auctions frequently. I know precisely how it should be done and what is to be avoided. Marrabel did the correct things, but he overlooked the contingency of someone else also thinking of them.’

‘But Marrabel, my dear fellow! He must be almost in Debrett. Think!’

‘Oh, yes. But he makes a speciality of getting choice things for nothing, provided there is no risk.’

‘And is there no risk here?’

‘None at all; practically none if he’s content to take his loss. But is he? We shall see. However, this is what has happened so far:

‘Miss Frenshaw started the business by mixing Lots 56 and 64 without knowing it at the time. She had come to get a newspaper par out of the sale if she could, and was taking an intelligent interest in the subject when she happened to catch Marrabel overlooking her. Well, being nervy and rather touchy she dropped the Petition Crown on to the other crowns in Lot 56 and put the one from that lot into box No. 64.

‘Marrabel evidently grasped that. It might prove a golden opportunity. Doubtless he took five minutes to consider the position. Then he hied him off to his Mayfair flat and returned with an appropriate coin in his pocket, well in time to purchase Lot 56. What did it cost him?’

‘Three-fifteen,’ said Mr Travis.

‘You know well enough, Travis, that although a single-coin lot is generally taken up by someone as it goes round the table, half a dozen coins, like Lot 56, are seldom touched. At the most they are glanced at. When Muir turned them out on to his tray, what had been at the top naturally got hidden. When he returned them to the box, to hand over to the buyer, the Petition Crown perhaps came to the top again. Marrabel, seated in an unusually retiring position, doubtless received his booty with an appropriate gesture of unconcern and laid it carelessly on the next chair. Good. No risk so far.

‘He had at least four minutes in which to act. You and Muir thought he paid no attention to the purchase because he didn’t hold the box and examine the contents. Quite natural; but of course you weren’t actually watching him and he was out to mask his-movements. All in good time the exchange was made. But now the element of risk came in: he had the thing in his possession.

‘Your amateur is always self-conscious. Marrabel could have walked off then, but that would certainly have put him in an equivocal position. Yet supposing it came to being searched? And Miss Frensham, you may remember, did throw out the suggestion. Whether he had reconnoitred in advance we need not speculate; but here beneath his chair, without moving, Marrabel found an ideal crevice for his loot: tight, hidden, accessible.

‘He could now move away from the dangerous spot, and he did when the chase began, putting his purchase on the table with a fine indifference for someone else to verify. He stayed away from this chair so long that a curious thing occurred. Miss Frensham took it.

‘In one way Marrabel was now on velvet. The leading suspect had drawn a red herring across his tracks, for if by any chance the crown should come to light here Miss Frensham was hopelessly involved. Then presently the situation eased; the sale was coming to an end and there was no suggestion now of search or of anyone being detained. His only desire was to recover the coin and get away. But the lady seemed set here, and Marrabel, ignorant of her intentions, made his first bad move. He claimed the chair, fully expecting to be given it at once.

‘As it happened Miss Frensham didn’t budge. She is far from being an ordinary meek young person, and the immediate events hadn’t gone to soothe her. She was sitting there quietly writing, and, taken on the surface, it was sheerly an impertinence on the man’s part. She had had occasion to notice Marrabel already. In strictly feminine terms she told him to go to the devil, and Marrabel, now beginning to feel jerky, veered off.

‘The sale comes to an end. Everyone begins to go. Is Marrabel to hang about aimlessly until this chair is vacant and then deliberately come and sit here for no obvious reason? The man’s tightened nerves won’t hear of it. Act naturally and there is no risk at all. Return later — tomorrow, next week, it doesn’t matter, the coin is snugly waiting. And then, good heavens! the thing flashes on him. The chairs are all alike! Next week, tomorrow, even after the sale they may be rearranged, moved, taken to another room, and he will have to go sitting on one after another, an object for all to marvel at. What’s to be done? Why, plainly to mark the chair before it is too late, and here, Travis, under my fingers, is the cross that our man broke his pencil on.’

‘Very ingenious,’ admitted Mr Travis, ‘and in the face of this evidence’ — delicately balancing the recovered crown upon a finger-tip— ‘it would be mean to argue. But, you know, Carrados, Miss Frensham did sit here last.’

‘Inflexible man!’ replied Carrados. ‘Well, when is your next sale?’

‘Friday — enamels. On view for one day only.’

‘So much the better. You can have it in here? Keep it closed till then and I will be here early. And just make sure that Marrabel is sent his catalogue, won’t you?’

* * * * *

There was nothing at all unusal to be noticed about the sale-rooms on Thursday morning, and Mr Marrabel strolled round in perfect composure. With praiseworthy restraint he had not hastened there, and the group of conspirators in the private office had to amuse themselves as best they could for at least two hours.

Marrabel was interested in enamels, as he was in all precious things, and he wandered from point to point consulting his catalogue, examining a piece and marking a price as he had done a score of times before — as everyone else was doing then. Finally he sat down to review his list: nothing could be more natural. Satisfied, he rose to go.

Outside the room an attendant came across to speak to him: the signal had been passed.

‘Do you mind stepping into Mr Travis’s office, sir? I think he wants to see you about something.’

The message was polite and not wholly unusual, but Marrabel’s throat went dry.

‘Not now,’ he said, quickening his step. ‘I have an important — . Back in half an hour, tell him.’

It was too late for that easy manoeuvre to carry. Across the hall there was another form between him and the outer door. Nor did the first one obligingly retire.

‘Beg pardon, sir, but I understand it’s rather particular, sir.’

Then Marrabel must have known that something had miscarried.

‘Oh, curse it, all right,’ he snapped and, watched at every step, he went.

‘It’s about the Petition Crown that disappeared at the last coin sale.’ The urbane Travis never had a less relished job. ‘We have received certain information and we may have to take proceedings. Do you wish to make any statement?’

Marrabel had dimly foreseen this possibility and he had given some thought to a satisfactory explanation, but in the end he had left it to be decided by the circumstances of the moment, because there was no perfectly satisfactory explanation to be thought of.

‘Well,’ he said, affecting a light laugh, ‘that’s an unnecessarily brutal way of putting it, because, as a matter of fact, I was bringing the crown to return to you, and I have it in my pocket at the moment. It was only this morning I discovered it when I came to look into that lot I bought. How it got there and how it came to be missed by the dolts who looked I can’t say. Personally I didn’t examine one of the coins until today.’

‘I see,’ remarked Mr Travis. ‘But I understand that you were leaving the place just now?’

‘You understand quite right. I intended handing you the crown, but when I got here and realized how cursed unpleasant it might be I funked it. I decided to send the damned thing back by post without a word.’

‘At all events you have it for us now?’

‘Yes, here it is,’ and Marrabel took a coin from his pocket with alacrity, and laying it on the desk turned hopefully to go.

‘Thanks, but — one moment — what is this?’

The unhappy man looked at the coin he had just produced and turned paler than before.

‘I must have picked up the wrong one,’ he muttered, beginning to recognize the hopeless morass he was floundering into.

‘Look again,’ said a quiet voice as Mr Carrados appeared on the scene. ‘Look closer at the coin you brought from your room this morning!’

‘You blind devil!’ Lightly scratched on the surface of the silver he found the signature ‘Max Carrados’ and the date of that very day. ‘This is your doing all through!’

‘If it is it is only to show up a scoundrel. You didn’t stick at getting two innocent people suspected by your scheme. Let them see you now.’

As if worked by machinery an inner door fell open and Miss Frensham and Muir walked in and stood silently regarding him.

‘At the sale,’ continued Carrados pitilessly, ‘you were both publicly put in a position of some suspicion by the disappearance of a coin. It is right that you should now know that it was deliberately stolen by Mr Marrabel here. He is the thief and your perfect innocence is established.’

‘Well, curse it all, it wasn’t entirely my fault,’ snarled Marrabel. ‘I only accepted what was given me.’

‘That will be for a judge and jury to assess. You’ll give him in charge now, Travis?’

At this prospect Marrabel’s last vestige of pretence broke down. All the poltroonery in the man came to the surface with a rush.

‘For God’s sake don’t do that, Travis,’ he cried, clutching him by the sleeve. I’ll do anything you wish — confess anything you like — only don’t have me sent to prison. I’ll put all sorts of things your way, and I know crowds of people. Heavens! man, consider what it would mean to me — one of your own class.’

‘What shall we do, Carrados? We never like to prosecute.’

‘I know you don’t, replied the blind man. ‘I’ve already drawn up his confession. Read this and then sign it, Mr Marrabel, and we will all be witnesses of the spontaneous act of reparation on your part.’

‘What are you going to do with it?’ asked the unfortunate wretch.

‘Keep it as a guarantee of future good behaviour, and to vindicate these others if the necessity occurs. And you needn’t think of having me knifed to get it back again, because I shan’t carry it in my pocketbook.’

Marrabel slowly signed and then stabbed the polished desk with the pen he held in a gust of passion that left his fingers pierced and bleeding.

‘I’d go willingly to hell if I could first see you skinned alive, Carrados,’ he said as he turned to leave.

‘I am sure you would,’ retorted Max Carrados pleasantly. ‘But I don’t think that anything to do with me need affect your destination. Now go.’

This did not happen last year nor yet the year before. Miss Frensham married her sub-editor, and their children — now old enough to go to school — frequently take prizes at quite important beauty competitions. Mr Marrabel almost immediately left these inhospitable shores, and after a seemly interval appeared in flourishing conditions in New York. Not that American connoisseurs know less than English ones do, but they know less of Mr Marrabel.


THE HOLLOWAY FLAT TRAGEDY
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A GOOD MANY years ago, when chance brought Max Carrados and Louis Carlyle together again and they renewed the friendship of their youth, the blind man’s first inquiry had been a jesting, ‘Do you unearth many murders, Louis?’ and the private detective’s reply a wholly serious, ‘No; our business lies mostly on the conventional lines among defalcation and divorce.’ Since that day Carlyle’s business had increased beyond the fondest dreams of its creator, but ‘defalcation and divorce’ still constituted the bulwarks of his prosperity. Yet from time to time a more sensational happening or a more romantic course raised a case above the commonplace, but none, it is safe to say, ever rivalled in public interest the remarkable crime which was destined to become labelled in the current Press as ‘The Holloway Flat Tragedy.’

It was Mr Carlyle’s rule to see all callers who sought his aid, for the very nature of their business precluded clients from willingly unbosoming themselves to members of his office staff. Afterwards, they might accept the discreet attention of tactful subordinates, but for the first impression Carlyle well knew the value of his sympathetic handshake, his crisply reassuring voice, his — if need be — humanly condoning eye, and his impeccably prosperous person and surroundings. Men and women, guilty and innocent alike, pouring out their stories felt that at last they were really ‘understood’, and, to give Louis Carlyle his due, the deduction was generally fully justified.

To the quiet Bampton Street establishment one September afternoon there came a new client who gave the name of Poleash and wished to see Mr Carlyle in person. There was, as usual, no difficulty about that, and, looking up from his desk, Louis registered the impression of an inconspicuous man, somewhere in the thirties. He used spectacles, wore a moustache, and his clothes were a lounge suit of dark material, cut on the simple lines affected by the prudent man who reflects that he may be wearing that selfsame garment two or three seasons hence. There was a slight air of untidiness — or rather, perhaps, an absence of spruceness in any detail — about his general appearance, and the experienced observer put him down as a middle-class worker in any of the clerical, lower professional, or non-manual walks of life.

‘Now, Mr Poleash, sit down and tell me what I can do for you,’ said Carlyle when they had shaken hands — a rite to which the astute gentleman attached no slight importance and invariably offered. ‘Some trouble or little difficulty, I suppose, umph? But first let me get you name right and have your address for reference. You can rely on this, Mr Poleash’ — the inclination of Mr Carlyle’s head and the arrest of his lifted pen were undeniably impressive— ‘every word you utter is strictly confidential.’

‘Oh, that’ll be all right, I’m sure,’ said the visitor carelessly. ‘It is rather out-of-the-way all the same, and at first—’

‘The name?’ insinuated Mr Carlyle persuasively.

‘Albert Henry Poleash: P-o-l-e-a-s-h — twelve Meridon House, Sturgrove Road, Holloway.’

‘Thank you. Now, if you will.’

‘Of course I could tell you in a dozen words, but I expect you’d need to know the circumstances, so perhaps I may as well begin where I think you’ll understand it best from.’

‘By all means,’ assented Mr Carlyle heartily; ‘by all means. In your own words and exactly as it occurs to you. I’m entirely at your service, so don’t feel hurried. Do you care—’ The production of a plain gold case completed the inquiry.

‘To begin with,’ said Mr Poleash, after contributing a match to their common purpose, ‘I may say that I’m a married man, living with my wife at that address — a smallish flat which suits us very well as we have no children. Neither of us has any near relations either, and we keep ourselves pretty much to ourselves. Our only servant is a daily woman, who seems able to do everything that we require.’

‘One moment, if you please,’ interposed Mr Carlyle briskly. ‘I don’t want you to do anything but tell your story in your own way, Mr Poleash, but if you would indicate by a single word the nature of the event that concerns us it would enable me to judge which points are likely to be most vital to our purpose. Theft — divorce — blackmail—’

‘No — murder,’ replied Mr Poleash with literal directness.

‘Murder!’ exclaimed the startled professional. ‘Do you mean that a murder has been committed?’

‘No, not yet. I am coming to that. For ordinary purposes I generally describe myself as a rent-collector, but that is because official Jacks-in-office seem to have a morbid suspicion of anyone who is obviously not a millionaire calling himself independent. As a matter of fact, I have quite enough private income to serve my purpose. Most of it comes from small house property scattered about London. I see to the management of this myself and personally collect the rents. It takes a few days a week, gives me an interest, keeps me in exercise, and pays as well as anything else I could be doing in the tune.’

‘Quite so,’ encouraged the listener.

‘That’s always there,’ went on Mr Poleash, continuing his leisurely narrative with no indication of needing any encouragement, ‘but now and then I take up other work if it suits me — certain kinds of special canvassing; sometimes research. I don’t want to slave making more money than we have the need of, and I don’t want ever to find that we haven’t enough money for anything we may require.’

‘Ideal,’ contributed Mr Carlyle. ‘You are a true philosopher.’

‘My wife also has no need to be dependent on anyone either,’ continued Mr Poleash, without paying the least attention to the suave compliment. ‘As a costume designer and fashion artist she is fully qualified to earn her living, and in fact up to a couple of years ago she did work of that kind regularly. Then she had a long illness that made a great change in her. This brings me to one of the considerations that affect whatever I may wish to do: the illness left her a nervous wreck — jumpy, excitable, not altogether reasonable.’

‘Neurasthenia,’ was Mr Carlyle’s seasonable comment. ‘The sympton of the age.’

‘Very likely. It doesn’t affect me — at least it doesn’t affect me directly. Living in the same house with Mrs Poleash, it’s bound to affect me, because I have to consider how every blessed thing I do will affect her. And just lately something very lively indeed has come along.

‘There is a girl in a shop that I got friendly with — no, I don’t want you to put her name down yet. It began a year or eighteen months.... But I don’t suppose that matters. The only thing I really think that I’m to blame about is that I never told her I was married. At first there was no reason why I should; afterwards — well, there was a certain amount of reason why I shouldn’t. Anyhow, I suppose that it was bound to come out sooner or later, and it did, a few weeks ago. She said, quite nicely, that she thought we ought to get married as things were, and then, of course, I had to explain that we couldn’t.

‘I really hadn’t the ghost of an idea that she’d take it so terribly to heart as she did. There’s nothing of the Don Juan about me, as you can see at a glance. The thing had simply come about — one step leading to another. But she faulted clean away, and when she came to again she was like a solid block of ice to everything I said. And then to cap matters who should appear at that moment but a fellow she’d been half engaged to before I came along. She’d frequently spoken about this man — his jealousy and temper and so on — and begged me never to let him pick a quarrel with me. “Peter” was the only name I ever heard him called by, but he was a foreign-looking fellow — an Italian, I think.’

‘“Pietro”, perhaps?’ suggested Mr Carlyle.

‘No; “Peter” she called him. “Please take me back home, Peter,” was all she said, and off they went together without a word from either to me. Whenever I’ve seen her since it’s been the same. “Will I please leave her as there is nothing to be said?” and I’ve been trying to think of all manner of arrangements to put things right.’

‘The only arrangement that would seem likely to do that is the one that’s out of your power to make,’ said Mr Carlyle.

‘I suppose so. However, this Peter evidently had a different idea. This is what happened two nights ago. I woke up in the dark — it was about three o’clock I found afterwards — with one of those feelings you get that you’ve forgotten to do something. It was a letter that I should have posted: it was important that it got delivered some time the next day — the same day by then — and there it was in my breast pocket. I knew if I left it that I should never be up in time for the first morning dispatch, so I determined to slip out then and make sure of it.

‘It would only be a matter of twenty minutes or so. There is a pillar-box nearer, but that isn’t cleared early. I pulled on a few things and prepared to tiptoe out when a fresh thought struck me.

‘Mrs Poleash is a very uncertain sleeper nowadays, and if she is disturbed it’s ten to one if she gets off again, and for that reason we use different rooms. I knew better than wake her up to tell her I was going out, but at the same time there was just the possibility that she might wake and, hearing some noise, look in at my door to see if I was all right. If she found me gone she would nearly have a fit. On the spur of the moment I pushed the bolster down the bed and rucked up my dressing gown — it was lying about — above it. In the poor light it served very well for a sleeping man, and I knew that she would not disturb me.

‘In less time than I’d given myself I had done my business and was back again at the building. I was entering — my hand was on the knob of the outer door in fact — when the door was pulled sharply open from the other side and another man and I came face to face on the step. We both fell back a bit, I think, but the next moment he had pushed past me and was hurrying down the street. There was just enough light from the lamp across the way for me to be certain of him; it was Peter, and I’m pretty sure that he was equally sharp in recognizing me.

‘Of course I went up the stairs in double quick time after that. The door of the flat was as I had left it — simply on the handle as I had put up the latch catch, never dreaming of anyone coming along in that time — and all was quiet and undisturbed inside. But one thing was different in my room, although it took me a few minutes to discover it. There was a clean cut through my dressing gown, through the sheet, through the bolster. Someone, Mr Carlyle, had driven a knife well home before he discovered his mistake.’

‘But that was plain evidence of an attempt to murder,’ declared Mr Carlyle feelingly — he disliked crimes of violence from every point of view. ‘Your business is obviously to inform the police.’

‘No,’ replied the visitor slowly, ‘no. Of course I thought of that, but I soon had to let it slide. What would it mean? Visits, inquiries, cross-examinations, explanations. Everything must come out. After a sufficient exhibition of nerve-storm Mrs Poleash would set about getting a divorce and I should have to go through that. Then I suppose I should have to marry the other one, and, when all’s said and done, that’s the last thing I really want. In any case, my home would be broken up and my whole life spoiled. No, if it comes to that I might just as well be dead.’

‘Then what do you propose doing, may I ask? Calmly wait to be assassinated?’

‘That’s exactly what I came to see you about. You know my position, my difficulty. I understand that you are a man of wide experience. Putting aside the police and certain publicity, what should you advise?’

‘Well, well,’ admitted the expert, ‘it’s rather a formidable handicap, but we will do the best for you that is to be done. Can you indicate exactly what you want?’

‘I can easily indicate exactly what I don’t want. I don’t want to be murdered or molested and I don’t want Mrs Poleash to get wind of what’s been going on.’

‘Why not go away for a time? Meanwhile we could find out who your man is and keep him under observation.’

‘I might do that — unless Kitty took it into her head that she didn’t want to go, and then, of course, I couldn’t leave her alone in the flat just now. After Tuesday night’s business — this is what concerns me most — should you think it likely that the fellow would come again or not?’

Mr Carlyle pondered wisely. The longer he took over an opinion, he had discovered — providing he kept up the right expression — the greater weight attached to his pronouncement.

‘No,’ he replied with due authority. ‘I should say not — not in anything like the same way. Of course he will naturally assume that you will now take due precautions — probably imagine that the police are after him. What sort of fastenings have you to your doors and windows?’

‘Nothing out of the way. They are old flats and not in very good repair. The outer door is never kept locked, night or day. The front door of our flat has a handle, a latch lock, and a mortice lock. During the day it is simply kept on the latch; at night we fasten the other lock, but do not secure the latch, so that the woman can let herself in when she comes — she has one set of keys, I another, and Mrs Poleash the third.’

‘But when you were out on Tuesday night there was no lock fastened, I understand?’

‘That is so. Simply the handle to turn. I purposely fastened the latch lock out of action as I found at the door that I hadn’t the keys with me and I didn’t want to go back to the room again.’

‘And the inner doors?’

‘They have locks, but few now work — either the key is lost or the lock broken. We never trouble about them — except Kitty’s room. She has scrupulously locked that at night, since she has had burglars among other nerve fancies.’

Mr Carlyle shook his head.

‘You ought at the very least to have the locks put right at once. Practically all windows are fitted with catches that a child can push back with a table-knife.’

‘That’s all very well, but, you see, if I get a locksmith in I shall have to make up some cock-and-bull story about house-breaking to Mrs Poleash, and that will set her off. And, anyway, we are on the third storey up.’

‘If you are going to consider your wife’s nerves at every turn, my dear sir,’ remarked Mr Carlyle with some contempt, from the security of his single state, ‘you will begin to find yourself in rather a tight fix, I am afraid. How are you going to account for the cut linen, for instance?’

‘Oh, I’ve arranged all that,’ replied Mr Poleash, nodding sagaciously. ‘My dressing gown she will never notice. The sheet and bolster case — it was a hot night so there was only a single sheet fortunately — I have hidden away in a drawer for the present and put others in their place. I shall buy another of each and burn or lose these soon — Kitty doesn’t keep a very close check on things. The bolster itself I can sew up well enough before it’s noticed.’

‘You may be able to keep it up,’ was Mr Carlyle’s dubious admission. ‘At all events,’ he continued, ‘as I understand it, you want me to advise you on the lines of taking no direct action against the man you call Peter and at the same time adopting no precautions that would strike Mrs Poleash as being unusual?’

‘Nothing that would suggest burglars or murder to her just now,’ assented Poleash. ‘Yes; that’s about what it comes to. You may be able to give me a useful tip or two. If not — well, I know it’s a tough proposition and I don’t grudge the outlay.’

‘At least let us see,’ replied the professional man, never failing on the side of lack of self-confidence. ‘Now as regards—’

It redounds to Louis Carlyle’s credit as an inquiry agent that in an exacting world no serious voice ever accused him of taking unearned money; for so long as there was anything to be learned he plied his novel client with questions, explored surmises and bestowed advice. Even when they had come to the end of useful conversation and the prolific notebook had been closed Carlyle lingered on the topic.

‘It’s an abnormal situation, Mr Poleash, and full of professional interest. I shall keep it in mind, you may be sure, and if anything further occurs to me, why, I will let you know.’

‘Please don’t write on any account,’ begged Mr Poleash with sudden earnestness. ‘In fact, I’d ask you to put a line to that effect across my address. You see, I’m liable to be out at any post time, and if my wife should happen to get curious about a strange letter, why, that, in the language of the kerb, would blow the gaff.’

‘I see,’ assented Mr Carlyle. ‘Very well; it shall be just as you like.’

‘And if I can settle with you now,’ continued Poleash; ‘for of course I don’t want to have an account sent. Then some day — say next week — I might look in to report and to hear if you have anything further to suggest.’

‘You might, in the meanwhile, consider the most practical course — that of having your man kept under observation.’

‘I will,’ promised the other. ‘But so far I’m all in favour of letting sleeping dogs lie.’

Not unnaturally Mr Carlyle had heard that line before and had countered it.

‘True, but it is as well to know when they wake up again,’ he replied. With just the necessary touch of dignity and graciousness he named and received the single guinea at which he assessed the interview and began to conduct Mr Poleash towards the door — not the one by which he had entered from the waiting-room but another leading directly down into the street. ‘Have you lost something?’

‘Only my hat and things — I left them in your ante-room.’ He held up his gloved left hand as though it required a word of explanation. ‘I keep this on because I am short of a finger, and I’ve noticed that some people don’t like to see it.’

‘We’ll go out that way instead then — it’s all the same,’ remarked Carlyle, as he crossed to the other door.

Two later callers were sitting in the waiting-room, and at the sight of them Mr Carlyle’s somewhat cherubic face at once assumed an expression of the heartiest welcome. But beyond an unusually mellifluent ‘Good afternoon!’ he said nothing until his departing client was out of hearing. Names were not paraded in those precincts. With a muttered apology Mr Poleash recovered his belongings from among the illustrated papers and hurried away.

‘And why in the world have you been waiting here, Max, instead of sending in to me?’ demanded the hospitable Carlyle with a show of indignation.

‘Business,’ replied Mr Carrados tersely. ‘Tour business, understand. Your chief minion was eager to blow a message through to you but “No,” I said, “we’ll take our proper turn”. Why should I interrupt the Bogus Company Promoter’s confession or cut short the Guilty Husband’s plea?’

‘Joking apart, that fellow who just went brought a very remarkable story,’ said Mr Carlyle. ‘I should be glad to know what you would have had to say to him when we have time to go into it.’ (Do not be too ready to condemn the gentleman as an arrant humbug and this a gross breach of confidence: Max Carrados had been appointed Honorary Consultant to the firm, so that what would have otherwise been grave indiscretions were strictly business discussions.)

‘In the meantime the suggestion is that you haven’t taken a half-day off lately and that Monday morning is a convenient time.’

‘Generous man! What is happening on Monday morning then?’

‘Something rather surprising in wireless at the Imperial Salon — ten to twelve-thirty. I know it’s the sort of thing you’ll be interested in, and I have two tickets and want someone fairly intelligent to go with.’

‘An ideal chain of circumstances,’ rippled Mr Carlyle. ‘I shall endeavour to earn the price of my seat.’

‘I am sure you will succeed,’ retorted Carrados. ‘By the way, it’s free.’

To a strain of this intellectual horseplay the arrangements for their meeting were made, and that having been the only reason for the call, Mr Carrados departed under Parkinson’s watchful escort. In due course the wireless demonstration took place, but (although an invention then for the first time shown bore no small part in one of the blind man’s subsequent cases) it is unnecessary to accompany them inside the hall, for with the enigma centring in Mr Poleash that event had no connexion. It is only touched upon as bringing Carrados and his friend together at that hour, for as they walked along Pall Mall after lunching Mr Carlyle suddenly gave a whistle of misgiving and surprise and stopped a hurrying newsboy.

‘Holloway Flat Tragedy,’ he read from the bill as he investigated sundry pockets for the exact coin. ‘By gad, if that should happen to be—’

‘Poleash! My God, it is!’ he exclaimed as soon as his eye had found the paragraph concerned — a mere inch in the ‘Stop Press’ news. ‘Poor beggar! Tshk! Tshk!’ — his clicking tongue expressed disapproval and regret. ‘He ought to have known better after what had happened. It was madness. I wonder what he actually did—’

‘Your remarkable caller of last Thursday, Louis?’

‘Yes; but how do you come to know?’

‘A trifling indiscretion on his part. With a carelessness that must be rare among your clients I should say, Mr Poleash dropped one of his cards under the table in your writing-room, where the conscientious Parkinson discovered it.’

‘Well, the unfortunate chap doesn’t need cards now. Listen, Max.



NORTH LONDON TRAGEDY

Early this morning a charwoman going to a flat in Meridon House, Holloway, made a gruesome discovery. Becoming suspicious at the untouched milk and newspapers, she looked into a bedroom and there found the occupier, a Mr Poleash, dead in bed. He had received shocking injuries, and everything points to deliberate murder. Mrs Poleash is understood to be away on a holiday in Devonshire.



‘Of course Scotland Yard takes it up now, but I must put my information at their service. They’re devilish lucky, too. I can practically hand over the miscreant to them and they will scoop the credit.’

‘I was to hear about that,’ Carrados reminded him. ‘Suppose we walk across to Scotland Yard, and you can tell me on the way.’

At the corner of Derby Street they encountered two men who had just turned out of the Yard. The elder had the appearance of being a shrewd farmer, showing his likely son the sights of London and keeping a wideawake eye for its notorious pitfalls. To pursue appearances a step farther they might even have been calling to recover the impressive umbrella that the senior carried.

‘Beedel,’ dropped Mr Carlyle beneath his breath, but his friend was already smiling recognition.

‘The very man,’ said Carrados genially. ‘I’ll wager you can tell us something about the Poleash arrangements, inspector.’

The two plain-clothes men exchanged amused glances.

‘I can tell you this much, Mr Carrados,’ replied Inspector Beedel, in unusually good spirits, ‘my nephew George here is going to do the work and I’m going to look after the bouquets at the finish. We’re on our way there now.’

‘Couldn’t be better,’ said the blind man. ‘Perhaps you wouldn’t mind us going up there with you?’

‘Very pleased,’ replied Beedel. ‘We were making for the station.’

‘You may as well help to fill our taxi,’ suggested Carrados. ‘Mr Carlyle may have something to tell you on the way.’

On the whole Mr Carlyle would have preferred to make his disclosure to headquarters, but the convenience of the arrangement was not to be denied, and with a keen appreciation of the astonishing piece of luck Beedel and George heard the story of the inquiry agent’s client.

‘It looks like being simply a matter of finding this girl, if the conditions up there bear out his tale,’ remarked George, between satisfaction at so veritable a clue and a doubt whether he would not have preferred a more complicated case. ‘Did you happen to get her name and address, sir?’

‘No,’ admitted Mr Carlyle with a slight aloofness, ‘it did not arise. Poleash was naturally reluctant to bring in the lady more than he need and I did not press him.’

‘Makes no odds,’ conceded George generously. Shopgirl — kept company with a foreigner — known as Peter. Even without anything else there ought to be no difficulty in finding her.’

Sturgrove Road was not deserted, and there was a rapid concentration about the door of Meridon House ‘to see the ‘tecs arrive.’ On the whole, public opinion was disappointed in their appearance, but the action of George in looking up at the frontage of the building and then glancing sharply right and left along the road was favourably commented on. The policeman stationed at the outer door admitted them at once.

A sergeant and a constable of the local division were in possession of No. 12, and the scared daily woman, temporarily sustained by their impression of absolute immobility, was waiting in the kitchen to indicate whatever was required. Greetings on a slightly technical plane passed between the four members of the force.

‘Mrs Poleash has been sent for, I suppose?’ asked Mr Carlyle.

‘We telephoned from our office to Torquay some hours ago,’ replied the sergeant. ‘They’ll send an officer to the place she’s staying at and break it to her as well as possible. That’s the course we usually follow.’ He took out a weighty presentation watch and considered it. ‘Torquay. I don’t suppose she could be here yet.’

‘Not even if she was in first go,’ amplified his subordinate.

‘Well,’ suggested George. ‘Suppose we look round?’ The bedroom was the first spot visited. There was nothing unusual to be seen, apart from the outline of the bed, its secret now hidden beneath a decorous covering — nothing beyond the rather untidy details of the occupant’s daily round. All these would in due course receive a careful scrutiny, but at the moment one point drew every eye.

‘Hold one another’s hands,’ advised the sergeant, as he prepared to turn down the sheet. The hovering charwoman gave a scream and fled.

‘That’s a wild beast been at work,’ said Inspector Beedel, coolly drawing nearer to appreciate the details.

‘My word, yes!’ agreed George, following a little reluctantly.

‘Shocking! Shocking!’ Mr Carlyle made no pretence about turning away.

‘Killed at the first blow,’ continued the sergeant, indicating, ‘though it’s not the only one. Then his face slashed about like a fancy loaf till his own mother wouldn’t know him. Something dreadful, isn’t it? Finger gone? Oh, that’s an old affair. What’re you to make of it all?’

‘Revenge — revenge and rage and sheer blood-thirstiness,’ summed up Mr Carlyle. ‘Was anything taken?’

‘Nothing disturbed so far as we can see, and the old party there’ — a comprehensive nod in the direction of the absent charlady— ‘says that all the things she knows of seem to be right.’

‘What time do they put it at?’ asked Beedel.

‘Dr Meadows has been here. Midnight Saturday to early Sunday morning, he said. That agrees with the people at the flat opposite hearing the door locked at about ten on Saturday night and the Sunday morning milk and paper not being touched.’

‘Milk-can on the doorstep all day, I suppose?’ suggested someone.

‘Yes; people opposite noticed it, but thought nothing of it. They knew Mrs Poleash was going away on Saturday and thought that he might have gone with her. Mrs Jones, she doesn’t come on Sundays, so nothing was found but till this morning.’

‘May as well hear what she has to say now,’ said Beedel. ‘No need to keep her about that I know of.’

‘Just one minute, please, if you don’t mind,’ put in Mr Carlyle, not so much asking anyone’s permission as directing the affair. The sight of a wardrobe had reminded him of the dead man’s story, and he was now handling the clothes that hung there with keen anticipation. ‘There is something that I really came especially to see. This is his dressing gown, and, yes, by Jupiter, it’s here!’

He pointed to a clean cut through the material as they gathered round him.

‘What’s that?’ inquired the sergeant, looking from one face to another.

‘Previous attempt,’ replied Beedel shortly.

‘There ought to be a sheet and a bolster case somewhere about,’ continued the eager gentleman, now thoroughly intrigued, and under the impulse of his zeal drawers and cupboards were opened and their contents gingerly displaced.

‘Something of the sort here among the shirts,’ announced George.

‘Have them out then. Not likely to be any others put away there.’ The hidden things were unfolded and displayed and here also the tragic evidence lay clear before them.

‘By gad, you know, I half thought he might have dreamt it until this came,’ confided Mr Carlyle to the room at large. ‘Tshk! Tshk! How on earth the fellow could have gone—’ He remembered the quiet figure lying within earshot and finished with a tolerant shrug.

‘Let’s get on,’ said Beedel. These details could very well have waited had been his thought all along.

‘I’ll fold the things,’ volunteered Mr Carrados. All the others had satisfied their curiosity by glance or scrutiny and he was free to take his time. He took up the loose bundle in his arms and with the strange impulse towards light that so often moved him he turned away from them and sought the window.

‘Now, missis, come along and tell us all about it,’ called out the young constable.

‘No,’ interposed the inspector kindly, ‘the poor creature’s upset enough already without bringing her in here again. Stay where you are, Mrs Jones, we’re coming there,’ he announced from the door, and they filed along the skimpy passage into the dingy kitchen. ‘Now can you just tell us quietly what you know about this bad business?’

Mrs Jones’s testimony, given on the frequently expressed understanding that she was quite prepared to be struck dead at any point of it if she deviated from the strictest line of truth, did not disclose any new feature, while its frequent references to the lives and opinions of friends not concerned in the progress of the drama threatened now and then to stifle the narrative with a surfeit of pronouns. But she was listened to with patience and complimented on her nerve. Mrs Jones sadly shook her antique black bonnet and disclaimed the quality.

‘I could do nothing but stand and scream,’ she confessed wistfully, referring to the first dreadful moment at the bedroom door, ‘I stood and screamed three times before I could get myself away. The poor gentleman! What harm was he, for to be done in like that!’

There was a string of questions from one or another of the company before she was finally dismissed — generally from Beedel or George with Mr Carlyle’s courteously assertive voice intervening once or twice: the Poleashes had few visitors that she had ever seen — she was only there from eight to six — and she had never known of anyone staying with them; no one had knocked at the door for anything on Saturday; she had not noticed anyone whom she could call to mind as ‘a foreigner’ loitering about or at the door recently (a foreign family lived at No. 5, but they were well spoken of); neither Mr nor Mrs Poleash had talked to her of anything uncommon of late — the gentleman was mostly out and ‘she’ wasn’t one of the friendly sort; the couple seemed to get on together ‘as well as most’, and she had never heard a ‘real’ quarrel; Mrs Poleash had gone off for a week (she understood) about noon on Saturday, and Mr Poleash had accompanied her to Paddington (as he had mentioned on his return for tea); she had last seen him at about five o’clock on Saturday, when she left, a little earlier than usual; she knew nothing of the ashes in the kitchen grate, not having had a fire there for weeks past; the picture post card (passed round) from Mrs Poleash, announcing her arrival at Torquay, she had found on the hall floor together with the Sunday paper; she was to go on just the same while Mrs Poleash was away, coming daily to ‘do up’, and so on; it was a regular arrangement ‘week in and week out’.

‘That seems to be about all,’ summed up Inspector Beedel, looking round. ‘We have your address, Mrs Jones, and you’re sure to hear from us about something pretty soon.’

‘Before you go,’ said a matter-of-fact voice from the door, ‘do you happen to remember what you were doing last Thursday afternoon?’ It was the first question that Mr Carrados had put, and they had scarcely noticed whether he had re-joined them yet or not.

‘Last Thursday afternoon?’ repeated Mrs Jones helplessly. ‘Oh, Lor’, sir, my head’s in that whirl—’

‘Yes, but it isn’t so difficult if you think — early closing day, you know.’

This stimulus proved effective and the charwoman remembered. She had something special to remember by. On Thursday morning Mrs Poleash has passed on to her a single ticket for that afternoon’s performance at the Parkhurst Theatre, and told her that she could go after she had washed up the dinner things.

‘So that you were not here at all on Thursday afternoon? Just one more thing, Mrs Jones. Sooner or later a photograph of your master will be wanted. Is there one anywhere about?’

‘The only one I know of stands on the sideboard in the little room. There may be others put away, but not being what you might call curious sir—’

‘I’m sure you’re not,’ agreed Carrados. ‘Now, as you go you shall point it out to us so that there can be no mistake.’

‘You couldn’t make no mistake because there’s only that and one of her stands there,’ explained Mrs Jones, but she proceeded to comply. ‘There it—’

‘Yes?’ said the blind man, close upon her.

‘I’m sorry, sir, indeed. I must have made a mistake—’

‘I don’t think you made any mistake,’ he urged. ‘I don’t think you really think so either.’

‘I’m that mithered I don’t rightly know what to think,’ she declared. ‘That isn’t him.’

‘Is it the frame? No, don’t touch it — that might be unlucky, you know — but you can remember that.’

‘It’s the frame, right enough. I ought to know, the times I’ve dusted it.’

‘Then the photograph has been changed: there’s nothing unlikely in that. When was the last time that you noticed the other one there?’

Quite recently, it would seem, but taking refuge behind her whirling head Mrs Jones held out against precision. It might have been Friday or it might have been Saturday. Carrados forbore to press her more exactly, and she departed, sustained by the advice of Authority that she should have nothing to say to nobody, under the excuse, if need be, that she had answered enough questions already for one day.

‘While we are here,’ said the sergeant — they were still in the ‘little room’, the only one that looked out on the front ‘you might as well see where he got in.’ He went to the window and indicated certain marks on the wood- and stone-work. ‘We found the lower sash still a few inches up when we came.’

‘Went the same way as he came, I suppose?’ suggested George.

‘Must have done. All the keys are accounted for, and Mrs Jones found the front door locked as usual. And why not; why shouldn’t he? There’s the balcony, and you hardly have to lean out to see the stairway window not a yard away. Why, it’s as easy as ring-a-roses. Might have been made for it.’

‘Tshk! Tshk!’ fumed Mr Carlyle unhappily. ‘After what I said. And not one of the locks has been seen to.’

‘Locks?’ echoed the young policeman, appearing that moment at the door. ‘Why, here is a chap with tools, says he’s come to repair and fit the locks!’

‘Well, if this isn’t the fair nefus ultra!’ articulated the sergeant. ‘However, show him in, lad.’

The locksmith, looking scarcely less alarmed than if he had fallen into a den of thieves, had a very short and simple tale to tell. His shop was in the Seven Sisters Road, and on Friday afternoon a gentleman had called there and arranged with him to come on Monday and repair some locks. He had given the name of Poleash and that address. The man knew nothing of what had taken place and had come as fixed.

‘It’s a pity you didn’t happen to make it Saturday, Mr Hipwaite,’ said Inspector Beedel, as he took a note of this new evidence. ‘It might-I don’t say it would, but it might — have prevented murder being done.’

‘But that’s the very thing I was not to do,’ declared Hipwaite, with some warmth. ‘“Don’t come on Saturday because the wife is very nervous, and if she thinks burglars are about she’ll have a fit,” he said — those very words. “She’ll be away on Monday, and then by the time she comes back she mayn’t notice.” Was I likely to come on Saturday?’

Plainly he was not. ‘That’s all right,’ it was conceded, ‘but there’s nothing in your line doing today.’ So Mr Hipwaite departed, more than half persuaded that he had been hardly used and not in the least mollified by being concerned in so notable a tragedy.

‘Before I go,’ resumed the sergeant, leading the way back to the kitchen, ‘there’s one other thing I must hand over. You heard what Mrs Jones said about the fire — that there hadn’t been one for weeks as they always used the stove?’

‘That’s what I asked her,’ George reminded him. Someone has had a fire here.’

‘Correct,’ continued the officer imperturbably. ‘It’s also what I asked her a couple of hours before you came. Someone’s had a fire here. Who and what for? Well, I’ve had the cinders out to see and now I’ll make over to you what there was.’

‘Glove fasteners,’ commented the inspector, ‘All the metal there was about them. Millions of the pattern, I suppose.’

‘Burned his gloves after the job — they must have been in a fair mess,’ said George. ‘“Audubon Frères” they’re stamped — foreign make.’

‘That reminds me — there’s one thing more.’ It was produced from the sergeant’s pocket-book, a folded fragment of paper, charred along its edge. ‘It’s from the hearth; evidently a bit that fell out when the fire was made. Foreign newspaper, you will see; Italian it looks to me.’

Mr Carlyle, Inspector Beedel, and George exchanged appreciative glances. Upon this atmosphere of quiet satisfaction there fell something almost like a chuckle.

‘Did anyone happen to notice if he had written “Si parla Italiano” in red on the wall over the bed?’ inquired the guileless voice.

The young constable, chancing to be the nearest person to the door, rose to this mendacious suggestion by offering to go and see. The others stared at the blind man in various stages of uncertainty.

‘No, no,’ called out Mr Carlyle feelingly. ‘There is no need to look, thank you. When you know Mr Carrados as well as I do you will understand that although there is always something in what he says it is not always the something you think it is. Now, Max, pray enlighten the company. Why should the murderer write “Italian spoken” over the bed?’

‘Obviously to make sure that you shouldn’t miss it,’ replied Mr Carrados.

‘Well,’ remarked the sergeant, demonstrating one or two simple exercises in physical drill as a suitable preparation, ‘I may as well be going. I don’t understand Italian myself. Nor Dutch either,’ he added cryptically.

Mr Carlyle also had nothing more to stay for. ‘If you have done here, Max—’ he began, and turned only to find that Carrados was no longer there.

‘Your friend has just gone to the front room, sir,’ said the constable, catching the words as he passed. ‘Funny to see a blind man getting about so—’ But a sudden crash of glass from the direction referred to cut short the impending compliment.

It was, as Carrados explained, entirely his own preposterous fault. Nothing but curiosity about the size of the room had impelled him to touch the walls, and the picture, having a weak cord or an insecure nail ... had it not brought something else down in its fall?

‘Only the two frames from the sideboard, so far as I can see,’ replied Carlyle. ‘All the glass is shattered. But I don’t suppose that Mrs Poleash will be in a condition to worry about trifles. Jolly good thing you aren’t hurt, that’s all.’

‘Of course I should like to replace the damage,’ said the delinquent.

Inspector Beedel said nothing, but as he looked on he recalled one or two other mischances in the past, and being of an introspective nature he continued to massage his chin thoughtfully.

* * * * *

Three days later the inquest on the body of Albert Henry Poleash was opened. It was of the merest formal description, proof of identity and a bare statement of the cause of death being the only evidence put forward. An adjournment for a week was then declared.

At the resumed inquiry the story of Poleash’s death was taken forward, and the newspaper reader for the first time was encouraged to see in it the promise of a first-class popular sensation. Louis Carlyle related the episode of his unexpected client. Corroboration of that wildly romantic story was forthcoming from many sides. Mr Hipwaite carried the drama two days later by describing the dead man’s visit to his shop, the order to repair the locks, and his own futile journey to the flat. Mrs Jones, skilfully piloted among dates and details, was in evidence as the discoverer of the body. Two doctors — a private practitioner called hurriedly in at the first alarm and the divisional surgeon — agreed on all essential points, and the police efficiently bridged the narration at one stage and another and contrived to present a faithful survey of the tragedy.

But the most arresting figure of the day, though her evidence was of very slight account and mainly negative, was the unhappy widow. As she moved into the witness-box, a wan, graceful creature in her unaccustomed, but, it may be said, not unattractive crêpe, a rustle of compassion stirred the court and Mr Carlyle, who had come prejudiced against her, as an automatic reflex of his client’s fate, chirruped sympathy.

Mrs Poleash gave her testimony in a low voice, not particularly attractive in its tone, and she looked straight before her with eyes neither downcast nor wandering. Her name, she said, was Katherme Poleash, her age twenty-nine. She knew nothing of the tragedy, having been in Torquay at the time. She had gone there on the Saturday afternoon, her husband seeing her off from Paddington. Their relationship was perfectly friendly, but not demonstrative. Her husband was a considerate but rather reserved man with no especial interests. Up to two years ago she had been accustomed to earn her own living, but a nervous breakdown had interfered with her capacity for work. It was on account of that illness that she had generally occupied a separate bedroom; it had left her nervous in many ways, but she was surprised to hear that she should have been described as exacting or ill-tempered.

‘“Not wholly reasonable and excitable” were the precise terms used, I think,’ put in Mr Carlyle gallantly.

‘It’s much the same,’ she replied apathetically.

Continuing, she had no knowledge at all of any intrigue between her husband and a shop-girl, such as had been referred to, nor had she ever heard of the man Peter, either by name or as an Italian. She could not suggest in what quarter of London the shop in question was likely to be as the deceased was accustomed to go about a good deal. The police already had a list of the various properties he owned. At the conclusion of her evidence Mrs Poleash seemed to be on the point of fainting and had to be assisted out.

There was nothing to be gained by a further adjournment. The cause of death — the real issue before that court — was reasonably clear. The jury brought in a verdict of ‘Wilful Murder against Some Person or Persons Unknown.’ Before the reporters left the police asked that the Press should circulate a request for anyone having knowledge of a shop-assistant who had been friendly with a foreigner known as Peter or Pietro, or with a man answering to Mr Poleash’s description, to communicate with them either at New Scotland Yard or to any local station. The Press promised to comply and offered to publish photographs of Mr Poleash as a means towards that end, only to learn that no photograph possessing identification value could be found. So began the memorable paper-chase for an extremely nebulous shop-assistant and a foreigner whose description began and ended with the sobriquet ‘Peter the Italian’.

* * * * *

‘I was wondering if you or Inspector Beedel would come round one day to see me,’ said Mr Carrados as George was shown into the study at The Turrets. Two full weeks had elapsed since the conclusion of the inquest and the newspaper value of the Holloway Flat Tragedy had sunk from a column opposite the leader page to a six-line fill-up beneath ‘Home and General’. ‘Your uncle used often to drop in to entertain me with the progress of his cases.’

‘That wasn’t his way of looking at it, Mr Carrados. He used to say that when it came to seeing through a brick wall you were — well, hell!’

‘Curious,’ remarked Mr Carrados. ‘I don’t remember ever hearing Inspector Beedel make use of that precise expression.’

George went a trifle red and laughed to demonstrate his self-possession.

‘Well, perhaps I dropped a word of my own in by accident.’ he said. ‘But that was what he meant — in a complimentary sense, of course. As a matter of fact, it was on his advice that I ventured to trouble you now.’

‘Not “trouble”,’ protested the blind man, ever responsive to the least touch of diffidence. ‘That’s another word the inspector wouldn’t use about me, I’m sure.’

‘You’re very kind,’ said George, accepting a cigarette, ‘and as I had to come this way to see another — oh, my Lord, another! — shop-girl, why, I thought—’

‘Ah; how is the case going?’

‘It’s no go, Mr Carrados. We’ve seen thousands of shopgirls and hundreds of Italian Peters. I’m beginning to think,’ said the visitor, watching Mr Carrados’s face as he propounded the astonishing heresy, ‘that there is no such person.’

‘Yes?’ replied Carrados unmoved. ‘It is always as well to look beyond the obvious, isn’t it? What does the inspector say?’

‘He says, “I should like to know what Mr Carrados really meant by ‘Italian spoken’, and what he really did when he smashed that picture”.’

Carrados laughed his appreciation as he seemed actually to watch the blue smoke curling upwards.

‘How easy it is to give a straightforward answer when a plain question is asked,’ he replied. ‘By “Si parla Italiano” I ventured to insinuate my own private opinion that there was no Italian Peter; when I broke the picture I tried to obtain some definite evidence of someone there was.’

George waited in the hope of this theme developing, but his host seemed to consider that he had said all that was necessary, and it is difficult to lead on a man into disclosures when you cannot fix him with your eye.

‘Poleash may have been mistaken himself,’ he continued tentatively; ‘or he may have purposely misled Mr Carlyle on details, with the idea of getting his advice but not entirely trusting him to the full extent.’

‘He may,’ admitted the placid smoker.

‘One thing I can’t understand is however the man set about keeping company with a girl without spending more on her than he seems to have done. We found a small pocket diary that he entered his current expenses in, and there isn’t a single item for chocolates, flowers, theatres, or anything of that sort.’

‘A diary?’

‘Oh, he didn’t keep a diary; only entered cash, and rents received, and so on. Here it is, if you care to — examine it.’

‘Thank you, I should. I wonder what our friend Carlyle charged for the consultation?’

‘I don’t remember seeing that,’ admitted George, referring to the pages. ‘Thursday, the 3rd, wasn’t it? No, curiously enough, that doesn’t appear.... I wonder if he never put down any of these what you might call questionable items for fear of Mrs Poleash seeing?’

‘Not unnaturally,’ agreed Carrados. ‘You found nothing else of interest then — no addresses or new names?’

‘Nothing at all. Oh, that page you’ve got is only his memorandum of sizes and numbers and so on.’

‘Yes; quite a useful habit, isn’t it?’ The long, vibrant fingers touched offline after line without a pause or stumble. ‘When he made this handy list Albert Henry Poleash little thought — Boots, size 9; hat, size 7⅛; collars, size 16; gloves, size 8¾; watch, No. 31903; weight, 11st. 81bs. There we have the man: Ex pede Herculem, as the motto has it — only in this case of course the hat and gloves are more useful.’

‘Very true, sir,’ said George, whose instinct was to keep a knowing front on all occasions.

When Parkinson was summoned to the room some time later he found his master there alone. Every light was blazing on, and, sitting at his desk, Mr Carrados confronted a single sheet of paper. With his trained acuteness for the minutiae of every new condition, Parkinson immediately took mental photographs of the sheet of paper with its slim written column, of the position and appearance of the chair George had used, of the number and placing of cigarette ends and matches, of all the details connected with the tray and contents, and of a few other matters. It was his routine.

‘Close the door and come in,’ said Carrados. ‘I want you to carry your mind back about four weeks to the last occasion when we called at Mr Carlyle’s office together. As we sat in the waiting-room I asked you if the things left there belonged to anyone we knew.’

‘I remember the circumstances perfectly, sir.’

‘I want the articles described. The gloves?’

‘There was only one glove — that for the right hand. It was a dark grey suède, moderately used, and not of the best cut. The fastening was a press button stamped “Audubon Frères”. The only marking inside the glove was the size, 7½.’

Carrados made a note on the sheet before him. The hat?’ he said. ‘What size was that?’

‘The size of hat, printed on an octagonal white ticket, was 6¾, sir.’

‘Excellent, so far. When the caller passed through you saw him for a moment. Apart from clothes, which do not matter just now, was there any physical peculiarity that would identify him?’

‘He had a small dark mole beneath the left eye. The lobe of his right ear was appreciably less than the other. The nail of the middle finger of the right hand was corrugated from an injury at some time.’

Carrados made a final note on the paper before him.

‘Very good indeed, Parkinson,’ he remarked. ‘That is all I wanted.’

* * * * *

A month passed and nothing happened. Occasionally a newspaper, pressed for a subject, commented on the disquieting frequency with which undetected murder could be done, and among other instances mentioned the Holloway Flat Tragedy and deplored the ease with which Peter the Italian had remained at large. The name by that time struck the reader as distantly familiar.

Then one evening early in November Beedel rang Mr Carrados up. The blind man happened to take the call himself, and at the first words he knew that the dull, patient shadowing of weeks was about to fructify.

‘Yes, Inspector Beedel himself, sir,’ said the voice at the other end. ‘I’m speaking from Beak Street. The two you know of have just gone to the Restaurant X in Warsaw Street. The lady has booked two seats at the Alhambra for tonight, so we expect them to be there for the best part of an hour.’

‘I’ll come at once,’ replied Carrados. ‘What about Carlyle?’

‘He’s been notified. Back entrance in Boulton Court,’ said the inspector. ‘I’m off there now myself.’

It was the first time that the two the blind man ‘knew of’ had met since the watch was set, and their correspondence had been singularly innocuous. Yet not a breath of suspicion had been raised, and the same elaborate care that had prompted Mr Carrados to bring down a picture to cover the abstraction of a small square of glass had been maintained throughout.

‘Nice private little room upstairs, saire,’ insinuated the proprietor as ‘the two’ looked round. He guessed that they shunned publicity, and he was right, although not entirely so. With a curt nod the man led the way up the narrow stairway to the equivocal little den on the first floor. The general room below had not been crowded, but this one was wholly empty.

‘Quite like old times,’ said the woman with an unmusical laugh as she threw off her cloak — there was little indication of the sorrowing widow now, ‘I thought we had better fight shy of the “Toledo” for the future.’

‘‘M yes,’ replied her companion slowly, looking dubiously about him — he no longer wore glasses or moustache, nor was his left hand, the glove now removed, deficient of a finger. ‘The only thing is whether it isn’t too soon for us to be about together at all.’

‘Pha!’ she snapped expressively. ‘They’ve gone to sleep again. There isn’t a thing — no not a single detail — gone wrong. The most that could happen would be a raid here to look for Peter the Italian!’

‘For God’s sake don’t keep on that,’ he urged in a low voice. ‘Your husband was a brute to you by what you say, and I’m not sorry now it’s done, but I want to forget it all. You had your way: I’ve done everything you planned. Now you are free and decently well off and as soon as it’s safe we can really marry — if you still will.’

‘If I still will,’ she repeated, looking at him meaningly. ‘Do you know, Dick, I think it may become desirable sooner even than I thought.’

‘Sssh!’ he warned; ‘here comes someone. You order, Kitty — you always have done! Anything will suit me.’ He turned to arrange his overcoat across an empty chair and reassured his hand among the contents of the nearest pocket.

Downstairs, in his nondescript living-room, the proprietor of the Restaurant X was being very quickly and efficiently made to understand just so much of the situation as turned on his immediate and complete acceptance of it. In the presence of authority so vigorously expressed the stout gentleman bowed profusely, lowered his voice, and from time to time placed a knowing finger on his lips in agreement.

‘Hallo,’ said the man called ‘Dick’ as a different attendant brought a dish. ‘Where has our other waiter got to?’

‘Party of regular customers as always has him just come in.’ explained the new one.’ ‘Ope you don’t mind, sir.’

‘Not a brass button.’

‘It’s all right, inspector,’ reported the ‘waiter’. ‘He has the three marks you said — mole, ear, nail.’

‘Certain of the woman?’

‘Mrs Poleash, sure as snow.’

‘Any reference to it?’

‘Don’t think so while I’m about. Drama just now. Has his little gun handy.’

‘Take this in now. Leave the door open and see if you can make him talk up.... If you two gentlemen will step just across there I think you’ll be able to hear.’

Carrados smiled as he proceeded to comply.

‘I have already heard,’ he said. ‘It is the voice of the man who called on Mr Carlyle on September the third.’

‘I think it is the voice,’ admitted Mr Carlyle when he had tiptoed back again. ‘I really think so, but after two months I should not be prepared to swear.’

‘He is the man,’ repeated Carrados deliberately.

Inspector Beedel, clinking something quietly in his pocket, nodded to his waiter.

‘Morgan follows you in with the coffee,’ he said. ‘Put it down on the table, Morgan, and stand beside the woman. Call me as soon as you have him.’

It was the sweet that the first waiter was to take, and with it there was a sauce. It was not exactly overturned, but there was an awkward movement and a few drops were splashed. With a clumsy apology the waiter, napkin in hand, leaned across the customer to remove a spot that marked his coat-sleeve.

‘Here!’ exclaimed the startled man. ‘What the devil are you up to?’

It was too late. Speech was the only thing left to him then. His wrists were already held in a trained, relentless grasp; he was pressed helplessly back into his chair at the first movement of resistance. Kitty Poleash rose from her seat with a dreadful coldness round her heart, felt a hand upon her shoulder, cast one fearful glance round, and sank down upon her chair again. Before another word was spoken Inspector Beedel had appeared, and the grip of bone and muscle on the straining wrists was changed to one of steel. Less than thirty seconds bridged the whole astonishing transformation.

‘Richard Crispinge, you are charged with the murder of this woman’s husband. Katherine Poleash, you are held as an accessory,’ The usual caution followed. ‘Get a taxi to the back entance, Morgan.’

Half a dozen emotions met on Crispinge’s face as he shot a glance at his companion and then faced the accuser again.

‘You’re crazy,’ he panted, still labouring from the effort. ‘I’ve never even seen the man.’

‘I shouldn’t say anything now, if I were you,’ advised Beedel, on a quite human note. ‘You may find out later that we know more than you might think.’

What followed could not have been charged against human foresight, for at a later stage it was shown that a certain cable failed and in a trice one side of Warsaw Street was involved in darkness. What happened in that darkness — where they had severally stood before and after — who moved or spoke — whose hand was raised — were all matters of dispute, but suddenly the black was stabbed by a streak of red, a little crack — scarcely more than the sharp bursting of a paper bag — nearly caught up to it, and almost slowly to the awaiting ears came the sound of strain and the long crash of falling glass and china.

‘A lamp from down there!’ snapped Beedel’s sorely-tried voice, as the ray of an electric torch whirled like a pygmy searchlight and then centred on a tumbled thing lying beyond the table. ‘Look alive!’

‘They say there is gas somewhere,’ announced Mr Carlyle, striking a match as he ran in. ‘Ah, here it is.’

No need to ask then what had happened, though how it had happened could never be set quite finally at rest; for if Kitty Poleash was standing now, whereas before she had sat, the weapon lay beyond her reach close to the shackled hands. A curious apathy seemed to fall upon the room as though the tang of the drifting wisp of smoke dulled their alertness, and when the woman moved slowly towards her lover Beedel merely picked the pistol up and waited. With a terrible calmness she knelt by the huddled form and raised the inert head.

‘Good-bye, my dear,’ she said quietly, kissing the dead lips for the last time; ‘it’s over.’ And with a strange tragic fitness she added, in the words of another fatal schemer, ‘We fail!’

She seemed to be the only one who had any business there; Beedel was abstracted; Carlyle and Carrados felt like spectators walking on a stage when the play is over. In the street below the summoned taxi throbbed unheeded; they were waiting for another equipage now. When that had moved off with its burden Kitty Poleash would follow her captors submissively, like a dog without a home.

‘It isn’t a feather in our caps to have a man slip away like that,’ remarked the inspector moodily as the two joined him for a word before they left; ‘but, of course, as far as they are both concerned, it’s the very best that could have happened.’

‘In what way do you mean the best?’ demanded Mr Carlyle with a professional keenness for the explicit.

‘Why, look at what will happen now. He’s saved all the trouble and thought of being hanged, which it was bound to be in, the end, and has got it over without a moment’s worry. She will get the full benefit of it as well, because her counsel will now be able to pile it all up against the fellow and claim that he exercised an irresistible influence over her. Personally, I should say that it’s twelve of one and thirteen of the other, and I don’t know that she isn’t the thirteen, but she is about as likely to be hanged as I am to be made superintendent tomorrow.’

* * * * *

‘Max,’ said Mr Carlyle, as they sat smoking together the same night, ‘when you think of the elaboration of that plot it was appalling.’

‘Curious,’ replied Carrados thoughtfully. ‘To me it seems absolutely simple and inevitable. Perhaps that is because I should have done it — fundamentally, that is-just the same way myself.’

‘And got caught the same way?’

‘There were mistakes made. If you decide to kill a man you must do it either secretly or openly. If you do it secretly and it comes to light you are done for. If you do it openly there is the chance of putting another appearance on the crime.

‘These two — Crispinge and Mrs Poleash — knew that in the ordinary way the killing of the husband would immediately attract suspicion to the wife. Under that fierce scrutiny it could not long be hidden that the woman had a lover, and the disclosure would be fatal. Indeed, if Poleash had lived, that fact must shortly have come to light, and it was the sordid determination to secure his income for themselves before he discovered the intrigue and divorced his wife that sealed his fate and forced an early issue.

‘If you intend to commit a murder, Louis, and know that suspicion will automatically fall on you, what is the first thing that you would wish to effect? Obviously that it should fall on someone else more strongly. But as the arrest of that someone else would upset the plan, you would naturally make his identity such that he would have the best chance of remaining at large. The most difficult person to find is one who does not exist.

‘There you have the whole strategy of the sorry business. Everything hinged on that, and when you once possess that clue you not only see why everything happened as it did but you can confidently forecast exactly what will happen. To go on believing that you had talked with the real Poleash it was necessary that you should never actually see the man as he was. Hence the disfigurement. What assailant would act in that way? Only one maddened by a jealous fury. The Southern people are popularly the most jealous and revengeful, so we must have a native of Italy or Spain, and the Italian is the more credible of the two. Similarly, Mr Hipwaite is brought in to add another touch of corroboration to your tale. But why Mr Hipwaite from a mile away? There is a locksmith quite near at hand; I made it my business to call on him, and I learned that, as I expected, he knew Poleash by sight. Plainly he would never have served the purpose.’

‘Perhaps I ought to have been more sceptical of the fellow’s tale,’ conceded Mr Carlyle; ‘but, you know, Max, I have a dozen fresh people call on me every month with queer stories, and it’s not once in a million times that this would happen. I, at any rate, saw nothing to rouse suspicion. You say he made mistakes?’

‘Crispinge, among divers other things he’s failed in, has been an actor, and with Mrs Poleash’s coaching on facts there is no doubt that he carried the part all right. Being wise after the event, we may say that he overstressed the need of secrecy. The idea of the previous attack, designed, of course, to throw irrefutable evidence into the scales, was too pronounced. Something slighter would have served better. Personally, I think it was excess of caution to send Mrs Jones out on the Thursday afternoon. She could have been relied upon to be too “mithered” for her recollections to carry any weight. It was necessary to destroy the only reliable photograph of Poleash, but the risk ought to have been taken of burning it before she went off to establish her unassailable alibi, and not leaving it for her accomplice to do. In the event, by handling the frame after he had burned his gloves, Crispinge furnished us with the solitary fingerprint that linked up his identity.’

‘He had been convicted then?’

‘Blackmail, six years ago, and other things before. A mixture of weakness and violence, he has always gravitated towards women for support. But the great mistake — the vital oversight — the alarm signal to my perceptions—’

‘Yes?’

‘Well, I should really hardly like to mention it to anyone but you. The sheet and the bolster-case that so convincingly turned up to clinch your client’s tale once and for all demolished it. They had never been on Poleash’s bed, believe me, Louis. What a natural thing for the woman to take them from her own, and yet how fatal! I sensed that damning fact as soon as I had them in my hands, and in a trice the whole fabric of deception, so ingeniously contrived, came down in ruins. Nothing — nothing — could ever retrieve that simple, deadly blunder.’


THE CURIOUS CIRCUMSTANCES OF THE TWO LEFT SHOES
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AT THE TIME when the Enderleighs lost their silver the Monkey Burglar was at the height of his fame. The Monkey Burglar, should you by this date have forgotten, was the one who invariably gained access by leaping from a tree on to an upper-storey window-sill. So strong was habit that there were said to be cases of the Monkey Burglar going through this performance at houses where the front door stood open, or where a builder’s ladder, left in position overnight, was reared against the very point he gained by the more sensational flight. During the thick of the burglary season that year each number of Punch regularly contained one or more jokes about the Monkey; no pantomime was complete without a few references to him; and the burgled invariably tried to claim distinction as authentic victims. In this, the Press, to do it justice, worthily seconded their endeavours.

The Enderleighs lived near Silver Park at that time, in one of the old-fashioned cottages that have long, delightful gardens running down to the river edge. They were a young couple, setting themselves a very moderate standard until the day when Enderleigh’s wonderful qualities should be suitably recognized by a partnership. In the meanwhile he was something exceptionally responsible but not so exceptionally rewarded in connexion with a firm of estate agents and surveyors. Max Carrados had heard of him favourably from one or two friends and was not unwilling to put business in the young man’s way. An opportunity came when the blind criminologist had, as trustee, to deal with an estate down in Warwickshire. He ascertained that Enderleigh was not debarred from doing work on his own account, and gave him a commission to inspect the property and make a general report. Business being slack, there was no difficulty in arranging a few days’ leave of absence from the office, and the proposal was gratefully accepted.

On his return — he had conscientiously managed to cover the ground within two days — Enderleigh looked in at The Turrets before proceeding home and found Mr Carrados at leisure.

‘I thought that I would leave the report with you now,’ he explained, ‘in case you cared to glance over it and ask me about any details while it’s all fresh in my mind. I wrote up my notes in the train on the way back.’

‘Good man,’ smiled Carrados, accepting the docket. ‘I should have liked you to stay while we discussed the matter, but I am afraid that someone else has a prior lien on your time.’

‘In what way?’

‘A few hours ago Mrs Enderleigh rang me up on the phone, and there is what I might describe as a standing order for you to communicate with her from here at the earliest moment.’

‘Good heavens!’ exclaimed Enderleigh in some trepidation. ‘What’s up, I wonder? Nothing wrong that you know of?’

‘Nothing at all,’ replied Carrados with reassuring unconcern. ‘Your wife was in exceptional spirits, I gathered, but somewhat cryptical. However, there is the means of setting your mind at rest,’ and he indicated the instrument. ‘I’ll leave you to it.’

‘Please don’t go.’ Enderleigh seemed to be toying with the moment as if rather unwilling to set his mind at rest. ‘I was startled for a second, but if my wife herself spoke to you there can’t be anything much the matter. The fact is,’ he confided with a certain shy complacency, ‘she has been getting rather fanciful of late — not an unusual phase of the situation, I understand.’

Mr Carrados murmured his discreet congratulations, and his visitor summed up enough indifference to make the call.

‘Holy Moses!’ the blind man heard him mutter, and there followed a rapid fusillade of ‘How?’ and ‘When?’ and ‘What?’ and ‘You don’t mean it!’ all indicating consternation and surprise, as long as the colloquy lasted.

‘Here’s a pretty go,’ announced Mr Enderleigh, hanging up the receiver. ‘We’ve been burgled!’

‘The deuce!’ exclaimed Carrados sympathetically. ‘I hope your wife isn’t much upset?’

‘No, I don’t think so. In fact, she seems rather set up, because some of our neighbours were robbed in a very commonplace way lately, and she’s determined that this must have been the authentic Monkey.’

‘Much taken?’

‘Apparently the silver chest and nothing else. Myra rather fancied that I would call here on my way from something I had said — that’s why she rang you up — and she wants me to go straight on. I hope you don’t mind?’

‘Of course not. I had hoped that you would keep me company for an hour or two, but that’s out of the question now.... I’ll tell you what, though: I will make a bargain with you. Stay another fifteen minutes, in which we can have a snack of some kind in place of dinner. In the meanwhile I will have a car got out that will land you at your place quicker than any other way you could go; and in return you shall invite me to inspect the depredation.’

‘That’s certainly a bargain from my side of the transaction,’ replied Enderleigh. ‘If it isn’t putting you out, I’ll accept like a shot.’

‘Not a bit,’ declared his host with more than polite formality. He moved across to the house telephone and quickly distributed the necessary orders. ‘I love anything that comes suddenly along. It may be the beginning of — what adventure?’

‘Well, as to that, of course there are two sides,’ said the domesticated Enderleigh. ‘This is quite sudden enough for men, but I certainly don’t love it.’

Carrados was as good as his literal word, and fifteen minutes after he had spoken the lean form of his speedy Redshank car glided down the drive into the high road and then stretched out for Silver Park.

‘Now that it’s come to this, I may as well tell you about our silver,’ explained Mr Enderleigh to his companion, on a confidential impulse. ‘We happen to have rather a lot — more than people in our modest way generally sport, I mean. Myra’s father was a fruit-grower and won a lot of cups and plates in his time. I used to be something of a runner and I amassed a few more, and when we got married our friends showered cruets and cake baskets down on us galore. The consequence is that there was a solid half-hundredweight of the metal reposing in a specially made case in the dining-room at Homecroft. Of course it ought to have been kept at the bank, and at first it was, but Myra liked to see an assortment out on the sideboard, so that it got to be a nuisance sending it backwards and forwards. Then I said that if we had it in the house it ought to be kept up in the bedroom for safety, and Myra found that she couldn’t even lift the chest and decided that it would be too inconvenient to have it there. What with one thing and another, the confounded silver got to become a bit of a sore point between us — it brought on the first unpleasantness we had. Then, as bad luck would have it, just when I was leaving the other morning to go on this job we must needs get arguing about it again. I suggested that as there would be only two women alone in the house — herself and the servant — it would be safer if I carried the box up and hid it under the bed. Myra — God know why — retorted that if the silver was the danger-point it wasn’t very kind to want to put it just under where she would be. One silly word led to another until I finally went off saying that I wished the damned stuff was at the bottom of the river.’

‘You seem to have got the next thing to what you asked for then,’ remarked Carrados. ‘The silver apparently won’t trouble you again.’ But Enderleigh demurred at this cheerful summary and shook his head.

‘Oh, yes,’ he replied, ‘but when you wish a thing like that you don’t really mean that you want it to happen.’

‘You are insured, I suppose?’

‘Only partly, I’m afraid, because the value of the silver now exceeds the percentage allowed. And of course a lot of the things have associations, although there is nothing of antique value. I’m really wondering how Myra will take it when the excitement wears off.’

But so far the excitement was on, and she welcomed them radiantly, albeit a shade mystified that Mr Carrados should have chosen that moment to pay his call. It does not say much for the criminal expert’s sense of publicity that neither his host nor hostess had the faintest idea of his uncanny reputation. To them he was simply the rich blind man who seemed as though he might be useful to Guy.

‘But isn’t it a shame, Mr Carrados?’ she cooed, when the first round of wonder and exclamation had been gone through. ‘Sergeant Lapworth declares that it can’t possibly be the Monkey Burglar. And I was so relying on that to squelch the Higgses with.’

Carrados divined an exchange of private glances, expostulatory from the husband, playfully defiant on her part.

‘I have met Sergeant Lapworth once or twice and he seemed to know his work,’ said the visitor. ‘Did he say why it couldn’t be?’

‘Well, the only way they could have got in was by the side door. No fastenings have been forced or windows opened. And the Monkey wouldn’t ever dream of using a side door.’

‘But how on earth could they do that?’ demanded Enderleigh. ‘I mean without using force. Chloe fastens the door at night, doesn’t she?’

‘I’ll show you if you don’t mind accompanying me to the nether regions,’ said the light-hearted girl. ‘Chloe only locks the door it seems — the bolts are too stiff to work — and Sergeant Lapworth says that these people — he’s almost sure he knows the gang — have all manner of ingenious tools. There’s a sort of pincers that you catch hold of a key with from the other side and turn it quite easily. You can see that the lock has been oiled to make it go.’

‘You found the door unlocked this morning?’

‘No — I don’t know. I never thought of that. But I suppose they could just as easily lock it again to cover their tracks, and as it happened it was not until this afternoon that I missed the silver chest. Then there are footprints on the bed from the gate to the side door. He found those as well. It’s most wildly exciting discovering clues; I’ve been looking for some all the afternoon, but so far without success.’

‘Come on then,’ suggested Enderleigh. ‘You have a lamp or candle, I suppose?’

‘Yes. Do you care to see our private morgue, Mr Carrados — oh, I am sorry: I forgot!’

‘That’s very nice of you — to forget,’ smiled the blind man. ‘It shows that I’m not so helpless after all. Certainly I should like to come; I’m as keen on clues as you are.’

The side door was the chief point of interest. It opened on to the garden from the scullery. The scullery — a dank and forbidding chamber that almost justified its epithet — in turn led into the kitchen, and the kitchen into the hall. But there were other ways of getting about, for it was an old house with many passages and on various levels. Most of the rooms appeared to have at least two doors. ‘I think that the man who built it must have been fond of French farces,’ remarked Mr Enderleigh, pointing out this feature.

But even at the side door there was very little to see, the Enderleigh burglary being chiefly remarkable for its negative features. There was the oiled lock, and the key bore certain recent scratches, and that was all.

‘If the bolts had been shot this would never have happened,’ said the master of the house. ‘Perhaps in future—’

‘But the bolts can’t be stirred, dear,’ protested Myra. ‘I’ve tried myself until my poor thumbs are nearly dislocated. And every one says that if burglars want to get in they will, even if they have to come down the chimney.’

‘I think the bolts might move if they were simply oiled,’ suggested Carrados. ‘The level is all right, you see.’

‘Chloe,’ called out Mr Enderleigh — the kitchen door stood open— ‘is there any oil about?’

A young girl in cap and apron — a girl of quite unusual prettiness — appeared at the door.

‘Oil, sir?’ she repeated faintly, and she continued to look from one to another of them as though something was amiss.

‘Yes, oil — ordinary oil — the sort you oil with, you know. There must be some about somewhere.’

‘Oh, yes — for the sewing machine,’ she replied, and disappeared to return with it in a moment.

‘Now a feather.’

The girl’s eyes shot to a bucket holding kitchen refuse that stood beneath the sink; then rose to the level again as she continued to stand there.

‘Feathers: in the middle dresser drawer, Chloe,’ prompted her mistress tartly. ‘Bless me,’ she confided to the others, ‘the girl’s going dotty, I believe. Over-excitement isn’t good for our poor sex.’

‘Now we want a chair or something for the top bolt,’ said Enderleigh.

‘I think I can do it without, if you will allow me,’ put in Carrados. ‘I fancy that I am just a few inches to the good in that respect.’

‘But really, Mr Carrados,’ protested the lady, ‘won’t you get it on your clothes — or something?’

That is only a matter of carelessness, not vision,’ replied Carrados. He gave the feather a dexterous turn in the neck of the bottle to remove the excess of oil before he withdrew it. ‘Children have the keenest sight, Mrs Enderleigh, and yet look how they drop the jam about!’

‘It’s quite marvellous,’ she murmured, watching him apply the oil and then work the action until the bolt slid easily.

‘Not so much as you might think,’ he assured her. ‘Frequently you are indebted to other senses when you think you are using your eyes, and they get all the credit. Several men have told me that they always close their eyes when they are doing certain delicate adjustments.’

‘I once knew a lady who always shut her eyes before she fired a gun off,’ contributed Enderleigh. ‘Yet she was fond of shooting, and often hit things.’

‘Dogs or keepers?’ inquired Myra politely.

Certainly the burglary did not seem to have damped anyone’s spirits. Presently they went out to look at the incriminating footprints— ‘viewing the body’ Myra called it — by candlelight until they were tired of striking matches and the friendly darkness put Carrados at liberty to go down on hands and knees and touch the well-marked impressions with his eerily perceptive fingers in his own peculiar way.

‘What’s this — snowing?’ Enderleigh had exclaimed as he opened the door to lead the way into the garden. A sprinkling of white showed on the bare earth before them.

‘Goose!’ retorted Myra fondly, ‘it’s lime, of course. Old Benjamin — he’s a sort of local unhandyman, Mr Carrados, whom Guy employs one day a week to sit in the garden and smoke shag — put it on only yesterday. He said the soil was too “thodden” for bulbs: it’s always too something for Ben.’

‘It came in useful, all the same,’ said her husband. ‘You see, the lime being crushed down in the footprints shows that they were made after it was put there. That’s important.’

‘Lapworth the Sleuth had already diagnosed that, O Fountain of Wisdom,’ mocked his wife. She leaned forward and struck him lightly on the arm. ‘You’re it! Race you to the river, Guy!’

‘Ssh!’ warned Enderleigh with a nod towards their guest.

‘Go, children — run,’ urged Carrados benignly. ‘I will follow at a pace more suited to my years.’

‘Hold up!’ cried Myra, limping into a walk before they were fairly off. ‘I forgot; my feet are as soft as mush today. Besides, I oughtn’t to now.’

‘No, of course you oughtn’t to,’ said Guy severely. ‘And we oughtn’t to leave Mr Carrados like that. God knows what sort of a lunatic asylum he’ll think he’s dropped on.’

‘Never mind: I got you away. Just one, Guy. And don’t worry about him. He said his ears, but he meant his eyes, of course: his ears are sharp enough. That old man wouldn’t take any harm if you put him down in the middle of a sawmill.’

‘Old!’ exclaimed Mr Enderleigh indignantly. ‘Great Scott! What next?’

They walked back to meet the advancing Carrados, and then they all strolled soberly down to the extremity of the garden and stood contemplating the slow, muddy river before they turned back again.

‘You take Mr Carrados into the dining-room, Guy,’ said Myra, hastening on ahead as they neared the house. ‘I’m going up to change my shoes — these are soaked.’

‘Yes, my lady, you are pretty high up already, I’m afraid,’ apostrophized her husband as they followed. ‘That’s the way of it, Mr Carrados. I shall think myself lucky if she isn’t down below zero before the night is out.’

‘I’ve taken hot water up to the spare room, sir,’ said Chloe, as they passed her in the hall.

They washed their hands leisurely and went down to the dining room. The maid had lit the lamp and was replenishing the fire. Still Mrs Enderleigh did not appear. A few minutes passed rather flatly. Enderleigh made a half-hearted show of asking his guest if he was fond of this and that, but Carrados divined his vague uneasiness and soon they both frankly waited.

‘Guy,’ said a queer little voice just outside the door — it had been left somewhat ajar— ‘do you mind coming here a minute.’

Enderleigh threw a quick, inquiring look across, and the blind man — informed by what sense, who shall say? — nodded mute assent. Then the door closed and Carrados slowly turned his face to the four points of the room.

It was perhaps five minutes later that Enderleigh returned. He came thoughtfully across the room and stood close to his guest’s chair.

‘It’s just as I was afraid,’ he said, pitching his voice cautiously. ‘Myra is now at a very minus stage indeed. And a curious thing — curious and trivial, and yet, I must admit, extraordinary — has happened to upset her. It’s mixed up with one or two other matters, and I suppose that this burglary also — although that has nothing to do with it — has helped to put the emotional screw on. If you care to hear I will tell you with pleasure, especially as you have seen how bright she was a few minutes ago, but I don’t want to bore you.’

‘Go on,’ said Carrados. ‘Curious and trivial things that are extraordinary have never bored me yet.’

‘Well, you shall judge. I indicated, over at your place, that we are expecting our little household to be increased in the course of a few months. Not unnaturally, Myra has to pass through a variety of new emotions on the subject, and she also has an unfortunate misgiving. It happened that her father was born club-footed and his father was disfigured in the same way. Of course, we tell her that it’s all nonsense, but there is undeniably an element of heredity in that sort of thing, and she knows it well enough. Just now she is doubly prone to take notice of any kind of suggestion or premonition that may come along, especially on that one unlucky possibility. You heard her say that she was going up to change her shoes? Well, this is what has happened: she went upstairs, kicked off her wet shoes, and proceeded to pull on another pair. They are shoes that she has worn quite comfortably at intervals for the past few weeks, but now one — the right foot — would not go on. Thinking nothing of it, she picked up a shoe-lift and tried again. Still it refused to accommodate, and then she went to the light and looked more closely.... It wasn’t likely to fit, Carrados, for the extraordinary thing is that those shoes, which she has worn quite easily and naturally a dozen times in the last few weeks, are both for the left foot!’

There was a rattle of cups and glasses as the attractive maid nearly dropped the tray she was bringing in. Enderleigh looked sharply round, but the girl kept her face averted and quickly went out again.

‘There’s another who’s certainly got the jumps,’ said her master. ‘But about those shoes. Of course it’s ridiculous, but you see the inference? In each forerunning case it was the right foot that was wrong, and so poor Myra is miraculously endowed with two left shoes at this moment as a sort ol admonition than an ordinary right will not be needed.... But you don’t see anything in it, I expect?’

‘On the contrary,’ replied Carrados slowly, ‘I see so much in it — so many thousand possibilities, all wrong but one — that I should like to go up into a very large, perfectly bare attic, lit by several twenty thousand candle-power arc-lamps, and there meditate.’

‘And the nearest thing I can offer you,’ said Enderleigh, ‘is the coal cellar. It’s roomy as such places go and certainly practically empty now. For the rest—’ He found the pleasantry difficult to sustain.

‘So,’ continued the blind man seriously, ‘we must still proceed on directly material lines. I should very much like to handle the pair of shoes that has caused the trouble. Do you think Mrs Enderleigh would allow me?’

‘Why not?’ assented the lady’s husband. Til go and get them.’

He went, and returned almost immediately — but empty-handed.

‘She’s coming down now. Much better,’ he whispered in the voice of a conspirator. ‘Bringing them.’ And almost at his heels a sobered Myra reappeared.

‘I’m a hopeless little rabbit, Mr Carrados,’ she apologized. ‘Please don’t say anything nice about it, because I am.’

‘Rabbit!’ ejaculated her natural protector loyally; ‘rabbit I Why, Mr Carrados, that — that sylph has the heart of a — a — well, I’m not strong on the faunas, but of whatever is the antithesis of rabbit.’

‘That would be a ferret, wouldn’t it?’ asked Myra in her funny way. ‘What a sad flatterer you are, Guy!’

‘Go on,’ said Guy happily. ‘So long as you can laugh—’

She waved a reassuring hand to him across the room as she addressed their guest again.

‘Of course, I know that he has told you all about it, Mr Carrados,’ she said. ‘Because when I taxed him he began by saying, “I only just—” Here is the mystery.’

It was a pair of pretty bronze shoes, neat yet not fragile, that she put into the blind man’s hands. He held them one by one, and as his long, delicately-formed fingers brushed across their surface the two watchers received a curious impression of seeing something read.

‘I shouldn’t mind-I shouldn’t mind the shoes a particle,’ declared Myra — she felt compelled to speak to break the almost hypnotic quest of those understanding hands ‘though, of course, they’re no earthly use. But for weeks I’ve been wearing them all right, and now I know perfectly well that I couldn’t. There’s something wrong with me somewhere, don’t you see?’

‘But, dearest,’ pleaded Guy soothingly, ‘there’s some perfectly simple explanation if only we could see it. Why, only just now you said that your feet were tender. That’s probably it. You’ve got them sore, and so you can’t put on the shoe. If they were all right you’d jump into them and not notice that anything was the matter, just as you have been doing up to now.’

‘Don’t talk tommy, Guy!’ she exclaimed half wrathfully. ‘As if I could possibly put on two left shoes without knowing it, even if I could get them on. And yet,’ she wailed, ‘I have been putting them on — that’s the horrible thing about it.’

Carrados had apparently finished his scrutiny, for he was listening to this exchange in his usual benign complacency, and as he listened he absently rubbed his nose gently with the polished toe of a shoe.

‘Set your mind at rest, Mrs Enderleigh,’ he remarked quietly, as he offered her the other one. ‘There is nothing wrong. You have never worn that shoe.’

‘I have never worn it?’

‘Neither you nor anybody else. The shoe has not been worn.’

‘But look at the wear,’ she persisted, displaying the scarified sole. ‘Look at this worn lace.’

‘The lace, yes,’ he admitted, with unshaken confidence. ‘But not the shoe.’

‘But how can you possibly know that?’

‘In exactly the same way that I could oil the bolt — by using other powers than that of sight.’

‘Do you mean—’ began Enderleigh, but Carrados interrupted him with uplifted hand.

‘If I may suggest, please don’t say anything more about the shoes just yet. At this moment Sergeant Lapworth has come to the door and your servant is admitting him. Let us hear what he has to say.’

Myra and Guy exchanged looks of bewilderment — almost of alarm — and then the girl’s face cleared.

‘Yes,’ she exclaimed, ‘I had forgotten to tell you. He did say that he would look in again after you got back, Guy.’

‘If you please, m’m,’ said Chloe at the door, ‘there’s the detective here again, and he would like to see the master if it’s convenient.’

‘Quite right,’ replied Myra. ‘Show him in here.’

Sergeant Lapworth was a plain-clothes man of the local staff. If he had a fault it was that of giving the impression of knowing more than he would tell, a suggestion that resulted in people sometimes finding him less omniscient in the end than they had expected. The Enderleighs were rather surprised at the sudden respect that came over him when he recognized their blind visitor.

‘One or two small matters I thought I’d like to see you about, sir,’ he said, addressing Mr Enderleigh. ‘Those footprints by the side gate. I understand that no one came along that way between the time your gardener put the lime there yesterday and my seeing them this afternoon?’

‘That is quite right,’ agreed Myra. ‘We allow the milkman to come in at the front gate and go to the side door, to save him carrying his can right round the other way. No one else came; I asked Chloe particularly.’

‘You see the point, sir?’ continued the sergeant, directing his voice at Mr Carrados this time. ‘Whoever left those footprints is the man we want to put our hands on. We should like him to account for his movements last night at all events. Old Ben certainly never made those prints, sir. Now, I wonder,’ the sergeant’s voice became softly specu-lative as he leisurely felt in one or two pockets and finally produced a neat paper template of a boot, ‘I wonder if this suggests anything to either of you?”

Myra shook her head and passed the paper on to Enderleigh.

‘It’s a man’s boot, I suppose,’ she said. ‘It is broader than a woman’s and the heel is twice as large. It’s much smaller than any of yours, Guy.’

‘Lord, yes,’ he agreed. ‘I’m miles beyond that.’

‘Perhaps,’ continued Sergeant Lapworth, becoming almost dreamy in his quiet detachment, ‘perhaps this might help you more if you should ever have seen the original.’ It was a small fancy button that he mysteriously produced this time from the Aladdin’s cave among his garments. Myra’s spirits went up.

‘What a splendid clue, Mr Lapworth!’ she exclaimed. ‘Where did you find it?’

‘I don’t want anything said about it just yet,’ he stipulated. ‘As a matter of fact I picked it up in your scullery this afternoon.’

‘It is a boot button, I suppose?’ questioned Enderleigh. ‘It strikes me as rather dressy.’

‘It is the top of a pearl boot button undoubtedly, I should say,’ pronounced the sergeant. ‘One of those metal-shanked things that they wire into the boot nowadays. First question is, Does it belong to anyone of the house? I dare say you have plenty of pairs of fancy boots and shoes in use or put by, but it isn’t a button that you would readily forget.’

Myra breathlessly agreed that if she had had boot buttons like that she would never have forgotten it, and added that if Guy had appeared with them she could never have forgiven it — a sotto-voce effort that elicited nothing more than an anxious look from her husband.

‘And how about the young person in the kitchen?’ suggested Lapworth.

‘I know Chloe’s boots, and it certainly doesn’t come from there,’ replied Chloe’s mistress. ‘However, you had better ask her, to make sure. Shall I ring now?’

‘Don’t trouble,’ he replied, with a quite spontaneous glance towards the decanters on the table, as he returned the precious relic to its hiding-place. ‘I can have a word with her as I go out. Now as regards the silver. Your good lady said that you would be able to make me out a list, sir.’

‘Of course,’ assented Enderleigh; ‘that’s got to be done, hasn’t it? And then there’ll be the insurance people. And then a young man introducing himself as “The Press”. I’ll tell you what, sergeant, this being burgled isn’t such a soft thing after all.’

‘I don’t know, sir. It strikes me that you have come off uncommonly easy, seeing as how things were. No mess, no breakages, no odds and ends from every room that you can’t remember until it’s too late to claim. Just one big lot taken clean.’

‘It would be about as much as he could take, anyway,’ said the owner. ‘I shouldn’t like to heft that case far.’ He casually indicated the group of liquors. ‘What shall it be, sergeant?’

‘I’ll leave that to you, sir,’ said the sergeant modestly. ‘Yes, it would be a tidy load. I don’t know that I ever remember the case being taken before. Reckon they had a car somewhere near.’

‘Anyway, nothing was overlooked,’ said Myra. ‘There were some tankards out on the sideboard here, and three dozen spoons of various sizes in the drawer, and they went too. I put them—’

‘You put them what?’ prompted her husband, for Myra had stopped as though she had said her say.

‘I haven’t the faintest notion, dear,’ she replied frankly. ‘To tell the truth I think I was half asleep. Put what what?’

‘Well, I think I’ll be getting on along, sir,’ said Lapworth, reading in this a pretty obvious hint. ‘As soon as we hear from you—’

‘Nonsense,’ interposed Enderleigh, rather put out at the turn; ‘have another first,’ and he refilled the not altogether inflexible sergeant’s glass.

There was a hesitating knock at the door and Chloe entered with a card.

‘Please, m’m,’ said the girl — Mrs Enderleigh happened to be seated nearest to her— ‘there’s a gentleman would like to see the master for a minute.’

‘“Wich”— “Mr William Wich”,’ read Myra. ‘Isn’t there a Lady Wich a few houses away?’

‘Trefusis — Lady Wich, madam,’ volunteered Lapworth. ‘There is a Mr William, the son.’

‘I’d better go out and see what it is,’ said Enderleigh. ‘Probably only a minute — excuse me, won’t you?’

For so short a gap it did not seem worth while discovering a topic of conversation, and so no one broke the minute’s silence. If they had spoken their thoughts the exchange would have been something after this fashion:

‘I wonder if Lady Wich ever intends to call — city knight’s widow, I suppose. Now will Mr Carrados go when the fat sergeant leaves, or does he expect that we have proper supper?’

‘Bit of a card this Mr Willie Wich from what I hear. Old party keeps him in pretty tight by all accounts. Larky; girls. Damn fine stuff this Scotch here. Wonder if it’d be all right, if he does give the nod again, for me to—’

‘She must stand five feet five — possibly six. At that, with the tread she has, she will take a 4½ to 5. Yes, under any vigorous exercise she might reasonably split a pliant 3½. There were certainly two definable personal exudations about the other shoe, and associable with them syringa — that’s the girl — and cheiranthus — this one.’

The door opened and Enderleigh entered, then standing aside he waited for someone else.

‘Rather curious,’ he announced. ‘Mr Wich has come to give us some information about our friend last night; so as we are all here — My wife; Mr Wich; Mr Carrados; Sergeant Lapworth.’

‘It’s really from my mother, you know,’ said the dapper youth who followed the host in. ‘She’s a frightful invalid — heart and all that — so she sent me to tell you. We only just heard of what had happened: beastly shame—’

‘We didn’t know that you’d be interested,’ ventured Myra graciously.

‘Eh? Oh, I mean rotten luck being burgled like that. Well, it seems that last night the mater was having a bad turn and she had to get up and sit at the open window to have air. That’s how it takes her. It seems that from her bedroom window one can see most of your garden — we live a couple of houses along: Trefusis, you know — and as she sat there she distinctly saw someone go down your garden towards the river and disappear among the trees. She says she wasn’t taking much notice of it at the time, because there was no reason why there should be anything wrong in that, and it being dark she didn’t see a lot, and she was feeling pretty washed out as well. But she did notice that it seemed to be a man carrying something large and heavy, and when she heard of this she thought you’d better know.’

‘It’s most awfully good of Lady Wich to send,’ gushed Myra; ‘and of you to come. We are just celebrating the event with frugal hospitality. Will you drink the toast “Our Absent Friend” in whisky, port, or coffee, Mr Wich?’

‘Eh? Oh, I don’t mind. The first for choice, thank you.’

‘The river,’ mused Lapworth. ‘That’s certainly an idea now: we couldn’t find any likely motor wheel-tracks down the side road here. A boat waiting, you see. What time about would this be, sir?’

‘Oh, about half-past twelve, she said.’

‘Ah!’ The sergeant continued to regard Mr Wich with an air of distant speculation while at the same time his hand went mechanically to his mysterious pocket. ‘I suppose you didn’t by any chance happen to be in the neighbourhood yourself at about that hour, sir?’

The perfect respect of the tone could not wholly disguise a certain significance in the question, and Willie Wich looked up to meet the sergeant’s eyes on level terms. Enderleigh also found something arresting in the sudden tension that seemed to have involved two of his guests, while Carrados continued to gaze into unseen space with the faint half smile of placid contemplation. Myra alone appeared to have no interest in the passage, and her face was turned away, but her lips were tight pressed to hold back a cry of generous warning and her heart was thudding like an engine beat, for in a flash her eyes had followed Lapworth’s and in a flash had seen on her spruce guest’s extended foot a boot with identical pearl buttons, of which the upper one was missing.

The gap between the question and the answer was almost as long as it takes to tell of it, for with their eyes meeting Wich paused to consider his reply as though a thought urged caution.

‘What do you quite mean by that?’ he asked guardedly. ‘You know, of course, that I live in the neighbourhood. Do you mean, was I at home?’

‘Not exactly, sir,’ replied the sergeant. ‘You might have been passing this very house on your way home and thought you saw or heard something suspicious here and come nearer to investigate. Or you might have had a dog stray into this garden and come in to call it back, or a dozen things. What I should like to know is, did you come into this house or garden last night for any purpose?’

‘I did not,’ said Wich, his face relaxing into something like an amused grin. ‘What is more, sergeant, I have never before been in this house or garden in the course of my long and industrious life.’

‘That’s quite definite, sir,’ Lapworth admitted. ‘In the circumstances would you mind stating where you were between the hours of eleven last night and two o’clock this morning?’

To those who knew him pretty well young Mr Wich was something of a puzzle, and they complained that you never knew how he would take it and whether the fellow was quite the fool he sometimes seemed.

‘“In the circumstances”, sergeant, seems to imply the existence of certain conditions of which I have no knowledge,’ he now replied. ‘Should I ever find myself in the dock of the Old Bailey, charged with the murder of a constable, or before the Surrey Petty Sessions accused of appropriating Mr Enderleigh’s ancestral plate, either of those eventualities would constitute an aggregation of circumstances that would enforce my acquiescence. At present I fail to see any reason why I should render an account of my trivial life and movements.’

Sergeant Lapworth took out an irreproachably white pocket handkerchief and wiped his face profusely.

‘Very good, sir,’ he remarked with dark significance. ‘Should you have any objection to my comparing this form’ — here the sergeant dramatically produced his first exhibit— ‘with the boots you are now wearing?’

‘Not the least,’ replied the buoyant young man, raising his right foot to facilitate the operation; ‘though I must protest against the attention thus gratuitously directed to my very unprepossessing footwear. Anything to assist the legitimate ends of justice. But not,’ he added severely, ‘of mere vulgar curiosity.’

Without deigning to reply, Sergeant Lapworth went down on one knee and from that position fitted the paper impression against the proffered boot. It was at once plain to everyone that the two outlines coincided perfectly. But an even more significant piece of evidence was to emerge, for as the sergeant performed this office he slyly inserted a nail in the angle of the instep and an appreciable sprinkling of white-peppered soil fell down into his hand.

‘I must call your attention, sir, to the fact that this earth from your boot appears to correspond with the soil of the garden here.’

‘I say!’ exclaimed Mr Wich aghast, ‘I am sorry, Mrs Enderleigh — bringing stuff like that into your pretty room!’ Then with a bright look of toleration, ‘But I expect you know what servants are!’

‘Lastly,’ said Sergeant Lapworth with admirable composure in spite of a rather flushed complexion, ‘I shall be glad if you will look at this button which corresponds exactly with those on your boot, where one is missing.’

‘Thank you,’ replied young Mr Wich, passing it back again; it’s very good of you to have kept it for me, but it’s really no use. It isn’t a button you sew on, but one of those metal-shanked affairs and the shank is broken.’

‘Then I understand, sir, that you decline to assist us with any information?’

‘Oh, no, you don’t, sergeant — not if you understand the common or vernacular tongue, that is,’ retorted his antagonist. ‘So far, what I have declined is to give an account of my movements on the strength of an old button hypothetically lost at some time from my boot and a little piece of paper traced to measure. It may be the law that I have to if anyone shows me those: I must look that up. But you may remember that the only reason for my being here was to bring you information.’

‘Oh, yes,’ exclaimed Myra, completely won over by the suspect’s ready nonchalance, ‘we are all sure that Mr Wich is quite all right, Sergeant Lapworth. Aren’t we, Guy?’

‘Mrs Enderleigh,’ put in Wich, gazing at her with melancholy admiration, ‘before I go I must unburden my mind, and I’m afraid you may think very poorly of me in consequence. I did not purloin your silver and I have not the faintest idea who did. Good-bye.’

‘Must you really go?’ she asked. ‘Please be sure and thank Lady Wich from me, won’t you? And any Thursday.’

‘If you would be so kind as to help a blind man to his car, Mr Wich,’ interposed Carrados, and Enderleigh found his own proffered services quietly brushed aside.

‘You don’t say you are!’ exclaimed Wich. ‘I never tumbled to it. And that’s your little jigger waiting then? I’m looking forward to something on four wheels myself, but so far I have to be content with two.’

‘It’s hardly worth while offering you a lift,’ said Carrados, when they were in the road, ‘but if you don’t mind I should like to walk with you as far as your gate.’

‘Right-o,’ said Mr Wich, wondering who this queer customer who had made up to him might be. ‘Lovely night, isn’t it? What about your car?’

‘It will follow presently; my driver understands. I have been trying to think where we have met before. Are you by-any chance the Wich who made forty-nine for The Rest against Lord’s Schools five years ago?’

‘Oh, I say!’ exclaimed his companion, becoming quite boyishly shy at the reference to this exploit. ‘You don’t mean to say that you remember that? Were you at Lord’s?’

‘Yes. I am fond of the minor fixtures; I can hear more play in them than often comes out in first-class matches. We did not speak, but you passed, and I thought I recognized your step again. A Winchester fellow was commenting on the game for me. You were given run out.’

‘You must simply be a walking Wisden, sir.’ said Wich, brimming with admiration. And then with a curious intonation in his voice he added, ‘But why “given”?’

‘I remember some reference to it.... Were you out?’

‘As a matter of fact I was not,’ he admitted.

‘I don’t think you made any fuss about it — quarrelled with the umpire or groused about the pavilion?’

‘Well, should I be likely? ... It was cricket.’

‘Yes.... And now about this business?’

They had reached the gate of Trefusis, but the young man made no movement towards it, and presently they fell to walking slowly on again.

‘That isn’t so easy. Not by a long, long way. I was taken by surprise, I must admit; I hadn’t a notion that there’d be any trace. Of course it would have been simple enough to tell the sergeant how it came about, if that was all.’

‘You mean the lady in the case; or shall we say the girl in the shoes?’

‘Partly; and then there is my mother. She would certainly have a heart attack if she found that William had been taking her neighbour’s hand-maiden out to midnight carnivals and other forms of penance.’

‘Is that quite — cricket?’

‘Not absolutely M.C.C., perhaps, but it isn’t to be inferred that I had the inklingest of who she was at first. And Chloe really is an awfully pretty girl, you know. What has she let out?’

‘Nothing at all, so far as I am aware.’

‘Then how on earth do you come to know of her — and the shoes?’

‘Very much, I suppose, in the same way that Sergeant Lapworth has come to know of you and the boot — because the traces are so obvious.’

‘I must say I think Chloe was a bit of a mutt to walk on the bed and then leave a button somewhere about. She might have learned better than that from the pictures surely.’

‘Chloe naturally had not foreseen that the escapade would coincide with a burglary. But I would not be too ready to blame her, my young friend,’ advised Carrados dryly. ‘The most disastrous blunder of all was made by someone else.’

‘That’s a straight one,’ said Mr Wich. ‘What did I do?’

‘Suppose you tell me about it?’ suggested Mr Carrados. ‘Under the seal of confidence.’

‘I don’t mind. I was going to see a lawyer first thing tomorrow to find out what I’d better do to circumvent the forces of law and order. Perhaps you could advise me?’

‘Perhaps I could,’ admitted Carrados. ‘At all events I will.’

‘There really isn’t very much to tell,’ said young Mr Wich pensively. ‘I happened to be on the river alone a few months ago when I noticed a dazzling creature watching my feeble efforts from the bank. To have a nearer look I landed and asked her if she was not, excuse me, Miss Prendergast? She said no, but, how curious, she had been almost sure that I was a certain Mr Johnson. This constituting a deputy introduction on established lines I prevailed upon the bright vision to go for a short cruise and even to accept some slight refreshment of a light and portable nature.

‘Under the auspices of the gods the idyll proceeded with exemplary propriety to run its normal course. So far as I was concerned the chief attraction was the extreme likelihood of detection and the certainty that everyone concerned would impute the very worst motives to my conduct when they did find out.

‘On our usual “evening” last week I was indulging the delightful being’s passion for a harmless beverage known as Tango Teaser when she espied a handbill announcing a cheap fancy dance at one of the public halls a few miles away and artlessly exclaimed:

‘“I should love to go to one of those”.

‘Of course there was only one humanly possible reply to a heart-cry like that, and I gallantly made it.

‘“And I should love to take you. Why not?”

‘To this she said that it was absolutely impossible and we fell to making the arrangements. She was to creep out quietly by a side door after the others had gone to bed, lock the door after her and bring the key, and meet me at our usual trysting place — a spot a few hundred yards from our respective abodes. I would be there with my iron steed, and on the pillion thereof would whirl her into fairyland.

‘Everything went off as per schedule. The only contretemps was that Chloe — have I mentioned that the heroine was Chloe, by the way? — ripped one of her shoes across and thus passed automatically into the retired list. I confess that I was surprised at the consternation the mishap occasioned the sweet chit, and then she told me. Ashamed at the deficiency of her own pedal outfit she had surreptitiously “borrowed” a pair belonging to her mistress. Detection would now inevitably follow, disgrace, possibly dismissal. Sighs, tears — heavens! — reproaches. Again I did the insane chivalrous thing and swore to replace the shoe within twelve hours or perish.’

‘The rest is obvious. Chloe knew where they had been bought — a shop in Oxford Street — and I was to his me off at dawn and duplicate them. As there would be the business of giving the shoes the necessary “wear” it would be simpler to keep only one, and this I was to put into a clump of ivy on the garden side wall. But when it came to parting a difficulty arose: it was essential for me to have the split shoe as a pattern; I could not allow the fair penitent to walk stocking-footed along the stony road; and it wasn’t wise to risk being seen together any nearer our houses. The simple way out was for me to lend her one of mine, and this I recovered from the ivy bush when I put the other one in. And there, Mr Carrados, you have the whole egg in a nutshell.’

‘Everything went off all right then?’ inquired Carrados maliciously.

‘Like a clock. I obtained the exact thing in the exact size, scrubbed it down to the exact appearance of the other and put in the old lace. The superfluous shoe was flung over into an orchard somewhere Isleworth way. There was nothing much in all that. But now you see why it was impossible to satisfy Sergeant Lapworth’s inopportune curiosity.’

‘You may perhaps find it difficult to satisfy one or two other people as well. Did Chloe say anything when she let you in just now?’

‘Why, yes; it struck me as ungracious at the time. The angel looked at me very weirdly and just said “Idiot!” I thought she must be overwrought.’

‘I think it very likely. I told you that there had been other blunders besides Chloe’s. What she wished to indicate by a single appropriate word, my budding Lothario, was that you had thrown away the wrong shoe, with the consequence that Mrs Enderleigh is now on the verge of hysterics at an apparent miracle.’

‘No!’ exclaimed Wich incredulously, ‘I could not. And yet, surely.... Oh, good Lord, I did! I kept them to make a pair — the new one and the other, instead of.... Well, I am a prize fathead! What will happen now?’

‘What? Why the extreme probability that you have had your trouble for nothing and that Chloe will be sacked after all.’

‘Oh, I don’t think that — not after seeing Mrs Enderleigh. You and Chloe both misjudge her strangely. She seems the jolliest sort of girl to me. I bet she’ll understand.’

‘I’ll bet she will,’ assented Carrados grimly. ‘And when she understands that her pretty servant has been wearing her things, sneaking out at nights (to say nothing about giving burglars the chance of sneaking in) to foot it at dance-halls with the young spark from next-door-but-one, you may not find her quite so sympathetic as she was half an hour ago. If she doesn’t take the opportunity of calling upon Lady Wich about it I’m badly out.’

‘It’s a mug’s business,’ said Mr Wich with a qualmish note in his voice. ‘What had I better do?’

‘What you had better do is to leave it in my hands and agree to my condition.’

‘What condition?’

‘That you never go gallivanting with Chloe again. You both “don’t mean anything”, but suppose you did happen to get the girl discharged with a very dubious character? Should you see any alternative to behaving either as a fool or a knave to put it right?’

‘Whew!’ exclaimed Mr Wich, easing the collar against his neck, ‘that’s heart-to-heart stuff. Well, if you can bring it off I’m good for my part. Chloe certainly is a dazzling thing, but, strictly between ourselves, her mind is little more than an assortment of obsolete film captions.’

* * * * *

When Mr Enderleigh returned from business the next day Myra greeted him with a subdued note. It was plain that the excitement had quite worn off.

‘If Mr Carrados is really going to be useful to you, Guy, of course I shall do my best to amuse him. But I wonder all the same if he is going to make a practice of dropping in every evening.’

‘How so?’ demanded Guy.

‘He rang me up this afternoon and hoped that we should both be in later as he would like to call. I had to say we should be charmed.’

‘Just as well you did, my lady,’ remarked Guy. ‘Do you know that quite important people have a most extraordinary opinion of the man, and I am told that Scotland Yard will do anything to oblige him. That’s what I’ve come across today.’

‘My gracious!’ said Myra, deeply impressed; ‘it’s just as well I fawned. Talking about police, I met Sergeant Lapworth in the road this morning and he seemed very odd. He said they had received instructions to go slow in taking any steps.’

‘That ought to suit them down to the ground,’ suggested Guy pessimistically. ‘We don’t look like seeing any of our plate again, old girl.’

‘I don’t know, Guy. It struck me that Sergeant Lapworth knew more than he would tell. He said that they expected developments.’

‘It used to be “were investigating a clue”,’ said the unimpressed gentleman.

Mrs Enderleigh had named nine o’clock as a convenient hour and with the busy man’s punctuality nine o’clock found Mr Carrados walking up the Homecraft garden path. Looking out, the lady of the house felt a pleasant access of importance, arising from the notable proportions of the car waiting at her gate.

‘How nice of you to come again!’ she exclaimed playfully. ‘After the alarms and excursions of yesterday I hardly dared to hope it.’

‘Oh, yes,’ he replied prosaically, ‘your husband and I have some small business details to discuss.’

‘Of course,’ she assented quickly. ‘I am going to leave you at it.’

‘But first,’ he continued, ‘I have a bargain to offer you.’

‘Offer me? How exciting! Whatever can it be?’

‘You really want to get your silver back again?’

‘Why, naturally. Guy tells me that we shall only receive about half the value the way our policy goes — isn’t it, Guy?’

‘I’m afraid it is,’ admitted her husband.

‘And that’s only money. To both of us many of the things are priceless.’

‘While you have no particular affection for that odd pair of shoes?’

‘Shoes? Oh, those! How ridiculous, Mr Carrados! You are not coming like an up-to-date genie to offer silver plates for old shoes, are you?’

‘You have guessed. But there’s always a catch about these attractive bargains, you remember. If you agree to let the shoes go, everything connected with them goes also. You have no curiosity, make no inquiries, entertain no suspicions: it is to be as though they and all that appertains to them had never been.’

‘I wonder if I understand?’ mused Myra with a sharp little look in his direction.

‘I think you do,’ replied Carrados. ‘You are — forgive the homely phrase — no fool, Mrs Enderleigh. If you do not quite understand yet it’s only because you have not had time to think about it. You soon would.’

‘All right; I’ll take it,’ said Myra, with a very sporting air.

‘But do you mean that you actually know now where the silver is?’ demanded Enderleigh.

‘I know where the silver is,’ Carrados admitted.

‘Where?’ exclaimed two simultaneous voices.

‘When you went off a few days ago, you expressed a wish as to where it might be, Mr Enderleigh, didn’t you?’

‘What was that?’ asked Myra, from whose mind the malediction had apparently faded. Her husband, on the contrary, remembered very well and he coloured at the recollection.

‘I am sorry to be reminded of that,’ he said moodily. ‘Something happened to put me out, Myra, and in a moment of irritation, without meaning it, I said I wished the stuff at the bottom of the river. That’s all.’

‘Yes; that’s the way with you impulsive people, as we genii are always finding. You want a thing and then discover that you don’t. Well, my friend, you have got your wish, willy-nilly. The stuff is at the bottom of the river.’

‘What a lark!’ exclaimed the lady.

‘The burglars dropped it or hid it there?’ said her husband, keenly intrigued. ‘How on earth did you find that out?’

‘The burglars had nothing to do with it, because there was no burglar — no burglary,’ was the reply.

‘Oh, but I say! Besides, it’s gone. No, Mr Carrados! And then the side door key, you know.’

‘Hush!’ said Carrados mysteriously. ‘That doesn’t count. The side door key went, according to our bargain, with the shoes.’

‘Very well,’ acquiesced Myra, with something very like a giggle, ‘but if there was no burglar how did the silver get into the river?’

‘How?’ Carrados raised an accusing finger and slowly brought it dead level on his hostess. ‘How? Behold the culprit! You, my dear lady, threw it there!’

Moved by a common impulse Guy and Myra came slowly to their feet. Looking at Max Carrados’s quietly smiling face it seemed impossible to believe that he — to doubt that he — to know what to think.

‘I — threw — it — there?’ articulated Myra queerly.

‘You deliberately cast the “damned stuff” in. Rising in the dead of night, without staying to put on slippers or to cover those inadequate garments that are no longer the prerogative of my sex, you crept down, carefully replaced the silver lying about, took up the burden, let yourself out by the french window in the drawing-room, crossed the lawn, reached the silent river, and with a sigh of relief at accomplishing so meritorious a task, tipped the whole bag of tricks into the water. All in a profound sleep, of course. By the way, I hope your feet are better today?’

Myra sat down again with a strange look in her eyes.

‘But I could not — I could not even move the box,’ she whispered.

‘Not when you are awake,’ he replied, becoming grave again. ‘And do you know why that is? It is because you know that you cannot, and so, your slavish body assenting, you really cannot. But in your sleep you do not know it; your unbound mind admits no limits, and so—’

‘Do you know,’ interposed Enderleigh sagely, ‘I’ve heard something like that several tunes lately. I suppose there may be something in it after all.’

‘Anyway,’ said Mr Carrados, ‘there is one thing you can congratulate yourself on. A wife who carries out her husband’s slightest wish even in her sleep is a woman in a thousand.’


THE INGENIOUS MIND OF MR RIGBY LACKSOME
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THE MYSTERIOUS AFFAIR of the anatomical subject, that ended in a Great Western corridor express, really began in a New York Mansion when Mr Hiram S. Nogg, wearing noiseless slippers, inconsiderately wandered into the remotest of his five palatial drawing-rooms, to the embarrassment of his niece Sabina and the even more pronounced dismay of Rigby Lacksome. In the terms of Mr Lacksome’s unspoken comment, the premature discovery of the idyll ‘knocked a piece of varnish off the mudguard,’ and he rapidly speculated that unless something drastic and convincing could be brought into the situation not only his excellent chance of winning Miss Craddock’s hand, together with a reasonable settlement, but even his tenure of usefulness as Mr Nogg’s third secretary stood in jeopardy. But having been modelling himself on the strong silent pattern for some time past, nothing really useful occurred to him.

‘Well, Pop,’ remarked the maiden, after she had nicked her hair into position (long residence in the Nogg household had led to the adoption of this unpleasant form of endearment at her lips), ‘what you gotta say about it?’

‘Rainproof’ Nogg fingered his scanty goatee dubiously and looked from one to the other of the young people in mild reproach. He had been warned by his private specialist that strong emotion consumed tissue, so he never ran to it now that he was seventy-five. He just acted in the same way, but without the excuse of deep feeling.

‘Don’t know that I’ve anything much to say, Sabbie,’ he replied guardedly. ‘Leastways, not in words. Rigby was going to Europe for the sales next week. Reckon he’d better go over just the same — and maybe stay there.’

‘I guess not,’ speculated Miss Craddock in an equally level voice, ‘England’s all right for a trip, but I don’t congeal to the idea of a permanency. I must have room to reverse in.’

‘I wasn’t exactly thinking of you, Sabbie,’ said the old man.

‘No,’ agreed Sabina. ‘But from a child onwards I’ve always been encouraged to think for myself. And from what Rigby’s just said I understand that if he went he’d wish to take me with him.’

‘I hope, sir, you won’t consider that there’s anything clahndestine in my cawnduct beneath your roof.’ Bracing himself against the Sicilian marble mantelpiece Rigby began to recover something of the attitude of the Noble Lover, a pose necessarily checked as yet by the uncertainty of the old man’s real feelings. ‘For some time past I have regarded Miss Craddock with sentiments of respectful admiration, but until this morning, when speaking of my forthcoming trip to Yurrup, I have never—’

‘That so?’ interrupted Mr Nogg enigmatically. ‘Well we’ll leave it there. Now, did that Shrubworth sale catalogue come in from Sotheby’s by this morning’s mail?’

‘Yes, sir,’ replied Rigby rather blankly. That was old Nogg all over — until it suited his own convenience the young man wouldn’t have the least indication whether it was going to be the foot of ignominious expulsion or the hand of golden blessing.

‘I want to go through it with you then,’ said Hiram briskly. ‘Bring it to my room when Johnson leaves.’ He slid noiselessly away again, and after a very subdued exchange of protestations with his inamorata Rigby followed him. As he went to find the catalogue of the celebrated Shrubworth collection of Shakespeariana he was thinking harder and more rapidly than he had perhaps ever done before.

* * * * *

Max Carrados, you may remember, had some connexion with the United States. He had inherited his not inconsiderable fortune from an American cousin, who had in his time been a successful speculator — a speculator not exactly in crops, which are notoriously kittle-cattle, but in official crop reports. With a select few of his friends out there the blind man endeavoured to hold for a little longer a solitary outpost of the lost cause of polite correspondence. It is to be inferred that his contributions were acceptable; in return he certainly learned much that even the sleuths of American journalism failed to get on to, and once or twice his information was curiously effective.

‘I doubt if you will ever have met “Rainproof” Nogg,’ wrote one about this time — a shrewd old lady whose Dutch-sounding name caused pushful young hostesses to prick up their ears even when it reached them at third hand. ‘Not a great many years ago he was living precariously on the crumbs that fall from rich men’s waste-paper baskets, but during the last decade or two he has shot forward amazingly. I don’t quite know what he does, but if I had a son — no, I should prefer it to be my grandson — I think I would put him to it. We have wheat “kings” and cotton “kings” and coal “kings”; railroad “kings”, stationary engine “kings”, and Mr Ford; “kings” in the realms of hardware, software, sectional bookcases, crime, and canned tomatoes. But all these sovereigns have some connexion with the domains they represent. I have never heard that Rainproof Nogg had any connexion with anything. I believe that people just bring schemes to him and if he approves of them they give him a share of the scheme for approving. It seems an easy way.

‘At any rate, Mr Nogg is vastly wealthy, but he is growing old. This disease, I am told, has brought a morbid affection in its train: a dread that when he is dead he will be forgotten. It has become a terrible thing that in spite of his power and influence now, when he is gone his memory will soon be utterly effaced. I suppose he has been thinking. True, he has three thin-lipped, razor-jawed, stern-faced Wall Street sons, who will doubtless go on gathering more and more moss around the name of Nogg until the Constitution is amended to suppress them. (“So long as I can keep the money-making in the family, I can afford to pay other people to do the spending,” is a golden Noggett.) But that only raises the problem one power higher: Rainproof, poor romanticist, wants to be remembered in the way that George Washington, Col. W.F. Cody, Pocahontas, and Mary Garden will always be.

‘You have heard of his National Temple out in Virginia? That we possessed no Westminster Abbey must have touched his native pride somewhere, and he has set out to remove the slur by building and endowing a lordly private Valhalla on one of his seventeen estates for the last sleep of the great. Eminent Americans are to be invited to direct by will their interment there; and in the case of Americans not so eminent as to be invited, but who have nevertheless expressed a wish to join the others, a committee will decide. It seems a touchy business all along.... One cannot but think that Rainproof will have established a lien on the verdict of that committee when his own case comes up. A long shot, it may be, at immortality, but longer ones have hit; or Guido Fawkes, William Tell, and Samuel Pepys were forgotten now.

‘In another direction Mr Nogg has found what I imagine has been signally lacking in his life hereto — amusement. And this brings me at last back to my original sheep — a fleece in which you may discover the predatory Rainproof’s lupine form. You collect something I know, but what it is between cigarette pictures and stuffed mammoths I can plead the most benighted ignorance. But I know that you will have the best of them whatever they are — and so, hark ye, my friend, a word in your judicious ear. If-if they should be Shakespeariana by any chance, lock them up until you hear that a young man called Rigby Lacksome has returned to the land of his fathers.

‘For by this time Rainproof is quite slightly Shakespeare mad. A while ago he was advised by a prominent nerve and stomach consultant (the two things go together here it seems) to “cultivate more interest outside business”. Rainproof made the one recorded joke of his existence then, but let that pass. Whether the poor old gentleman heard the Bard’s curious name for the first time about that period, or whether it was because his great financial rival “Slogger” Macmahomet was commissioning Frissman to corner First Folios matters not. At all events, Rainproof went down into the Shakespeariana pit and became a bull power.

‘His first acquisition was a wistful young expert who had been in the ancient book business but who was quite content to get out of it — Mr Lacksome, to wit. He was to be Rainproof’s librarian and Shakespeare secretary. This, I glean, is how they got to work.

‘“See here,” said Mr Nogg, “I hear that fellow on the other side the street has just given fifteen hundred dollars for a book called Hamlet, printed way back in the Dark Ages. Now I shall expect you to go one better.”

‘R.L. considered.

‘“I know of a copy that might be got,” he replied. “But you would have to go at least two hundred dollars more because it is half an inch taller than Macmahomet’s example.”

‘“Inch!” snapped Rainproof, “I don’t do things by inches now, young man. Find me one that’s about half a yard taller and I won’t jib at two thousand dollars more”.

‘He has been put wiser since then. You will have heard of the anonymous purchase last fall of the Croxton Park First Folio for four thousand guineas (he buys anonymously on Wall Street principles). Yes, like Macheath’s Polly, Mr Nogg by now is “most confoundedly bit.”

‘Will I bring this disquisition to a seemly close? I will, sir, and then only will you plumb its dark significance. R.L. is on his mettle, and the attitude of Rainproof is that of an expectant child with its mouth open and its eyes closed. For the engaging young librarian has fallen beneath the charm of Rainproof’s not wholly guileless niece, and in return has found favour in her eyes. But what, everyone will naturally ask, what about the expression of old man Nogg’s eyes, for on that the exact complexion of love’s young dream must turn? Well, our quite astute Romeo has thrown out a very effective fly and the poor fish has risen. It is to be something so rarely and preciously Shakespearian that our hero begs the continuance of his employer’s confidence until his return. Is this mere bluff for time? Or what — a manuscript, a signature, another portrait, a counter-cryptogram? However, young Lochinvar has gone out of the West — verbum sap.

‘For you collectors are — well, how shall I put it? Rainproof will do it for me.

‘“Reckon even in England they take some stock of W. Shakespeare as an asset. So if you get a safe chance at anything unique, Rigby, don’t think that I shall worry you any about just how it happened — so long as I don’t come in it,” he remarked.

‘“I just bet you won’t sir,” replied R.L. frankly.

‘So now you know.’

* * * * *

Mr Carrados dropped the copy of the Pall Mall Gazette that he had been reading and turned to light a cigarette.

‘Greatorex,’ he remarked across the room; ‘this is the Suffragettes’ latest: they have tried to blow up Stratford-on-Avon Church.’

‘My Sunday hat!’ exclaimed the secretary, deeply impressed. ‘So that was it!’

‘Was what?’

With no particular appearance of regret Annesley Greatorex detached himself from the cocupation of typing letters and came across to his employer’s chair.

‘In a sort of way I suppose I am an accessory before the fact,’ he remarked with some complacency. ‘At least, I knew that they were up to some special brand of devilment from Moya’s hints and general air of mystery and triumph. Began about last Friday.’

‘Moya?’ repeated Mr Carrados. ‘Do you mean to say that your shy little sister has become a “militant”?’

Mr Greatorex essayed a hollow laugh with considerable success.

‘“Shy”, you said, sir! And I think you saw Moya less than six months ago? Well, the shrinking violet has been “had” twice since then for brawling, and if her mother hadn’t contrived influenza in the very nick of time I understand that the timid fawn had arranged to chain herself to the minute hand of Big Ben.’

‘To prove that women are moving with the time, I suppose? Fine spirit, Greatorex.’

‘Moral hashish, I tell her, sir,’ amended Annesley with severity. ‘It’s a pretty grey outlook for England if these are a sample of the mothers of the coming generation.’

Max Carrados turned away from his ingenuous young assistant in order to strike a match for which he had no use.

‘What did you hear about this business?’ he asked, indicating the open paper.

‘Well, you know what these young women are. I won’t say they can’t keep a secret, but at the same time they like to let it out on a string and then pull it back again. Now that Moya is on the active list of the precious “cause” she and half a dozen other hectics are in and out of our place like rabbits all day long. And ever since Friday there’s been a sort of “We could and if we would” innuendo in the air.’

‘Hallo!’ exclaimed Mr Carrados with interest. ‘Shakespeare again. How the Bard persists.’

‘Force of example, sir. Moya and her new friend Mamie have been shrieking appropriate quotations at one another, upstairs and down, for days past. Of course, I didn’t see the exact point of the various shafts of wit until now, but this is evidently what was brewing.’

‘Oh,’ thought Mr Carrados speculatively, ‘Mamie!’ ‘Trust an American,’ he said aloud, ‘to know more Shakespeare than nine out of ten of us. I suppose your sister’s friend is from the States?’

‘She just is sir,’ replied Mr Greatorex, pitching his voice into what he considered an appropriate twang. ‘And devoted to the emancipation of her downtrawd’n Bri’sh sisters. Says they are real ladies but want gingering some. Seems to be doing it too. I’ll bet this last affair was her idea.’

‘Do you know what she is doing here?’

She says she is the European representative of the Bluff Folly Weekly Rapier. My holy aunt!’

All rather slack and jejune doubtless. But Annesley Greatorex was no fool despite his occasional lapses of exuberance. He knew precisely to the dot of an ‘i’ and the crossing of a ‘t’ where he stood with Mr Carrados, and when the blind man merely indicated the newspaper paragraph that had started the digression it was read aloud to him with excellent clearness and diction by an entirely staid and businesslike assistant.

‘ATTEMPT TO BLOW UP
STRATFORD-ON-AVON CHURCH

SUFFRAGETTES’ LATEST OUTRAGE

‘Shortly after midnight a determined attempt was made to wreck a portion of Holy Trinity Church, Stratford-on-Avon, by means of an explosive bomb. Many residents in warious parts of the town were awakened about that hour by a loud report, and on investigation being made it was discovered that a sensational attack had been carried out with the parish church as its objective. Both the fire brigade and the police were quickly on the spot, but the services of neither were immediately required, for no conflagration resulted from the explosion and the dastardly perpetrators of the outrage were clear of the scene before the earliest investigators arrived. Copies of suffragette leaflets strewn about clearly indicate the purposse of this discreditable affair.

‘Detailed examination made when it was light reveals the extent of the damage is less than might have been expected. The spot chosen for the attack is on the north side of the chancel, and here several courses of masonry are shattered, much glass — fortunately all modern — broken, and the tracery of one window destroyed. The exact point of the explosion was against the walled-up doorway of what is known as the old “charnel house”, and here the force of the bomb is shown by the dummy door on the interior being blown out. Those familiar with the sacred edifice will recognize from this description that the explosion took place within a few feet of Shakespeare’s monument. It may be assumed, indeed, that this was the real objective, and that nothing but a slight miscalculation due to the darkness of the night, and, possibly, the nature of the explosive used, saved it froom destruction. Fortunately we are spared this crowning act of vandalism; the monument is absolutely untouched and the actual damage can be made good without any loss of historic association.

‘That is all, sir — no, here is something more about it in the “fudge”.’

Greatorex rearranged the paper to display the ‘Stop Press’ space and read on.

‘STRATFORD-ON-AVON EXPLOSION — LATER

‘A representative of Mr Hiram S. Nogg, the American millionaire and Shakespearian enthusiast, who happens to be staying in the town, communicated with his principal as soon as the news of the outrage reached him. As a result of this timely intervention Mr Nogg has generously undertaken to defray the entire cost of repairs. The work will be put in hand immediately, the chuch meanwhile being closed to the public.

‘I think that really is all, sir.’

‘Thank you, said Mr Carrados; ‘that will do. Now bring me Valp’s First Empire, will you. I want a reference.’

Greatorex stared at his employer almost with concern.

‘I’m sorry, but don’t you remember? You advised me to read it and—’

‘True. I told you to take it home with you. It’s still there?’

‘Yes, sir.... But I could cut out and be back under the hour — time to do these letters for the post.’

‘No; I want you for something else.... And Parkinson is out. I wonder—’

‘I could phone to some people who live next door. They’d take a message in, and if Moya is about she’d bring it like a shot.’

‘Do you think so? That would be very convenient, but it seems rather too bad—’

‘Not a bit, sir,’ declared Annesley with easy generosity. ‘She thinks no end of you; in fact, only the other day she said that if she was put on to set this house on fire she wouldn’t—’

‘Really?’ said Max Carrados, much gratified apparently.

‘Yes; she said she’d certainly persuade someone else to do the job. But, of course, at this hour it’s just a toss up—’

As it happened, however, Mr Carrados might be said to have won the toss, for Miss Greatorex was discovered to be at home, and as she arrived at The Turrets within forty minutes she may be judged to have come ‘like a shot’. She was a small, elfin creature (the good looks of the family had begun and ended with Annesley), who in intimate political circles was generally referred to as ‘The Vole’.

‘Come and have some tea, Miss Greatorex, and tell me all the Secret History of the day,’ suggested Mr Carrados, and grinning amiably the Vole complied — to the extent of taking tea, at all events.

‘I know that you don’t quite approve of us yet, Mr Carrados,’ she remarked, ‘but that’s only because you’ve never really thought it out. None but the very young and the very stupid are actually hostile.’

‘They’re all as pert as poll parrots, sir,’ apologized Annesley. ‘That’s a fair sample.’

Moya showed her splendid little teeth at him across the table, but refrained from any of the half-dozen appropriate retorts provided by the textbook for the occasion. After all, there would be no particular sense in exposing Annesley’s intellectual shallowness to his employer; and she was quite reasonably fond of her brother — although he would come on the forthcoming Register, with lodger qualification.

‘I suppose this is some of your fatuous work?’ he remarked presently, pointing to the open evening paper. ‘I hope you are proud of it.’

‘Officially, I know nothing of it, Buttons,’ she replied graciously. ‘But it seems to have made some stir. Good heavens! Can that possibly be what the idiots intended?’

‘Well, for mercy’s sake don’t call me by that ridiculous name, now we’re grown up,’ he besought. ‘At least, I am.’

‘You certainly came within an ace of making a much greater stir,’ interposed the host, as peacemaker. ‘I wonder how your friends came to miss the monument.’

‘Perhaps they didn’t want to hit it,’ suggested the girl cryptically.

‘Don’t you believe it, sir,’ put in Annesley with vigour. ‘They’d blow up old Shakespeare himself, if they could, to keep in the limelight.’

‘Mr Carrados, do you think that the man who created Portia would object in the least to having that smug, fat-headed image of a retired pork-butcher blown into atoms, if it would help to get her the vote?’

‘I think,’ replied Mr Carrados with a laugh, ‘that he would recommend you to make better bombs — if you want to prove that you can do anything.’

‘Hear, hear,’ applauded Annesley, somewhat at a venture.

Moya Greatorex shot a curious little glance at the smiling Carrados and a quizzical expression twisted her small face.

‘I don’t mind telling you something, Mr Carrados,’ she remarked, looking down upon her plate demurely. ‘It was a man who contrived this particular demonstration.’

‘Oh, we Englishmen can’t,’ he hastened to declare. ‘Too law-abiding, I suppose. You ought to get an Irishman — or an American — to do that sort of job.’

‘How sharp you are,’ she laughed. ‘Well, as it happens, he is an American!’

In the pause — of indignation on one gentleman’s part but of signal complacency on the other’s — that followed this little note of triumph, Miss Greatorex rose to go.

‘Good-bye,’ she said, giving Carrados her hand. ‘I’m very glad to have been of this slight service to you.’

‘Thank you,’ he replied. ‘It was most good of you to bring the book.’

‘Oh, the book.’ She dismissed that casually. ‘Yes. But of course I was referring to the information that you wanted. Frankly, Mr Carrados, I’m not at all satisfied with the ins-and-outs of that affair myself.’

She nodded luminously and under the escort of a rather mystified brother took her departure.

‘Greatorex,’ remarked the blind man, when his secretary returned, ‘I am not subscribing to a general principle at all, but it would be absurd to deny that your sister ought to have a vote.’

It was in this haphazard way that Mr Carrados was fated to be drawn into the curious Shakespeare case — a gossipy letter from an American friend coupled with the Stratford-on-Avon outrage, and the contiguous circumstance that his secretary’s sister happened to be in the council of the ‘militants’. Personally, it was no affair of his: whatever Rigby Lacksome had in mind, a cabinet of Greek tetradrachms did not attract him; and it would be idle to pretend that the amateur criminologist was stirred by public spirit to interest himself in a felony that he saw impending. He would be just as likely to assist in it if his sympathy went that way. No, as he himself would be the first to admit, it was nothing but the element of mystery that attracted here; until that had been set at rest something unsatisfied would continue to disturb the even balance of his mind.

‘That is well enough, my friend,’ he said to himself that night, ‘but you have precious little to go on. Coincidence is simply the meeting of two straight lines, and they, we all know, can never enclose a space. Before going any farther on a wild goose chase I should advise you to verify the admitted American influence in the affair as connectible with Rigby Lacksome, the get-Shakespeariana-anyhow figure in the drama. Until that point is settled both wings of your deductions are purely in the air.’

‘All right,’ replied the other moiety. ‘I will. That strange young creature certainly will know, and if I ask her nicely (as I might have had the sense to do before) I think she may have enough originality to tell me.’

‘Do you?’ scoffed the negative participant. ‘Well, I very much doubt it,’

Without wasting any more time in arguing, Mr Carrados sat down and wrote his diplomatic little note. He had to wait several posts for any answer — he heard incidentally from Greatorex that his sister was ‘out for scalps’ somewhere — but one at length arrived. This was the form it took:

Dear Mr Carrados,

In reply to yours, the reference you require would seem to be in Brutus’s third speech, “Julius Caesar”, Act i, scene 2.

Yours truly,

Moya Greatorex



‘Reference I require?’ pondered the recipient dubiously, walking to a bookcase. ‘Now, did I—’ By this time his hand had gone unerringly to the book he sought, and he was turning the pages among the Tragedies. ‘Well, anyhow, here is the reference I require, whatever it is:



Brutus: I am not gamesome; I do lack some part
Of that quick spirit that is in Antony.



A sudden light broke upon him and he repeated the first line with expression.

‘“Lack some part.” Lacksome, of course. That girl is a born conspirator, I’ll take oath. In fifteenth-century Italy she’d have been up to the neck with some ring-and-dagger party.... In these prosaic days she has to be a militant suffragette.... Well, that settles it.’

But what did it settle, after all? Assuming the accuracy of his information, the curious fact was established that Mr Rigby Lacksome, ostensibly in England to attend the book sales, had prompted a convenient organization to carry out a raid on a certain historic building, while he himself immediately appeared on the scene with an arrangement to make good the damage. It could scarcely be an elaborate plan to get Rainproof’s name associated with Stratford; that result could have been obtained in a hundred showier and less expensive ways. There was also a detail that might begin to assume significance: one gathered that on the whole the demonstration had somehow missed its full point. The local reports suggested so much, and Moya’s suspicions might very well have been awakened by that very fact. Carrados was inclined to agree with his outspoken secretary that the ‘militants’, then at the apex of their frenzy, would be much more likely to blow up the poet’s tomb itself, rather than to spare his effigy. Was there, indeed, some double purpose here at work?

In a reflective mood Robinson Crusoe made a tabulated statement of the prospects of his case. In much the same vein Max Carrados now drew a sheet of foolscap before him and stated the position:

‘What does Rigby Lacksome need?

‘He must procure an incomparable Shakespeare item before he returns — fair means or foul allowed.

‘What has he achieved already?

‘He had gained the most privileged access to Stratford-on-Avon church under unique conditions. The church and grounds will be closed against further “militant” attacks. The portions under repair may be screened off if he requires it, and there is no reason to suppose that he cannot introduce workmen of his own selecting.

‘What special points will be under his direct control?

‘Shakespeare’s monument and Shakespeare’s grave are both at this spot.’

Carrados creased and recreased the sheet of paper a dozen times with absent-minded precision as he began to pace the room, making his way among the scattered furniture with startling certainty; pausing now and then to touch a special piece of ivory or bronze, just as another’s eyes might linger for a moment on a possession in half-unconscious satisfaction.

The monument; the grave.... The grave; the monument.

Among the many very baffling inconsistencies of Shakespeare’s life the outstanding mystery is surely this: that of all his prolific work (‘in bulk almost equal to the English Bible; in importance second only to that book’), not a line of manuscript is known to exist today. Nothing approaching this complete effacement can be paralleled in literary history, and to equip legend, when the poet who scrupulously particularized his worn wearing attire and his second-best bed came to the making of a will, not the obliquest reference to the contingencies of thirty-seven dramas finds a place therein. If William Shakespeare had been the greatest exponent of the modern method he could scarcely have planned a more effective ‘stunt’. The Baconian heresy is one of its first-born — certainly the lustiest of its offsprings — but the curious inquirer among the byways of literary credulity will start many another hare.

The monument; the grave....

What, for instance, was that American theory (most of the Shakespeare heterodoxies spring from that vigorous soil) that in the poet’s tomb, secure beneath the everlasting curse — though too much strain should not be put on that protection in these material days — the missing manuscripts may still be found, in extenso and intact? Well, as to that, both before Shakespeare’s time and after, poets have buried their lyrics in their own graves or someone else’s — and one at least of the greatest of the latter has repented and dug them up again.

‘I don’t feel drawn to that particular line,’ mused the blind man, wheeling short on his beat to seek his bookshelves again. ‘No one believed it here, and I doubt if anyone now does in the States. No, Judith made greased cake-papers of the sheets of Romeo and Juliet that she found about, and practical-minded W.S. nodded approval. But, ye gods! imagine a complete and original MS. of, say, Hamlet today! Would gold, literally in millions, buy it?’ He drew from its shelf a volume of that useful series ‘The American Catalogue’ and soon found the entry he required.

‘“Where are Wm. Shakespeare’s Manuscripts?” By Hasdrubal Pott. Philadelphia. 1866.’ it ran. ‘It might be worth while to look it up. Lacksome will certainly know of it, and one must be on equal terms with him.’

He copied the details with his invariable precision and added a line for Greatorex’s guidance: ‘Shadrock, of Museum Street, will be the likeliest to have this.’

‘It’s wrong, wrong, wrong,’ he repeated softly as he put back the book. ‘I should feel it down to my finger-ends if I was going right; but what else can there be? The monument.... no earthly use or chance there. After all, Lucy Heemskerk did specify manuscript, and she may have had an inkling. Perhaps I’d better make sure of what she really says.’

It was easy in that room of perfect system to refer to anything, and in another minute Carrados was reading again the faintly ironic commentary on Rainproof Nogg’s lamentable ambitions. At the time that he had received the letter he had attached only the interest of amusement to a warning that was plainly half or wholly jest, but now, as he touched line after line, his long delicate fingers seemed to linger for an inspiration.

And then in a flash it came.

‘... You have heard of his National Temple out in Virginia ... a lordly private Valhalla ... for the last sleep of the great.... For by this time Rainproof is quite slightly Shakespeare made....’

The paper fell unheeded from the blind man’s hand; he was caught up in the magnificence of the brazen enterprise.

‘My gosh!’ he exclaimed at last; ‘but that would lick creation, wouldn’t it, Uncle Sam?’

* * * * *

It is one thing to ‘know’ that you are right; it is rather another to go to the length of putting your entirely unsupported conviction into practice. Before he had bargained for quite so astonishing a revelation, Mr Carrados had pledged himself in his note to Moya Greatorex that there should be no prosecution. He nearly always kept that sort of undertaking, and in the present case he had no intention of departing from it, but it might mean that he would be able to avail himself very little of any official help.

But in the first place it would be desirable to strengthen the case somewhat, not so much on his account as against the contingency that he might have to lay his suspicions before other and less romantic-minded people before he had done with it. If he had entered upon the adventure casually he was now in it up to the neck, and with no intention of being left behind.

There were two ends at which he could begin — in London or in Stratford. The latter was the more conclusive ground, but at the same time the more delicate. No harm would be likely to come of any sort of indiscreet move made here in London, but on the scene of the exploit a single false step might easily be fatal. For, be it noted, with his keen appetite for crime, Max Carrados was not so much concerned to scotch a plot before it came to fruition as to demonstrate — if only to himself — that his deductions had been correct. In the meanwhile he took certain simple precautions against being forestalled by Lacksome’s sudden departure, and then, satisfied that he had made the position safe, he turned with leisurely deliberation to the more delicate lines of investifation.

For this theoretical side of the business there was one formula alone. To the extent that Carrados was able to merge himself within the skin of Rigby Lacksome would success or failure attend him. Rigby Lacksome, arrived in London, his plan well in train, certain things assured, certain difficulties ahead, a keen appreciation that the stake was a high one, and that at the last moment, when it might be touch and go, no untoward irregularity must arise to rob him of the prize with the goal in sight. Come now, what would Rigby do?

From this starting-point Carrados launched four entirely different lines of inquiry. Not one of them came to anything and the time was slipping by. It looked very like having to go on to Stratford and take up the case by the thick end. Before admitting this measure of defeat the blind man sent the arrow of venture on one more flight.

‘I want you to hunt round and see if it’s possible to pick up a fairly complete human skeleton,’ he said to Greatorex the next morning. ‘I shan’t need you again today, so you can go off and let me know tomorrow how you got on.’

‘Right-o,’ assented Mr Greatorex cheerfully — he had ‘hunted round’ after rather out-of-the-way things for his employer too often to be startled. ‘What about the price?’

‘There won’t be any price. I don’t propose to go to the length of buying one — but you needn’t let that out. Just talk to anyone who seems to have anything to say. Even if you come across one for sale you can go on trying, all the same. I want to cut across a similar inquiry — successful or unsuccessful — in the past few weeks. It is not impossible that Lacksome may have bought one. If you strike that, get all you can about it. Anyone who’s been asked for another skeleton so recently is sure to want to mention it.’

Annesley smiled his usual happy smile of charmed agreement and got as far as the door.

‘Oh, where had I better try, sir?’ he asked, pausing there.

‘That’s just what I’m not going to tell you,’ replied Mr Carrados with decision. ‘Your chief asset in this business is that you know nothing about it and you are quite likely to go where any other stranger in the same position might get. Now see what you can make of it.’

The wanderings of Annesley Greatorex throughout that livelong day (he was a generous worker on occasions) might be treated from a variety of dramatic standpoints, being tragic, comic, farcical, melodramatic, or extravaganzic alternately — or even several at once — nor could the claims of pantomime and mystery justly be omitted. Annesley’s own considered verdict was that any account, from its lack of cohesive plot, its tenuous thread of connecting interest, and its wealth of varied and irrelevant detail, could only be done justice to as a musical comedy. It began in the back parlour of Miss Poppington’s surprising establishment in Putney High Street and ended in the Lost Property Office at London Bridge. Between those limits Annesley visited two general hospitals, a phrenologist off Fleet Street, an eminent naturalist in Piccadilly, a metal dealer down the Elephant and Castle way, Madame Tussaud’s, a theatrical costumier in Convent Garden, a wholesale toy merchant near Aldgate Pump, a Harley Street specialist, a firm of auctioneers, a museum in Lincoln’s Inn Fields, a housebreaker (the legal variety), a retired conjurer and about eight other people less easy to define. In most cases he had sought these at someone else’s suggestion, and the abiding impression he retained of that wonderful day was of the extraordinary good-nature of nearly everybody. Annesley certainly had a pleasant way with him.

And in the end he had the most astonishing success. It came as the result of one of these kind suggestions — the housebreaker’s, in point of fact.

‘Look here, mate,’ said the giant in charge. ‘What about the big west-end stores? Tried any yet?’

‘No,’ admitted Annesley, who had come on there from an educational appliance maker. ‘Do you think it would be any good?’

‘Why not give it a run? I should. There’s Blackley & Whiteing now, up Kensington way. My missus isn’t an easy one to please and she says they have nearly everything there that she can even think of. Can’t do no harm, anyway.’

Annesley thanked the dusty giant gracefully and withdrew. Blackley & Whiteing, whose proud boast it was that anything from a troupe of performing earwigs to a desert island would not find them wanting, ought certainly to be on his list. None the less he felt some of the diffidence of youth at stating his business when ah unconsidered entrance brought him face to face with a tall, blonde lady in the glove department. These big, busy shops, thought Annesley, expect one to be precise, and yet.... The tall, blonde guide would probably, he feared, emit a piercing shriek. He asked to see the manager.

It would be meticulous to cavil about a definite article. Annesley, at all events, saw an important-looking gentleman with a managerial air. He listened gravely and patiently to his visitor’s recital and then struck a desk-bell.

‘Mr Chadbeate!’

That is the worst of these big, busy shops. Annesley had imagined that he was getting on. He now had to repeat word for word to Mr Chadbeate all that he had just said to the manager. Mr Chadbeate listened gravely and patiently and then with a dignified ‘Kindly step this way, sir,’ led the inquirer to a third compartment.

‘Mr Noate!’

‘Heavens,’ murmured Annesley, as the prospect of an unending recital faced him. ‘I ought to have got it printed.’

Mr Noate, however, really was the man. He understood. He even sympathized. It was like that. You never could tell. Curious, too. Within the past few weeks they had had a similar inquiry. Yes, in that case they had been able to supply the order....

‘Really? Then there is a sort of demand?’

Scarcely that — not so far as Blackley & Whiteing were concerned, at any rate. Of course they had a reputation, and jokers now and then.... But it must have been years ago that the last — 

‘Scientific requirement of course?’ suggested Annesley.

‘Oh, yes. An American. Singular idea. Theory that the English and American races, starting from a common stock, are diverging structurally. Wants to be able to demonstrate it by an English skeleton.’

‘I recently struck a man,’ volunteered Annesley, ‘who was on that tack. Fellow called Lacksome; sort of confidential secretary to old Nogg, the U.S.A. millionaire.’

‘That is the chap,’ cried Mr Noate joyfully. ‘So you know him? Well, it just happened that we were able to meet his requirement.’

‘Quite casually,’ admitted the caller. ‘He didn’t mention this to me. Awkward piece of luggage, won’t it be?’

‘Of course we had a proper box made; and nicely packed.... What he seemed most concerned about was the idea of trouble with the steamship company or at the customs somewhere. Didn’t know anything about that sort of thing, and appeared to have an idea that someone might think it fishy and hold him up.’

‘Yes; that might have occurred to me.’

‘Quite an ordinary matter, of course. We obtained and filled up a special customs declaration form so that there will be no trouble on that score, and as he still seemed anxious we wrote to the Cunard Company and got their express acceptance of the freight on our voucher. Now as regards—’

‘Thank you,’ interposed Annesley with a grateful air. ‘I think that should be something for my people to go on. It’s a little doubtful, as I said, but if anything—’

‘We should do our best, rely on it,’ acquiesced Mr Noate, with suave dignity.

* * * * *

Carrados retrieved a creased sheet of foolscap from his waste-paper basket, thoughtfully straightened it out, and added a few more lines of writing to round off the new position.

‘What precaution has he taken against inconvenient curiosity?’

‘He has provided himself with a perfectly bona fide receipt for what he may be suspected of unlawfully possessing, and he has insured against an unusual property leading to awkward inquiry. He has created a sort of proprietorial alibi, which, like all fictitious alibis, may prove disastrous when it begins to crumble.

This time he burned the sheet. The précis was complete.

The last up-train from Stratford-on-Avon with any tolerable connexion for Paddington (the 6.32 in those days) had just pulled out of Leamington. There was no lack of accommodation and the single occupant of a smoking compartment well towards the rear was congratulating himself that he would be undisturbed for the remainder of the journey when two men passed slowly along the corridor, dropping an occasional word of comment.

‘This will do quite nicely,’ said Mr Carrados, stopping at the compartment indicated and Parkinson slid the door open for him. ‘Come back as we reach Westbourne Park.’

‘Very well, sir,’ replied Parkinson, as he closed the door and moved on again.

The blind man settled down in his corner seat and lifted his face towards the other passenger.

‘Ah, Mr Lacksome, I believe,’ he remarked sociably. ‘Delightful old place, Stratford, isn’t it?’

Rigby Lacksome lowered the late evening paper that he had provided himself with at Leamington station and favoured the intruder with a long, cool stare.

‘That’s my name, sir,’ he replied with deliberation. ‘But you have the advantage of me.’

‘Scarcely,’ smiled Mr Carrados. He appeared to be in excellent spirits, as though the interview promised some entertainment.

‘I mean,’ explained the other man distantly, ‘that I have no recollection of ever having seen you before.’

‘That gives me no advantage, for I do not even see you now.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Simply that I am blind.’ Mr Carrados beamed benignly on his startled fellow-traveller. ‘There is no question of who holds the ace, you see, if it should come to violence.’

‘Just a modicum of breathing time, sir,’ pleaded Mr Lacksome. ‘You cut the ice considerably quicker than I can stack it.... Why violence?’

‘One never knows.... I was talking to a man about a murder recently-just as casually as I am talking now to you. He became very violent.’

Lacksome’s vaguely calculating glance went round the narrow place they were enclosed in and came back to the self-possessed figure in the other corner without losing a shred of its own slightly arrogant assurance.

‘There’s some mistake, I guess,’ he remarked. ‘Are you one of the Scotland Yard outfit?’

Mr Carrados laughed appreciatively. ‘No, no,’ he said; ‘you mustn’t poke fun at our national institutions, Mr Lacksome. I am really no one. I ought to have introduced myself before. My name is Carrados — Max Carrados. I am just interested in things.’

‘I see,’ commented the other reflectively. Then he added, ‘Any particular sort of things, might I inquire, sir?’

‘Crime in general, if it promises originality. At the moment I am curious to clear up one or two points in what I might call the Mystery of the Anatomical Specimen.’

Rigby Lacksome stretched his limbs and yawned slightly to demonstrate indifference.

‘It sounds like a three-reel thrill all right, Mr Cahrados,’ he said. ‘What does it hinge on?’

I’m afraid,’ apologized Mr Carrados, ‘that it hinges on one of your own articles of luggage.... No, the communication cord, if that is what you are looking for, is on your side.’

‘I guessed you were trying to put it across me about being blind,’ said Mr Lacksome cutely. ‘I don’t want the cord, but I want to know right here before we go any further how you come into this.’

‘It’s a detail of our old-fashioned judicial system,’ explained Mr Carrados. ‘According to these antiquated laws it is the duty of the merest outsider — myself, for instance — to arrest and give into custody anyone whom he reasonably suspects of having committed a felony.’

‘Is that so?’ drawled Mr Lacksome, moving a careless hand. ‘How does he get on with it if he finds himself looking down the barrel of a gun?’

‘What, violence already!’ chid Mr Carrados amiably. ‘And after I had warned you, too! But the answer to that, Mr Lacksome, is that a blind man — and you may take my word for it — never knows, of course that he is looking down the barrel of a gun.’

Rigby Lacksome’s hand went back again to its former position.

‘Excuse me relapsing into the vernacular, Mr Cahrados,’ he remarked, not without a streak of admiration, ‘but you certainly are the gelidest brand of guy I’ve ever struck.’

‘Of course,’ assented his companion; ‘why not? I am sure it would shock you immeasurably if you met an Englishman who began to show traces of emotion under any circumstances whatever. You, for your part, are the most accomplished body-snatcher I have so far had to do with. Something like an hour must elapse before we reach Paddington. Why should we not entertain one another like two travellers in a mid-Victorian Christmas Annual?’

‘Pre-paratory to being handed over to a posse of the station police at the terminus?’

The blind man raised a deprecatory gesture.

‘Surely you must have misunderstood me, Mr Lacksome. I said that such was the duty of every citizen.... Alas; how few of us do our duty nowadays!’

‘Just put it into English for me, sir,’ said Mr Lacksome wearily. ‘I’m late on the gear-clutch, I admit.’

‘It is quite simple. You will find that at Westbourne Park we shall slow down almost to nothing. There will be a couple of plain-clothes men waiting on the platform. If I show a white handkerchief at the window they will just step on to the footboard and take instructions. If I show a coloured one — a certain coloured one — they will know that the case has dropped through and they are not wanted.’

‘Great,’ admitted Mr Lacksome with suspicious fervour. ‘I had no idea that we were doing this for the movies, sir.... And now let me tell you, Mr Cahrados, that you’ve given yourself the devil of a lot of trouble over nothing. The particular equipment that you seem to have had your nose into when no one was looking is a scientific exhibit that I’ve bought here for anthropological use in America.... Like to see Blackley & Whiteing’s receipt for it?’

‘Not just now, thank you,’ replied Mr Carrados. ‘Mr Noate showed me the counterfoil. And we needn’t waste time over the arrangement made at the Claverhill Street branch of the S.W.L.; or your understanding with Rainproof Nogg; nor the engagement of Sam Barbel to be foreman of repairs.’

‘Hell!’ was wrung from Rigby, ‘that makes a bobtail flush, I must allow, sir. I can only put up one card against a hand like that, but I guess he is the joker.’

‘Well?’

‘You think I’ve lifted the mortal remains of old man Shakespeare to join the rest of Great Britain that we’ve accumulated over there, don’t you, sir?’

‘I think you set out with that idea.’

‘Say “Yes”, Mr Cahrados, won’t you?’ pleaded Lacksome. ‘I should love you to guess wrong just once.’

‘Was it the curse you weakened on?’

Mr Lacksome smiled his pagan superiority to such a failing.

‘It was not, sir. I wouldn’t deviate one jot, tittle, or iota for a sackful of best assorted medieval curses. Besides, do you think that the man who heart-throbbed to the tune of Romeo and Juliet, of Rosalind and Orlatido, and of Florizel and Perdita would care a banana-skin what became of his loose parts after three centuries if it would help me to win Sabina Craddock? No, sir; there wasn’t a milligramme of gall in old man Shakespeare’s constitution.’

‘It seems to me,’ remarked Mr Carrados, remembering something very similar not long before, ‘that whatever anyone wants to do about Shakespeare, it is easy to find authority in his works for doing it.’

‘That is so,’ agreed Rigby simply. ‘W. Shakespeare was not for an age, but for all time; not of one country but common to the world, and he said everything that there is to be said on every subject. That’s where old man Nogg left the track. He has worked it out that Shakespeare was an American citizen, and he’s tickled to death at the idea of getting him for his National Temple.’

‘I think someone else has already proved that he was a German,’ said Mr Carrados. ‘So why not a German-American?’

‘Both wrong, sir,’ replied Mr Lacksome. ‘Shakespeare was really a Literary Syndicate. Rainproof is demonstrably non compos mentis on that subject, and his infirmity is spreading. My own concern is to get my matrimonial — and I may add financial — arrangements put through before he is actually certified. You see how I am fixed?’

Carrados nodded sympathetically. ‘But you haven’t yet told me how you came to fail,’ he said.

‘Fail ...’ considered Rigby dubiously. ‘Well, as to that.... You are quite satisfied about it, Mr Cahrados?’

‘Life is full of surprises,’ admitted Carrados, ‘but I must stand by my opinion. The stone had not been raised — the joint wouldn’t even take water — and you certainly had not tunnelled.’

‘You are right sir. The paralysing truth is that the stone can’t be raised.’

‘Can’t? Why not?’

‘That will have to wait for another generation to find out, I guess. All I know is that we had a patent suction jack — for of course we daren’t use leverage — capable of raising five tons dead weight drawing on a stone weighing something less than five hundredweight and it couldn’t budge it a hair. No, sir; do what we might it had us beaten to cold cinders. And if you want my obiter dictum I should say the biggest thing in W.S. enigmas is waiting patiently there for some bright boy to come along and scoop it.’

‘Quite likely,’ agreed Max Carrados. ‘You aren’t the first to have a try by any means. And you are not going away absolutely empty-handed, I imagine?’

Mr Lacksome’s face relaxed appreciably from its smart, purposeful expression into something suspiciously like a genial grin.

‘Well, come now, Mr Cahrados,’ he replied. ‘What should you say! You know that right beneath my feet there, by what they call the old charnel house, there were enough ancient bones of every sort and kind to stock the field of Waterloo. Sculls, arms legs, middles, toes, fingers, ribs and what not. And there on the other side Hiram S. Nogg is lapping up my cables and biting his nails to keep calm about it. Why should we disappoint the poor old mono-maniac in the midst of plenty? Why, I’ve even rooted out a few odds and ends of antique coffins and a brass plate with something that you couldn’t say wasn’t a spear cut on it. Oh, Rainproof will be satisfied, never fear, and Sabina will be satisfied, and I don’t see why Rigby Lacksome shouldn’t be satisfied too. And in about another century there’ll be the dandiest Shakespeare mystery spring up at Nogg’s National Temple that ever was!’

The suburban lights had been growing thicker for the last few miles and the slackening train now began to dodge its way across the maze of points and switches. Parkinson’s restful face appeared at the window and the corridor door was pushed open.

‘We are approaching Westbourne Park, sir.’

Lacksome started at the name, and despite the amiable relations that had occupied the journey his face was not without a shade of anxiety as he spoke.

‘I hope you are satisfied as well, sir. After all — no one’s a red cent worse off.’

‘Rather a fine point though, isn’t it?’ conceded Mr Carrados. ‘However — you’re on the platform side — perhaps you’ll show this from the window.’

Rigby snatched the dark silk handkerchief from the blind man’s hand and turned to wave it vigorously at the open window.

‘But there’s not a soul along the platform!’ he exclaimed blankly, looking back. ‘Say, Mr Cahrados, have you been patting one over on me?’

‘Dear me,’ confessed Mr Carrados, quite crest-fallen. ‘Can I have dreamt that part of it, after all?’


THE CRIME AT THE HOUSE IN CULVER STREET
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THE GARDEN GATE of Thornden Lodge stood open as the Bellmarks walked past, and from the path beyond there came the sharp aggressive click of decisive shears at work. Elsie Bellmark grew irresolute, then stopped.

‘Do you mind if I just pop in for a wee moment, Roy?’ she asked. ‘I expect that it’s Miss Barrowford gardening, and it will save me writing. G.F.S. business, you know.’

‘All right,’ her husband replied. ‘Only don’t forget me and stay to supper.’

‘The idea! As if I ever — I’ll catch you up — or won’t you come in too? You know her.’

‘No,’ he decided. ‘If I do we shall be talking there for an hour. I won’t go right on either. I’ll just hang about in the middle distance to keep you up to the mark.’

With a nod and a smile she left him, and almost immediately the sound of the shears ceased and through the privet hedge came the rather ecstatic interchange of greetings. A grin of affectionate amusement came into Bellmark’s face as he slowly lit a cigarette.

‘It’s long odds on my finishing this undisturbed,’ ran his speculation; but he was wrong, for before the first ash had fallen an insinuating ‘Roy!’ from beyond the privet hedge summoned him inside.

‘All bets off,’ he murmured, as he cheerfully complied. ‘That isn’t according to the rules, my dear.’

‘Oh Roy,’ exclaimed Elsie, signalling. ‘Sorry, couldn’t help it,’ with her eyes, ‘Miss Barrowford wondered whether you had seen her brother. He didn’t come by your train, did he?’

‘You do know Vernon by sight, don’t you, Mr Bellmark?’ put in the lady of the garden. ‘It’s unusual for him to be so late on Saturday.’

‘I think I know him,’ admitted Roy. ‘First class, nonsmoking; Morning Post: never in a hurry; nine-thirty-seven, isn’t he?’

‘Spats; black tie: neat umbrella,’ smiled Miss Barrowford. ‘Has been in the Civil Service. Yes?’

‘At all events he didn’t come, or he would have been here long ago — this young lady has been shopping as we came along, and leisurely at that. And when I come to think of it, there was only one other man got off the train at Stanthorpe — an oldish fellow, who didn’t quite seem as though he knew what he was doing here. Women and children in plenty, but no other man.’

‘Well, I don’t think that anyone would describe Vernon as exactly old,’ hazarded his sister. ‘We are neither of us children certainly, but—’

‘No, indeed,’ exclaimed Elsie with great fervour. ‘I mean,’ she added hastily, as she realized that her well-meant disclaimer had got belated, ‘I mean about your brother, of course. Why I feel ages older than he looks, I’m sure.’

‘All the same, my dear,’ confided Miss Barrowford dropping her voice, ‘I think he feels the stress of business life of late. I often wonder if he was quite well advised in giving up the Civil Service for commerce. Somerset House is so assured; the feeling of permanency must be very tranquillizing.’

‘I suppose he has to work hard now?’ suggested Elsie politely. She had very little interest in the absent Vernon and still less in his occupation, but Miss Barrowford was ‘a dear’, and the surest way to her good opinion was to turn a sympathetic ear to amiable garrulities on her two subjects — her wonderful garden and her exceptional brother.

‘Yes,’ agreed the sister with a slightly dubious look; ‘I suppose he has. But it is more the weight of responsibility that I was thinking of. Vernon, you see, was never brought up to the business — to any business, in fact — and when an uncle left it entirely to him on condition that he carried it on, it was like beginning life over again. His real tastes are literary and artistic, and he had to overcome something like a positive aversion to trade — though it is strictly wholesale trade of course.’

‘I don’t think that I even know what he does,’ admitted Elsie. ‘But perhaps I oughtn’t to be inquisitive—’

‘Oh, yes, my dear; there’s no secret at all about it.’ Miss Barrowford’s shrewd, good-natured eyes opened wide at the implication. ‘It’s a wholesale fancy leather business — Widdowson & Stubb in Culver Street, though Uncle Con was the last Stubb and there hasn’t been a Widdowson in it for half a century. They do with all the finer sorts of leather. Vernon didn’t know the least thing about either leather or business when he took it up, but he had a very capable manager and reliable staff, or I don’t know what might have happened.’

‘It sounds nice — fine leather: bindings have such a lovely smell. Do you ever go and revel among it, Miss Barrowford? I should.’

‘I have been once or twice, but I am not fond of going,’ confessed the lady. ‘The place was formerly a large, rambling old house — it was a good residential district once — and many years ago a very dreadful murder was committed there. Of course’ — with an appropriate smile— ‘it is now haunted. But, seriously, I do not care about the place; it is a little errie after dusk.’

‘How gruesome! And your brother really likes it now?’

Miss Barrowford indicated the complexity of her opinion by a shrug and a ladylike little mom before she committed herself on this. She even snipped off a superfluous leaf enigmatically as she glanced slyly at her other visitor.

‘Men are strange beings, my dear,’ she replied. ‘Do we ever know what they really like — or, for that matter, do they know themselves? But who have we here?’

The gate, which had been pushed to on Mr Bellmark’s entrance, was very slowly opened by an unfamiliar hand and along the immaculate path there advanced a peculiar figure — curious not by reason of anything outlandish in dress or feature but by his odd detachment from the scene and his pathetic air of being in some way lost. A trite synonym for witlessness is ‘not all there’, and no phrase could better describe the impression that the stranger made: some essential thing was missing.

‘Now, who in the world—’ speculated Miss Barrowford with a queer afarness in her voice, and then suddenly she gave a startled little cry and ran a few steps forward, only to stop again in a nameless fear.

‘Vernon. Vernon!’ was wrung from her, though scarcely heard. ‘What is it? Oh, my dear, what ever can have happened?’

‘Good God!’ whispered Bellmark to his wife. ‘This is the man I spoke of-the one who came by the train. It isn’t the fellow I took to be her brother, and yet it somehow is. Do you catch on to it?’

‘I don’t know what you are saying,’ replied Elsie, hypnotized by the two before her. ‘But there is something dreadful.’

‘Oughtn’t we to go away?’ he asked.

‘I’m too bewildered to know. I shouldn’t like her to think — And yet she may want us.’

Very slowly Vernon Barrowford walked up the familiar path to the door of his house, looking to the right and the left occasionally as he seemed to verify some half-forgotten landmark. He passed his sister, he passed the others, without a sign of recognition, but when Miss Barrowford caught him up and took his hand with a passionate cry to be spoken to he did not shake her off. Only he never spoke. Docilely he allowed himself to be led up the steps to the closed front door. Standing there, with the same monotonous precision that had marked his passage through the garden, he took out his bunch of keys, selected the right one with slow deliberation, and unlocked the door.

‘I must go in to her,’ said Elsie, as the two passed out of sight. ‘Whatever it is, we’ve seen it now, so it can’t much matter. You will wait, won’t you?’

‘Of course I’ll wait,’ he replied half gruffly. ‘Tell her we’ll do anything—’

In three minutes she was back again. Bellmark had discovered a garden seat and was meditating. He looked at her with inquiry in his eyes.

‘He’s sitting there in the morning-room, and he does nothing. He won’t speak. And, Roy — don’t laugh — she whispered to me would I ask you how you can tell if people are drunk or not. She thinks it may be that, but I’m sure it isn’t.’

‘You ask them,’ replied Roy gravely. ‘In either case they deny it, but if they are drunk they begin to argue about it and want to prove that they’re not, and the more you agree and say, “It’s all right, old man; don’t shout and nobody will notice anything,” the warmer they become, until you can hear a very intoxicated maan a mile away protesting how sober he is.’

‘Well, that’s no good because he certainly wouldn’t speak. She’d be only too relieved if he would, whatever he might say.’

‘He looked sober enough just now — too sober, in fact. If you want my opinion, it’s a doctor’s job.’

‘I think so too, Roy. I’m sure she’d be glad to be encouraged to send, so I’ll go in again and tell her what you say.’

‘Wait a minute,’ he advised, looking over her shoulder. ‘I think — yes, here she comes.’

‘What does he say?’ asked Miss Barrowford, as Elsie went to meet her.

‘He thinks you ought to have a doctor at once. I think so too, dear. We are afraid that you brother is really ill in some way.’

‘I am sure that you are right. Yes, I will send for Dr Page at once. It is all very sudden, and for the moment I wished to keep it from the servants if it had been — anything disgraceful. I ought to have known Vernon better, but it is so inexplicable.’

‘We’ll go straight there and tell Dr Page to come. I’m sure Roy will get him as soon as anyone could.’

‘Would you? That’s very kind of you,’ said Miss Barrowford quite gratefully.

‘Oh, how can you talk like that!’ exclaimed Elsie, kissing her in a scramble. ‘It’s nothing, and anybody would—’

‘I’ll go back now and wait, then,’ remarked her friend. ‘I must not leave him for long.’

‘Should Roy go on alone and I’ll stay with you until the doctor comes?’ suggested Elsie.

‘No, thank you, dear. I am not in the least afraid of anything and I shall tell the servants now.’

Dr Page must have been immediately accessible, for in less than twenty minutes — he lived half a mile away — his cheerful, commonplace mien and quiet confidence were diffusing a healthier feeling within Thornden Lodge. Miss Barrowford’s face lost something of its unaccustomed greyness and the two maids no longer deemed it necessary to talk in whispers. No one ever thought of describing Page as a ‘clever’ doctor; ‘good’ was the word they used, and that meant that you generally got better soon.

‘So it’s Master Vernon’s turn this time, eh?’ he remarked, as he walked across to the unresponsive figure sitting huddled in the big easy-chair — he had dosed ‘Master Vernon’ through whooping cough and measles thirty years before. ‘When I was last here on business it was your turn, I think, Miss Barrowford.’

‘Oh, then!’ she exclaimed disdainfully. ‘That was nothing — a touch of’flu.’

‘Nothing when you were all right, again, was it?’ he acquiesced tolerantly. ‘That’s the way with things, isn’t it? No, he’ll do very well where he is thanks. Now let us see.’

Miss Barrowford stood aside while the detailed examination went on, ready to do just as she was told, and too sensible a woman to interrupt with needless, anxious questions. When he had finished, Page walked thoughtfully to the window and looked out; she followed with her eyes, now definite in inquiry.

‘The simple word “shock” covers a multitude of effects. “Shock”, Miss Barrowford. Does that satisfy you?’

‘I don’t understand yet. It is all so very sudden — and — terrifying. Is he — is he dangerously ill?’

‘Meaning “Will he die?” No, he is not. You have a convalescent on your hands. All the mischief has been done; the business is to bring him back to normal health.’

‘But — doctor — what is it — what has happened?’

‘Shock. That is what I crudely indicate. There is no external lesion of any kind: no blow has been experienced. Bellmark told me how he arrived. Whether there is any especial reason — business or personal, for instance — why Vernon should be likely to have any very violent mental disturbance just now, you would be in a better position to know than I should.’

‘I know of nothing — nothing at all. And it’s so dreadful, his never speaking.’

‘You must not ask him. That is the chief thing now — perfect rest. If he begins to wake up don’t encourage him to talk. If they send here from the business wanting to know anything they’ll have to do without it. You understand that quite literally, don’t you. Miss Barrowford? No matter what it is. If the office can’t go on without him it must stop. Better the business than the man — he’s our job.’

‘Is it so serious then?’ she whispered, the clutch at her heart tightening again.

‘It might easily become so if we don’t take care, In a few days we shall know more about it — whether, for instance, the loss of speech extends to true aphasia or is only the temporary reflex of the first excitement. I should like to get McFlynn here to have a look — it’s his especial subject. Tomorrow or Monday, shall I?’

‘Certainly,’ she replied. ‘Oh, doctor — anything — everything — you can do.’

‘Yes, yes,’ he nodded. ‘I know. You’d better have a nurse in — for a week, at any rate. Miss Hodge is doing nothing just now and she is handy. Shall I ring her up when I get back?’

‘If you think I’d better. Of course’ — a little wistfully ‘you know I can nurse fairly well; still—’

‘For a week,’ he said, smiling reassuringly. ‘Then perhaps—’

‘Very well. I will sit on the doorstep like a veritable dragoness and keep intruders off. But are we to do nothing to find out what has happened doctor?’

‘Oh, yes; indeed we must. Everything short of asking him about it. It will be the first step towards repairing the damage to find out what has caused it. We know that he arrived at Stanthorpe in this condition, so we must try farther back. He may have had a terribly narrow squeak of some sort.’

‘There’s the warehouse. But everyone will have left long since.’

‘Still, that’s the place to begin from. Isn’t there a manager I’ve heard of?’

‘Yes — Mr Pridger. He lives at Croydon.’

‘You have his address?’

‘Oh, yes, Shall I—’

‘Yes, wire him to come up and see you as soon as he can get — tonight or tomorrow. Find out all he can suggest, but’ — with a warning finger— ‘don’t take him in to your brother. No reminders of the past just yet.’

It was the capable manager’s long-established custom to escort Mrs Pridger to a theatre once a week, and Saturday evening had come to be the occasion of this rite. It not being a matter of life and death — Miss Barrowford’s telegram simply enjoined ‘as soon as possible’ — there seemed no pressing reason why Mr Pridger should set forth on an adventurous journey from Croydon to Stanthorpe after midnight, so that, as it developed, it was not until Sunday afternoon that he learned of his employer’s condition.

Turning in at the gate of Thornden Lodge, on her mission ‘to inquire’, Elsie Bellmark came face to face with a departing stranger, and, preoccupied as she was, she wondered vaguely at the queer look his face wore in the momentary flash before he recognized that she was calling there. The front door stood open, and it seemed very quiet within. With a freedom born of the circumstances Elsie ventured to investigate unannounced. The door of the morning-room was slightly ajar and from beyond came a low, intermittent note. She tapped very gently.

‘Come in,’ said Miss Barrowford’s voice, and the other sound stopped.

She was sitting on a couch — it was plain that a moment before she had been lying there, and her eyes and handkerchief betrayed the nature of her occupation. Mrs Bellmark was appalled.

‘Oh, dear Louise!’ she said, and began to back out again.

‘Don’t run away,’ called out the occupant. ‘That was the last of it anyway. Thank you for coming. I was expecting you some time today.’

‘He isn’t worse, is he?’

‘Oh no; he is almost the same as you saw. It wasn’t that.’

‘You don’t mean that there’s something else?’

‘Did you meet Mr Pridger as you came in? He has just gone.’

‘I did meet a man — at the gate. Whatever is it?’

‘It feels rather like the end of the world. We’ve had a fire.’

‘Here?’

‘No — at the office and warehouse. It’s practically burnt out, he says.’

‘Mr Pridger?’

‘Yes; that’s why he couldn’t get here this morning. The police came across his address first and they sent for him. He found the place a wreck. Isn’t it disastrous?’

‘Had it — the fire — anything to do with Mr Barrowford being ill?’

‘We don’t see how it could. Mr Pridger knows practically nothing of Vernon’s movements yesterday, as he himself had to go to another part of London to see a customer and he didn’t think it worthwhile going back to Culver Street afterwards. The fire was not discovered until late on Saturday night, and long before that Vernon was here.’

‘Yes,’ agreed Mrs Bellmark; ‘but it seems funny, all the same. I suppose it’s insured anyway, being a business.’

‘Oh, yes, I’m certain it will be. But it’s bound to be unsettling to Vernon, don’t you see. Just when he will be getting all right again and wanting to go back to work he will have to be told of this upset. It will take months to rebuild and straighten up.’

‘It will be a good chance for him to take a long rest, I should say,’ declared Mrs Bellmark. ‘And, another thing, dear, from what you said yesterday I imagine that your brother might not be sorry to give up the business. We don’t know, of course, but this might be an opportunity—’

‘Oh, don’t think that,’ exclaimed Miss Barrowford hastily. ‘I am sure Vernon would never dream of taking advantage of such a way out.’

‘Well, I don’t know,’ said Elsie. ‘It isn’t as if he had set it on fire himself. But what’s the good of talking about that? You are no nearer getting at what happened then?’

‘Not a bit. And I’m beginning to wonder what next to do if, as I expect, he left the office all right.’

‘I’ve been thinking,’ volunteered her friend. ‘Did you ever hear of Mr Carrados?’

‘I don’t think so,’ admitted Miss Barrowford vaguely. And then with the common frailty of mankind she added: ‘But the name seems somehow familiar.’

‘He finds out things. He’s quite wonderful at it, considering that he’s blind. It’s a hobby of his, because he is quite rich.’

‘But if he is blind, dear—’

‘You hardly notice it. If you had lost something from here — stolen or disappeared, I mean — and he was helping you, he might come into this room and in a few minutes he would know all about it: the size and where the furniture was and the colour of the wall-paper and when you last had the chimney swept and why you had moved a picture from one place to another. All the time you would be talking about nothing in particular as you thought and then he would pick up an old nail that no one else had noticed or touch a scratch on the paint.’

‘How could he see the nail to pick it up?’ demanded the elder lady practically.

‘He couldn’t, of course, but he would pick it up all the same. And in a few days or a few weeks it would lead in some absurdly simple way straight to what you had lost.’

‘It sounds very marvellous,’ conceded Miss Barrowford dubiously, ‘but in any case we do not know this Mr Carrados.’

‘We know him pretty well — from the time when we used to live at Groats Heath,’ said Elsie. ‘An uncle of mine is his great friend. I am sure he would come if he thought that it would help us: we are under a very great obligation to him.’

‘But, my dear,’ corrected Louise Barrowford precisely, ‘that’s the wrong way about. It would be if he was under an obligation to you.’

‘Oh, he doesn’t do things like that,’ responded Elsie from the heights. ‘Besides, if he was I shouldn’t like to ask him.’

When Max Carrados learned the particulars of the Barrowford case his first proceeding — before he decided whether it interested him or not — was an obvious one. He made inquiry at Scotland Yard and at certain divisional headquarters to find out if anything had been observed on the Saturday that would promise to bear on the mystery. It had not. No trace of Vernon was picked up until Baker Street Station was reached, where a porter who knew him as a ‘first season’ had noticed that he seemed ‘groggy’. The blind man decided that the case offered enough obscurity to attract him.

It was not until the Wednesday after the tragic happening that Max Carrados found leisure to get across to Stanthorpe. Elsie took him on to Thornden Lodge, where Miss Barrowford, now almost accustomed to her silent charge, received him with some trepidation. It was clear that Mrs Bellmark’s rather freely coloured portrait had sunk in, and the lady of the house expected curious things to materialize beneath her eyes. Carrados had never seemed more matter-of-fact in his procedure. He betrayed no startling knowledge of the surroundings (to his sponsor’s despair) and merely encouraged Miss Barrowford to talk about her brother from every angle. She was nothing loath, but Elsie had heard most of it before. Nor were his inquiries less commonplace.

‘You have looked through his pockets, I suppose?’ he asked. ‘You found nothing unusual?’

‘Nothing that I had not seen a hundred times before — with one exception. There was a large enamelled badge or check with a number on.’

‘Perhaps I might see it?’ suggested the inquirer. ‘Oh, yes’ — when it was produced— ‘this is a cloak-room voucher from the reading-room at the British Museum.’

‘He frequently went to the National Gallery, I know,’ suggested Miss Barrowford. ‘Might it not perhaps be from there?’

‘No,’ replied Carrados. ‘A benevolent authority has arranged that you shall not procure your neighbour’s new silk umbrella from one institution by depositing your own worn-out walking-stick at another, and so all the sets of tickets vary. Is your brother absent-minded in a general way, Miss Barrowford?’

‘No, indeed; he is one of the most precise of people. Why?’

Carrados held up the numbered badge significantly.

‘Whatever that stands for he omitted to reclaim,’ he explained. ‘It is generally a stick or umbrella.’

‘Of course,’ she acquiesced. ‘Vernon invariably carried an umbrella, and on Saturday he returned without it. I took it for granted that he had left it in the train.’

‘If this usually exact man forgot it after going specially to the reading-room — umbrella or whatever it may be — it is assumable that he may have learned something important there, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, yes,’ exclaimed Elsie keenly. ‘Can you find out what?’

‘If it turns upon a book it is doubtful. You help yourself to the thousands of more general works of reference. I suppose’ — to Miss Barrowford— ‘you did not come across a cancelled application slip for a book?’

‘I know the sort of thing you mean,’ she replied. ‘No, he had none about him.’

‘They are usually torn up,’ agreed Mr Carrados.

‘Apropos of papers now,’ continued Miss Barrowford, Miss Hodge — the nurse, you know — found something rather curious this morning. Vernon was sitting by a table on which there happened to be some stationery — a few sheets of paper and a pen and ink. He wasn’t looking at it, but Miss Hodge noticed that his hand was moving on the paper. When she went to him she found that he had actually been scribbling there — hardly words, perhaps, and quite unintelligible, but she thought it was encouraging.’

‘Yes,’ assented Carrados, speaking so quietly that one might have thought he was afraid of startling so wonderful a thing of promise away, ‘I am sure it would be. What became of the paper?’

‘I think it was left about — or she may have thrown it away. Do you want it?’

‘It is not without interest,’ admitted the blind man. ‘I think we ought to see it.’

It had not been thrown away, though Miss Hodge hoped for much more coherent signs of intelligence ere long. Carrados accepted the sheet and grasped its details of shape, weight, and texture as readily as another would by sight, while the two ladies overlooked his movements curiously.

‘I cannot make head or tail of it,’ confessed Miss Barrowford, as the senseful fingers crossed and recrossed the scrawl, now following a vague spidery line, now drawn where no visible mark appeared to lead. ‘Is there any meaning, do you think?’

‘That little arrangement comes in more than once,’ said Elsie, indicating a hieroglyphic twist. ‘I’m sure it must mean something.’

‘That little arrangement is the word “red”, and it comes in seven times,’ interpreted the patient seeker. ‘It is the strongest impression that persists.’

‘Red! But what—’ conjectured the sister with a tremor in her voice.

‘Oh, a lamp-post — a sunshade — a picture,’ reassured Mr Carrados quickly. ‘Even a lead pencil if it happened to be there at the right moment.’

‘Or a fire, I suppose?’ suggested Elsie unfortunately.

‘Here is a test for ingenuity.’ Carrados was anxious to repair his indiscretion. ‘That is a single word manifestly, but what?’

‘It doesn’t make a word to me,’ declared Miss Barrowford, after a minute’s scrutiny.

‘“Meou” or “miaow”, if there was such a thing,’ suggested Elsie.

‘Well, isn’t there? What does one call a cat noise?’

‘But why not write “cat”?’ Miss Barrowford objected. ‘If that is it.’

‘Because the noise is the most arresting thing about it,’ he replied. ‘A “miaowing” cat.’

‘Shut in,’ contributed Elsie. ‘Now I wonder what that long scrawl may be?’

‘I think I had better take this for detailed tests,’ said Mr Carrados, coolly transferring the paper to his pocket. He was not anxious for the broken man’s sister to discover that the ‘long scrawl’ (twice repeated) stood for ‘horrible’, or that the poignant exclamation ‘Oh!’ had been penned four times. Later search disclosed only one other word. ‘This,’ considered Max Carrados as he reviewed his slender clues that night, ‘this is the flashlight on a man’s brain at the moment of its extinction,’ and he arranged the impressions according to their persistence:

Red Red Red Red Red Red Red
Oh Oh Oh Oh
Horrible Horrible Horrible
Miaow         Door  

But as yet Mr Carrados was still in Miss Barrowford’s drawing-room, and at the moment he was there alone, for, on the question of certain rather delicate G.F.S. procedure, the lady of the house had sought an excuse to carry off her other visitor.

Why Mr Pridger, on being shown in a few minutes later, should have tacitly assumed that the gentleman who seemed so tolerably at home on the hearthrug must be his employer’s doctor, does not appear. Possibly there was an ambiguous word in the simple-mannered girl’s exclamation of surprise at finding another visitor still there; possibly Mr Carrados’s bland air of perfect self-possession lent itself to the idea.

‘Sad business, isn’t it?’ remarked the manager expansively. ‘Patient any better today, sir?’

So far, although one might hazard a guess, the blind man had no knowledge of his new acquaintance. A wisely professional shake of the head committed him to nothing.

‘Ah! Looks like being a long business, I’m afraid. I wonder if you could give me an idea — I’m his manager, by the way — any sort of an idea how long it might be before he would be fit again?’

‘That is a difficult question to answer at all, and an impossible one to answer satisfactorily.’

‘Yes, I guessed as much. But it makes it rather awkward for me, sir. And when he does come, as you may say, to himself — I suppose there have been plenty of other cases similar — what will he be like should you say?’ There was a moment of hesitation in framing the crux of what he sought, an assumption of negligence that stood out like the postscript of a lady’s letter, but it had to come: ‘Will he remember what happened to him up to the last?’

‘Will he remember!’ What did Mr Pridger anticipate; what had he to fear? Carrados could not see the respectful, serious-eyed, decorously-attired manager who stood there. The whole of Mr Pridger’s eminently respectable appearance went for nothing, but a hundred other indications that he had never taken into account were signalling their message through subtler mediums.

It was a question to which there could be no absolute reply, but it fell in with the investigator’s impulse to lull the man’s misgivings, and in his impromptu character Carrados spoke to that end of other curious cases. Mr Pridger seemed to breathe more freely.

‘So far as the actual business is concerned, of course his being away wouldn’t make a ha’p’orth of difference,’ he confided. ‘I’m the practical man and the governor looks on. But there isn’t any business now; the fire has put the lid on that. And the latest is that the insurance company is going to be nasty.’

This was news, and Mr Carrados encouraged its recital by a sympathetic question.

‘They don’t say so yet, but the suggestion is incendiarism. They sent down a man at once in the ordinary way, and now we’ve had a notice to leave everything just as it is pending a further examination.’

‘Why should they think anything wrong?’

‘These insurances go a lot by the fire brigade report. I suppose the officer in charge has suggested something.’

‘But surely he must be mistaken?’

‘Well, it isn’t for me to say. I’m an employee of the firm and bound to stand by it. Besides, I was away all the Saturday after ten o’clock, so I couldn’t say what happened. But it’s no secret that W. & S. have been getting short of the ready for more than a year now; it’s claimed that the fire began in three or four places at once; and Mr Barrowford was the last to leave the premises. We’ve got to make the best of that whether we like it or not.’

‘How gratuitously a rogue gives himself away; every clumsy insinuation is a window to his mind,’ ran the hearer’s thoughts, while his commiserating voice was saying, ‘Dear, dear me! This is very surprising.’

‘Of course’ — implied the loyal manager, and ‘Oh, of course; not a word,’ assented his confidant. He had at that moment picked up the returning footsteps on the stairs and the tête-à-tête was at an end.

‘I don’t altogether trust that manager,’ confessed Mrs Bellmark as she carried the blind man off a little later. ‘I came suddenly face to face with him here a few days ago and he was grinning in a most sinister fashion. Why should he seem so taken aback that you were not a doctor?’

‘People get such curious ideas, don’t they?’ agreed Mr Carrados. ‘I thought that he seemed annoyed about some-thing when your friend said who I was. And yet he had been talking quite confidentially to me just before.’

‘You hadn’t misled him about being the doctor, had you?’ asked a rather startled Elsie.

‘Misled? I! Good gracious no; I wouldn’t mislead a tortoise.’

‘No, of course I didn’t actually mean that you would,’ said the amiable girl almost penitently. ‘But really and truly I don’t always quite know what to say about you, Mr Carrados. I was trying to tell Miss Barrowford what you would do and I could think of nothing better than to say that you might pick up a pin or a needle and that would be sufficient clue for you, and, do you know, all the time we were there she was craning her neck to see if you picked one up!’

‘I wish I’d known,’ he chuckled. ‘I certainly would have done.’

‘I wonder,’ mused Elsie artlessly, ‘if you did pick anything up?’

‘No needles,’ he replied lightly. ‘A few loose threads at the most.’

It was in pursuit of the other ends of those same threads that Mr Carrados motored up to Culver Street on the next day. It was a neighbourhood of small industries with their contiguous offices, almost deserted after business hours and a wilderness at week-ends. Such shops as appeared to exist there were those supported by a special and assured clientage, with here and there a modest establishment of the humbler catering class. Widdowson and Stubb, not being in need of even such publicity as that peaceful thoroughfare afforded, had been thrust into the background by more assertive neighbours and had to be reached along an inner passage. A back entrance with a trade approach was discoverable in a cul-de-sac that seemed to have no name.

Parkinson accompanied his master, and with the perfect understanding of long association he reproduced from time to time just those details of the surroundings that he knew to be required. So much was routine, for any special need a word was enough to direct his peculiar talent for observation into the desired channel.

Interest in No. 33 as the scene of the fire had passed away — indeed nothing of the premises involved could be seen from Culver Street. The door, the sole evidence on that side of the existence of Widdowson & Stubb, opened to a push and the visitors found themselves in a long, bare passage, where a notice painted on the wall directed the inquirer onward to the office.

‘We will wait here a moment and consider the circumstances,’ directed Mr Carrados.

‘Very good, sir,’ replied Parkinson. He knew that at those close quarters his descriptive powers were not required unless to some specific end, and the blind man’s interest in the floor and walls did not concern him. He sauntered down the passage and then back again.

‘I imagine that Mr Carlyle is in the room beyond, sir,’ he remarked. ‘I can hear what I apprehend to be his voice.’

‘Yes,’ assented Carrados. ‘He is part of the circumstances.’

They found the inquiry agent dominating the ruin of what had been the principal’s office, and with him Mr Pridger. The manager’s greeting was not by any stretch of imagination cordial, but Mr Carlyle’s triumphantly assertive cry of welcome drowned the other’s formal inquiry as to how he could serve the visitor.

‘You, of all men, by the immortal powers!’ he proclaimed enthusiastically. ‘What piece of luck brings you this way, Max?’

‘I scarcely think that the Barrowfords would describe it as that,’ replied Carrados, indicating their surroundings. ‘Do you happen to know that Elsie is quite a friend of theirs?’

‘What, my niece?’ exclaimed Mr Carlyle, with a sudden drop in his elation. ‘No, by gad, I didn’t. To be sure, they all live at Stanthorpe, don’t they? I shall get into hot water over this, Max; I’m here for the Business and Domestic Insurance people.’

‘I may as well go on with my own work now, Mr Carlyle, interposed the manager, with severe formality. ‘For any other particulars you may require I’m entirely at your service.’

‘Queer affair,’ explained the professional investigator, with a gracious gesture of assent towards the departing Pridger. ‘Shocking barefaced attempt, Max, if ever there was one. And now, I hear, this Barrowford is playing possum to avoid explaining things.’

‘Oh, have you extracted that admission from the reluctant Pridger, Louis?’

‘Egad, the fellow feels it, being connected with such a job; but he sees that there’s nothing to be gained by piling perjury on the top of arson. Four separate fires, all starting about the same time, figure in this remarkable outbreak, and the first things to be consumed are the firm’s books.’

‘That was very unfortunate,’ admitted Max Carrados.

‘It was, when you consider. Books, Max, are about the most stubbornly uninflammable things that you find about an office. So long as it remains closed it is next to impossible to light a solidly-bound ledger; what happens is that it slowly chars for an inch or two inwards all round. These’ — indicating the heap of soaked debris on the floor— ‘have been deliberately thrown open, drenched with some spirit, and set fire to.’

‘Turpentine,’ declared the blind man, picking up the relic of a volume. ‘All this must have taken time, Louis.’

‘Undoubtedly; the preparations were thorough enough for anything.’

‘Vernon Barrowford — the last to leave as you very naturally insist — locked the Culver Street door after him at half-past twelve. The general office clerk was here certainly up to twelve-twenty. Ten minutes at the outside, Louis.’

‘I haven’t gone into that yet. He may have returned again. We learn that he did not reach home until rather late that day.’

‘I think he very likely did return, and my interest lies in what he found here. He certainly went meanwhile to the reading-room of the British Museum — I have his umbrella in my car at this moment.’

‘To pass the time until it was safe to return here? The brigade think half-past twelve too early to assume this fire which was not discovered until about ten at night.’

‘The place is shut in all round and a moderate fire might go on for a long time unseen, but three or four o’clock would suit me better than half-past twelve,’ agreed Carrados. ‘What case of motive are you making against him, Louis?’

‘The suggestion is that the stock has been going down ever since this Barrowford took on the business — five years ago — and the insurance has remained the same. The concern is practically bankrupt now, and the manager admits—’

‘Don’t say “admits”, Louis; I have already conversed with that good, and faithful servant.’

‘Well, I am only dealing with facts, whatever we call the source of our information. For months past Barrowford has been trying to get in capital. Lately he found some people who were not unwilling, but of course they stipulated for a proper stocktaking and an independent audit. Now that’s just what—’

‘I say,’ came a plaintive voice from outside the door, ‘I don’t want to intrude, but—’

‘Come in by all means,’ called back Mr Carlyle. ‘The formalities of office routine are suspended for the nonce. But if you want to see the manager—’

‘No, I don’t want to see good old Pridger,’ said the visitor, disclosing himself as an elderly young man of rather languid aspect; ‘I just drifted across, en passant, for a nod and a sympathetic word with dear old Vernon, but the bright young Frederick intimates that he hasn’t arrived—’

‘We are afraid he isn’t likely to arrive,’ volunteered Mr Carrados. ‘Your friend is rather seriously ill at present.’

‘You don’t say so,’ replied the caller, balancing himself against his walking-stick after looking vainly round for an unburnt piece of furniture to lean upon. ‘Nervous breakdown and all that, I suppose? The fact is, dear old Vernon wasn’t cut out for the turmoil of modern business competition. It was a fundamental error for him ever to have crept out of his cosy corner in Somerset House, where he really was integral. He didn’t fit the wall space here.’

‘I understand that his tastes were literary and artistic,’ remarked Mr Carrados.

‘Literary and artistic? Literary and artistic!’ repeated the new acquaintance, with some play in emphatics. ‘Certainly, the dear old somniloquist achieved an occasional letter to the Moribund Review on “Telepathy among Cab Horses”, or something of that sort, but, my good Lord, artistic! And that reminds me — what has become of the Van Doop amid the cataclysm?’

‘The Van Doop?’

‘Yes; you’ve come across the atrocity, haven’t you? He had it hung up there when I was last in — Saturday. You don’t mean to say—’

‘If it was anywhere in this room on Saturday last it has certainly gone the way of all flesh,’ declared Mr Carlyle briskly. ‘A painting, I suppose? Those may be the remains of a frame where you are looking. Was it valuable?’

‘If the dear old chap has had the mental acumen to insure it for what he claimed it to be worth I should say it was very valuable indeed,’ was the sage reply. If not—’

‘There is no picture of any sort in the schedule,’ declared Mr Carlyle, after consulting his papers.

‘Then I don’t mind telling you that it was rotten. Under the impression that anything signed “Van Doop” was by Van Doop, and that anything by Van Doop was worth about the level thousand, the poor old haddock seems to have let a gang of Bond Street rooks put it across him to the tune of some three hundred. Of course it was easy, because he thought that he was a born judge, and that is the beginning of ignorance.’

‘Was he likely to find this out on Saturday?’ asked Mr Carrados.

‘Well, I told him. I don’t see that you could have anything more conclusive than that,’ explained the gentleman with some complacency. ‘“My dear old image,” I said quite plainly. “Van Doop painted only one ‘Portrait of a Father-in-Law’ and that’s in the Eremitage and has been for the last half century.”’

‘The where?’ inquired Mr Carlyle with alert curiosity.

‘Eremitage — the Hermitage Museum at St Petersburg, you would probably call it.’

‘Yes, or course,’ assented Mr Carlyle hastily. ‘I didn’t quite catch the word, that was all.’

‘“As for this mutton-faced adventurer,” I told him; “he is probably a worked-up piece by Jan Van Doop — an obscure relative of the man. As a matter of fact, I think Lenlau disposes of this canvas in his list of spurious Van Doops.” “Lenlau?” he said helplessly, and I saw that the unfortunate oyster had never heard of the one man who wrote intelligently on the subject of Van Doop. “Good heavens, old thing!” I said, being really too overcome to rub it in, and then, as he asked me, I gave him the details of the work, and that’s about all there is to it.’

‘I think that explains why Barrowford came back,’ said Carrados when the two were alone again. ‘That egregious poseur knew what he was talking about, at all events. Our man went to the reading-room, got out “Lenlau”, and then returned here to verify some point of description.’

‘More desperate than ever,’ remarked Mr Carlyle significantly.

‘Not desperate enough to burn a picture that he hasn’t had the prudence to insure, especially as there might be a chance of getting something back yet,’ replied his friend. ‘Did he find the place on fire when he got here? It is difficult to imagine anything particularly “horrible” about the redness of a burning room. Did he surprise Pridger, who attacked him? Then the cat? Of course it might—’

‘One moment, Max, one moment,’ cut in Mr Carlyle’s assertive protest. ‘It is very nattering of you to credit me with a supernatural intuition, but it makes your monologue unnecessarily cryptical. If this is a case of incendiarism — and, by Jupiter, on the evidence lying round I shall advise my clients to resist the claim tooth and nail — who is the perpetrator if not Barrowford?’

‘Who?’ said Max Carrados, and then his attention suddenly faded. With one of his disconcertingly exact movements he went direct to the mantlepiece, skirting a heap of debris in his progress, and picked up a few letters that were ranged there. ‘Oh, Louis, Louis, and we two sleuths are asking, you “Who?” and I “How?” and here are Barrowford’s neglected letters.’

‘Pshaw!’ fretted Garlyle impatiently. ‘What business are they of ours, Max? Besides, the fellow is too ill to deal with them by your account.’

‘And no letter-box to the door.’

‘Well, what of that?’

‘The letters fall upon the floor.’ The blind man’s inquiring fingers were touching off every word and sign accessible to them as he threw aside one packet after another. ‘What do you make of this, Louis?’

‘A post card. Not very confidential that, eh?’”Thanks for your kind inquiry. At the moment we have not—” This is merely formal.’

‘Try the other side.’

‘Ah, the post mark, “London, E.G., 12.30 p.m., 25 May” — Saturday last. You mean that if this was picked up on Saturday it indicates that someone was about after — let me see, twelve-thirty, say two-thirty delivery, say three o’clock here — and if it wasn’t picked up — I see.’

‘Not exactly that. Isn’t there a sort of a—’ and he indicated the cancellation.

‘A mere pinkish smudge from something. Do you mean that?’

‘What one might perhaps describe as the faint impression of a cat’s paw transferred in red. Now, Louis, what was the office cat—’

‘But, good heavens, Max, seriously, what have we to do with the peregrinations of this feline marauder? You are not suggesting that the abandoned quadruped deliberately set fire to the establishment, are you? My only concern is who—’

‘Oh, who, of course,’ apologized his friend. ‘You asked that before, didn’t you, and I got led away to something else? Naturally, Pridger set the place on fire — hasn’t he told you that yet?’

‘The manager?’ Louis Carlyle stared hard and incredulously for a moment, and then swung half round to Carrados’s lead with his usual mental agility. ‘Do you know, Max, I always had an underlying instinct that there was something fishy — but so long as it is incendiarism I don’t suppose it matters to my clients who the criminal is.’

‘Oh, don’t you, my friend?’ retorted Max. ‘It may considerably.’

‘How so?’

‘Barrowford is the sole proprietor of this concern. If he sets it on fire that naturally invalidates his insurance. But if someone else does—’

‘His manager,’ the other reminded him. ‘His confidential employee, Max.’

‘True. But you don’t suggest that burning the place down is “in or arising out of” his duty, do you? — especially as it was after hours! If you are thinking of your clients, Louis, you had much better stick to Barrowford.’

‘Well, after all, I shall keep an open mind on the subject yet. I have still to question some of the men — only Pridger and a boy come here now, and I must hunt the others up.’

‘And I must hunt the cat up. We won’t trouble Pridger about it, but the boy might be worth seeing.’

‘Extraordinary fancies you sometimes get, Max,’ said Mr Carlyle, regarding this whim with benevolent toleration. ‘I believe half of them are to mystify the simple-minded. The curious thing is that now and then they seem to lead — indirectly, of course — to something we’ve been looking for.’

‘You’ve noticed that?’ responded Carrados. ‘I thought that perhaps it was only my imagination.’

‘If you really want the boy I’ll call him,’ preferred Mr Carlyle. ‘But I should warn you that even as boys go, he doesn’t seem to be a very intelligent member of his tribe.’

The blind man nodded a smiling assent, and Mr Carlyle, going to another door across the way, sent out his ample authoritative voice in a call for ‘Fred’.

An undersized, weak-eyed lad of about fifteen emerged unwillingly from a secluded lair, and stuffing an untidy paper-backed book into a pocket as he came he greeted Mr Carlyle with a boorish ‘Well?’

‘This is the brilliant individual, Max,’ said the inquiry agent with elegant disdain. ‘Democratic education, egad!’

‘Can you tell me where we are likely to find the cat, Fred?’ asked Mr Carrados persuasively. ‘Perhaps there is more than one kept here?’

‘Cat?’ repeated the unwholesome-looking boy stupidly. ‘The cat isn’t none of my business.’

‘But you might perhaps know where it usually is,’ suggested the inquirer mildly. ‘Cats have habits, you know.’ But Fred was not to be cajoled by mildness, and turning away he muttered something of which only the words ‘if you use your eyes’ emerged.

‘You young ruffian!’ exclaimed the irate Carlyle; ‘is that the way to reply to a gentleman — and a blind man, too! If I were Mr Carrados I’d have you skinned, by Jupiter!’

Mr Carlyle was not unaccustomed to his impressive voice and forensic manner carrying effect, but he was hardly prepared for the dramatic change that his words produced.

‘Mr Carrados, did you say — blind!’ came from the boy in a wholly different tone. His doltish look was gone, his sulky bearing had given place to lively excitement, and his dull eyes were now charged with intelligence — almost with cunning. Coming nearer he laid a hand eagerly on the venerated sleeve, and dropping his voice to the tone appropriate to melodrama, ‘Are you Max Carrados, the blind ‘tec?’ he demanded.

‘Come, come; really!’ protested Louis Carlyle, scandalized by his familiarity, but his friend only laughed understandingly.

‘Was that “Jake Jackson, the Human Bloodhound” you were reading just now?’ he asked. ‘Pretty good, isn’t it?’

Til tell you about the cat, sir,’ whispered the boy. ‘It was suffocated by the smoke on Saturday, and it’s out at the back by the dust-bins now. Is it the fire or embezzlement you’re on to now, sir?’

‘Fred!’ sounded the manager’s voice not so far away. ‘Fred, where are—’

‘Look out, sir,’ cautioned the boy, as he made for the door. ‘Old Pridger half suspects it’s not going smooth. Bins straight through warehouse — yellow jinny cat.’ Then his former lethargy descended on him and he lounged into the passage muttering, ‘Electric fuses? ‘Ow’m I to know—’

‘Oh, Fred,’ said the manager sharply, ‘why the devil can’t you come when — Here, get your hat at once and take this note across to Marchmont’s and wait an answer. Well, gentlemen—’

Two minutes later, as the three walked towards the warehouse, they encountered Fred on his way out. The loutish youth, not dreaming of giving way, barged into Mr Carrados and earned a reprimand for clumsiness and a further word for the whistle of studied disrespect with which he artistically rounded off the affair. When the opportunity came the blind man smoothed out the screw of paper that the encounter had left in his hand and read as follows:



If you want to know more about it meet me at twelve tonight (mid-night) on Waterloo Bridge. Boss is all right, but old P. is a churlish swine. I’ve been dogging his footsteps for months and can put you on to two banks where he goes in different names. What ho!

(Signed) Frederick the Boy Detective.



‘Frederick will probably be heard of again,’ speculated Carrados as he slid the message into his wallet. ‘All the same, I wish that his taste in appointments had not been quite so inconveniently dramatic.’

* * * * *

‘Dear Louis,’ wrote Max Carrados some time later, ‘I will redeem the promise made when you were called away in the middle of the Barrowford affair. You complained that I did not seem to take much interest in that conflagration, and you were right, for a mere straightforward piece of incendiarism offers nothing new. But the mystery of Vernon Barrowford’s condition struck quite another line. Whether we should ever have reached a true understanding of that curious case without the miraculous intervention of Frederick is beside the question. That boy, Louis, is in his way a masterpiece. Do you know, every article of clothing that he wears is reversible, so that he can present quite a different appearance at the shortest notice!

‘You will have seen that Pridger got five years. It might well have been more if Barrowford could have appeared, but that was out of the question, and so, much against the man had to be ignored. His is quite an ordinary case. His nature is not essentially criminal and he had no expensive tastes. For twenty years he had been an exemplary servant under the eye of old Conrad Stubb; but Stubb knew the business to his finger-nails, while Vernon never really touched it with a long pole. His coming was the beginning of Pridger’s downfall. The man saw — it was, indeed, thrown at him — how easy peculation was. Everything was left to his unsupervised control. In five years, out of a salary of six or seven pounds a week, he had “saved” at least eight thousand pounds!

‘This wholesale success was the manager’s undoing. The business grew poorer and poorer until it could no longer turn. Then Barrowford bestirred himself to get in outside capital. He found someone not unwilling to go into it, but that entailed a thorough audit. So far as Pridger was concerned the game was up. He had cooked the buying, he had cooked the selling, he had systematically pillaged the stock. He could, of course, have bolted — all his booty was conveniently arranged for that — but the man’s conventional nature shrank from such a break with respectability. A fire was obviously the solution, and, as luck would have it, a fire just then might very easily be made to look like Vernon’s expedient.

This brings us down to the Saturday of the deed. For some time Pridger had been waiting and watching for the occasion when his employer should be the last man to leave. In pursuance of this scheme it was his custom to announce that he was going and then secrete himself. This is what happened on the day in question, and when Barrowford saw all the others off and himself locked the outer door on his departure the manager decided that his chance had come.

‘He was in no hurry. There was the bare possibility at first that someone might return for something, while as the afternoon wore on the footstep of the occasional passer-by would get even rarer, and it was no part of the plan that the fire should be discovered by some premature busybody. Mr Pridger leisurely consumed his simple lunch and re-read through his morning paper. Then at about three o’clock he began work seriously.

‘We know now what had happened to Barrowford meanwhile. He had, I have since discovered, been the victim of a quite elaborate “plant” over the Dutch old master — thinking by his “connoisseurship” to improve his position — and he could not afford it. Whether the proof of the deception was quite such a simple affair as it pleased that debonair sprig to affect need not trouble us; at any rate, Barrowford found some reference so disconcerting at the British Museum that he hurried back to his office to verify the worst.

‘Three-thirty, let us say. Pridger had been burning books and other incriminating matter now for half an hour. Then on his startled ear there falls suddenly the sound of someone unlocking the outer front door. No need to think twice who. Only one man beside himself possessed the keys.

‘For this emergency the guilty knave had no plan ready. He had gone too far to make extrication possible; the evidence of his intention lay about in every room, and however slack a master Barrowford had been he would certainly read the plain riddle of the scene that met his eyes, and then Pridger was lost.

‘Flight was no longer possible; for even to reach the warehouse and the back he must have recourse to the long passage. It was then that Pridger’s eye fell on the door of a small store closet — he was in the general office now — windowless and dark. I think that the man’s impulse was simply to hide himself and gain a breath of time. But as he stumbled in there flashed to his mind the desperate expedient of this last chance. It was no sooner grasped than acted on.

‘A few months before a handy fellow among them had offered to paint the place and the materials were bought, but something intervened and the project hung. The tins of paint still stood there, already mixed, and it was to a lurid crimson that Pridger’s mind had leapt. There was no subtlety — there was no time for it. He stooped, dipped both hands into the fluid, and simply laved his face with it. Then throwing completely round his form a sable cloth — one of those to be spread over the goods — he stepped out to meet his unsuspecting victim.

‘How they met — whether the dreadful apparition leapt out as the man drew near, whether it stood silently awaiting him, or whether it rushed shrieking down the passage threateningly — we shall perhaps never know. But reconstructing the scene among those silent walls in the precarious light, with the unforgotten ghosts of other crimes ready to emerge from every shadow, I can conceive that no more frightful spectre than this sombre being, dripping red from hands and face at every step, has ever walked. Its effect on a rather soft and just then greatly harassed mind was tragic. Vernon Barrowford has brought from that shuttered past just one vivid lightning flash — the ghastly, all-pervading redness of the Thing; his own paralysing sense of helpless terror; the panic-stricken howling of the flying cat; and the safety of the distant door that he must — must — reach. He did reach it, but he left something there behind.’


THE STRANGE CASE OF CYRIL BYCOURT
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‘I KNEW YOU in a moment, Mr Carrados. But I expect that you haven’t the very faintest idea of who I am?’

‘No,’ admitted Max Carrados pleasantly; ‘I am afraid that I must plead guilty. But,’ he added, in his usual matter-of-fact, effective way, ‘of course I know well enough who you were. Twenty years ago — at least, twenty to my account — we acted charades together and you were Gertie Hamilton.’

‘I still am,’ admitted the lady, with a suggestion of resignation in her voice. ‘And it’s every bit of twenty years as far as I’m concerned.’

That evening Mr Carrados (duly announced by an occasional small bill in the windows of dairies, fancy wool shops, and other refined establishments) had been delivering an address on ‘Premonition, Hallucination, and Autosuggestion’ at the Corn Market Hall in Overbury. It had amused the blind man to accept the invitation to give the annual Stalworthy lecture, as it frequently did amuse him to do unexpected things — sheerly to experience — but more than once before he was through the unentertaining business he cursed the moment of good-natured assent.

The last formal word of compliment was spoken and the audience dribbled away with a sense of having performed a duty only slightly less meritorious than that of going to church. Parkinson, at all events, in the glory of being seated on the platform, had thoroughly enjoyed himself. It was then that the lady, who had occupied a retired seat well down the hall, summoned up the resolution to approach the lecturer and to challenge his recollection.

‘And you really do know me by my voice! How wonderful! I had been told — but you never know what to believe.’

‘It does depend somewhat on the teller, doesn’t it?’ agreed Carrados.

‘Well, it was chiefly Lydia Murgatroyd, I think. You remember her? Lydia married a drawing-master who had a pupil whose father — a wholesale druggist, you know — got into a case and employed a Mr Carlyle, who said—’

‘Heavens!’ interposed Carrados, ‘that’s five removes already. You can only believe a fifth of what you heard. Much better expect to find me as you found me in the past.’

‘Well, we were always quite good friends, weren’t we? You were Mr Max Wynn in those days, and you — you—’

‘I had to trust my poor misleading eyes then? Yes; I wonder if I should have known you, Miss Hamilton, at sight.’

‘Oh, I hope not!’ she exclaimed ingenuously, and disclosing that train of thought she added, ‘but my sister Mildred was the pretty one, you know.’

‘Mildred; yes, I remember her very well indeed,’ replied the blind man thoughtfully. ‘We were all her devoted slaves. And she died?’

‘You heard?’

‘Not until now. Your voice told me that.’

Miss Hamilton’s look expressed surprise, but she accepted what he said unquestioningly; it agreed with much that she had heard.

‘Yes; she died five years ago. And, curiously enough, it has to do with that in a way that I am here now. I came’ — she suddenly found her diffidence returning— ‘I came to see if the Mr Carrados I’d heard so much about really was the Max Wynn we used to know, and if so to ask your advice.’

At the back of the hall a sad man was already putting out the lights; in the neighbourhood of the platform another coughed hopefully from time to time. No one else remained; even the young lady who had played selections from Bach and Schumann before the lecture and ‘God Save the King’ after it had closed the hired piano, rolled up her music, and stolen silently away. At a suitable distance apart, exercising his unique gift of being profoundly impressed by a subject that he had no interest in whatever, Parkinson was deeply immersed in a chart illustrating a century of wheat averages of the British Isles.

‘I suppose that I oughtn’t to detain you here,’ continued Miss Hamilton looking about. ‘I wonder if you could spare the time to go back with me and tell me what you think. I live just outside Overbury — quite a short walk.’

‘If you knew anything of life in the “Mitre” smoking-room you wouldn’t sound so diffident about offering an alternative for an hour or two,’ replied Carrados.

‘That’s just like you used to be,’ she commented. Thanking me for asking you to do something.’

As they walked through the silent and deserted streets of the little market town, Carrados was reviewing his memories of the past. Twenty-five years ago (he had given the lady the benefit of five) he had been of very small account indeed — an unknown youth in a strange city, with the wealth that had afterwards suddenly descended on him as remote then as if it had been buried in the mountains of the moon. The Hamiltons had let him understand that he need not be solitary if he cared to accept the simple, kindly entertainment they dispensed. It had not lasted very long; promotion to another town had cut across his path, and the Hamiltons had never become more than an incident, but, a little tardily perhaps, he recognized that at the time their friendliness had meant much to him.

The now middle-aged Gertrude, padding rather heavily by his side as she guided his course, had been the elder of the sisters. The other — Mildred — had more than merited Gertie’s claim and his own prosaic tribute. Her memory stirred no heartbeat now, but he could very well recall the shy wonder with which the adoring youth had watched her movements. Then there had been a brother of whom he was yet to hear. Both parents would be dead....

‘Here we are at last,’ exclaimed Miss Hamilton with determined sprightliness, and Carrados heard the latch of a gate lifted. The garden they passed through was of the cottage order, but trimly kept; the blind man checked off one old English flower after another, and divined the care lavished on them before the door was reached.

‘I wonder if Mr Parkinson would mind sitting in the kitchen with my old servant?’ whispered Miss Hamilton. ‘I am rather afraid of him, do you know!’ The little grimace accompanying this indicated that the idea was to be regarded humorously, and Carrados understood that what she really doubted was the extent of Parkinson’s discretion. ‘Nothing would suit him better,’ he replied. ‘If he happens to approve of my address he will give your servant a selection of extracts from it, only in much superior language.’

‘Then I will take him through, if you will excuse me.’ She lingered at the door and laughed a little self-consciously. ‘And generally — though of course you wouldn’t remember a thing like that — we used to have just coffee and cakes as a sort of supper. But I hardly expect that now—’

‘Do you still make the cake with pink icing and the orange flavour?’ he inquired.

‘Well, really, I wouldn’t have believed!’ she exclaimed, and bounced away like a delighted schoolgirl.

A little later, having successfully introduced Parkinson and arranged for the appearance of the celebrated cake, Miss Hamilton launched upon the subject of her trouble.

‘It’s really about Cyril I meant when I said Mildred,5 she explained. ‘Cyril is Mildred’s son, the only child she had, and so, of course, my nephew, the only one I have.’

‘Then Tom—’

‘Tom went to South Africa ten — twelve — oh, fifteen years ago. We never heard from him after the war there; I think he must have been killed. You see, Mr Carrados, I’m quite alone except for Cyril now. Father — Mother — Tom — Mildred — all I had: all gone.’

‘Your nephew lives with you here?’ prompted Carrados. He was sorry for the poor lady, forlorn and rather unwieldy among the buffetry of circumstance, but he began to foresee that it might be necessary to keep her to the point.

‘No; I’m coming to that. You must forgive me — I know I’m slow and tiresome. I can do nothing but think about things now, hour after hour: moping I suppose others would call it. It’s so dreadful if it’s true that I can hardly believe it possible; and yet, there it is. I must do something about it.’

‘Yes,’ said Carrados, smiling away the edge of his retort, ‘you must really tell me about it.’

‘There I go again!’ confessed Miss Hamilton with a gesture of despair. ‘How can I expect you to advise me? Well, Millie married a Mr Bycourt — Mark Bycourt — who still lives a few miles from here. He was quite a nice sort of man, but a little old for her, I thought, considering her looks and chances, and he really doesn’t appear to be interested in any subject except water beetles. It seems a strange taste for a man. He might have taken up golf, or prize poultry, or politics, or lots of things, I mean, that would have seemed more — well, gentlemanly.’

‘Quite a number of people are interested in water beetles,’ observed Carrados mildly.

‘So I am given to understand,’ she admitted, ‘and I suppose that I must be narrow-minded. But don’t think that I have anything against Mr Bycourt; he made what I should call a good husband, though it must undoubtedly have been a little dull for Millie at times. When they had been married about three years Cyril came.... Did you ever hear of an Uncle Stace when you knew us at Midchester, Mr Carrados?’

‘Stace? No, I have never heard the name before,’ replied the blind man.

‘I don’t quite know where the relationship came in or if he really was any relation at all. I have heard that he had been very fond of mother years ago and wanted to marry her, but when we children knew him he seemed quite old and was said to be very rich. Well, all that he has to do with it is this: Millie was his favourite — as she was everyone’s — and when he died it was found that he had left everything — almost everything — to her, and to Cyril afterwards.’

‘To her and to her children generally afterwards?’ suggested Carrados.

‘No, just to Cyril by name. There were no other children, you see.’

‘Quite so,’ agreed the listener.

‘Millie died when she had been married about eight years — it was appendicitis. Then Mark asked me if I would keep house for him and look after Cyril, and I did — for four years. Of course I got very fond of the child, especially after I had mothered him through his little troubles and illnesses; he was all that was left to me of the old days at Midchester. It was a great blow to me when Mark married again.’

Carrados contributed only a sympathetic nod; Miss Hamilton seemed fairly well set on her subject now.

‘I should not have minded so much if the new Mrs Bycourt had been what I would call a suitable person, but really, one could hardly describe her as a lady. She was the very opposite of Mildred, and what Mark could have been thinking of I cannot imagine.’

‘Some people are like that,’ admitted Carrados diplomatically.

‘Well, I suppose so; but it is a great pity. She was the widow of a sort of small country gentleman who owned one or two racehorses and came to grief, and she really seemed to have absorbed the atmosphere of the stable and the farmyard. Not that I mean there was anything definitely wrong about her — but the whiskies-and-sodas, the cigars, the slang (to call it nothing worse), the slap-dash of everything! — and Mark was such a refined man, whatever else he was. I really couldn’t stand it for more than a week, although they both pressed me to remain until I could make my own arrangements; it was a sudden marriage, you know. That was about a year ago.

‘It really was very terrible for me, Mr Carrados, to have to give little Cyril up. He was such an affectionate, dear little boy, and for four years I had been neither more nor less than his mother. But there! I took this cottage partly so that I could get across to Stacks — that’s their house — from tune to time, and of course I have to consider ways and means as well: Papa was unfortunate towards the last. In the meanwhile Cyril goes daily to a small school kept by a lady in the village; he is delicate and rather too young to leave home yet. Mrs Bycourt has two boys of her own, a few years older than Cyril and perfect young ruffians. Fortunately, they are generally away at boarding-school.’

‘And now?’ prompted Carrados, for Miss Hamilton’s silence was becoming rather strained, and, after maintaining an admirable control up to this point, the poor lady, brought face to face with her immediate distress, suddenly brimmed over.

‘Oh, Mr Carrados,’ she wailed appealingly, ‘don’t laugh at me, but I’m sure the woman’s murdering Cyril by degrees so that her own will get his money. I know she is, and what am I to do?’

Now with regard to murder, experience had imbued the blind man with two convictions: the first that it is a very easy thing to do, and the second that it is a very difficult thing to do properly. If this inauspicious Mrs Bycourt actually succeeded in removing her young stepson, Max Carrados did not doubt that the chances were on the side of justice overtaking her, but the more pressing need was to find out if she had any such intention, and if so to frustrate it.

‘Would the money go to her if your nephew died?’ he asked.

‘Oh, yes. I saw our old solicitor about that. As I said, it was left to Millie and to Cyril after her. It is really Cyril’s now, but held in trust for him until he comes of age. Of course he can’t make a will yet, so that if he died the money would pass to his father, and he naturally would leave it to his wife.’

‘He probably would,’ agreed Carrados. ‘How much is there?’

‘It was about thirty thousand pounds. I understand that by the time Cyril could touch it there would be more than fifty thousand. That seems a lot to people like ourselves. Mark is quite comfortably off, I suppose, but by no means wealthy, and his new wife will have brought him little. If she is determined to get rich or to provide well for her own awful children, Cyril’s fortune—’

It was quite clear that Miss Hamilton had definitely settled the offending Mrs Bycourt and Cyril in their respective roles of murderess and victim, but when the patient investigator brought her up against the test of concrete facts he felt that the most useful purpose he could serve would be to discount her fears.

‘But I feel so absolutely convinced that something sinister is going on,’ pleaded the distressed lady. ‘Oh, Mr Carrados, the boy is growing thinner and more lifeless week by week, the woman is capable of any villiany, the inducement is plain before our faces—’

‘Then why not persuade the father to get a doctor in?’

‘The doctor has seen him already. I insisted on Dr Huntley being called in some time ago.’

Carrados passed the revealing word ‘insisted’. ‘And he said?’ he inquired.

‘Oh, he said that there was nothing really the matter. Of course he meant that Cyril hadn’t measles or chicken-pox, and we knew that well enough already. He recommended a little change. Cyril went with me to Eastbourne for two weeks. There he improved wonderfully. Then we came back and he went down again.’

‘Could he not live with you here for some time?’

‘I should love it. But Mrs Bycourt won’t hear of such a thing — naturally. She says that the boy has been coddled enough already — me, of course — and that the sooner he gets over his morbid fancies the better, and that in any case if the air of Stacks doesn’t suit him, it’s hardly likely that this will as it’s only five miles away.... Now whatever can that be at this hour? Did you hear a knock? I didn’t, but Susan has gone to the door.’

‘I heard a footstep outside and then a knock,’ replied the blind man. ‘It is a child who is uncertain.’

‘Please, m’m,’ said the elderly servant, opening the room door and standing there a little fluttered, ‘here’s Master Cyril from Stacks and in a pretty pickle.’

‘Do you mean he’s alone?’ exclaimed Miss Hamilton, jumping up and making for the door. ‘Oh, my poor lamb!’ For the next half minute there was alternate rattle and murmur in the hall, while the staid Susan continued by the door, regarding Mr Carrados with a fascinated interest. Parkinson had undoubtedly been enlarging. Then Miss Hamilton returned, leading in a little boy who clung to her, his pale, over-refined young face not yet wholly reassured.

‘This is Cyril, Mr Carrados,’ she explained, patting the hand that gripped her protectively. ‘He tells me that he has run away from home and walked all the way here, but I know nothing more because I thought that you had better hear it with me.’

‘Well, he seems to have come just in time for some coffee and cake, unless the signs deceive me,’ remarked Carrados with encouraging levity. ‘Fond of cake with plenty of pink icing on it, Cyril?’

‘Yes, thank you, sir,’ replied the boy politely, as he took serious stock of this new grown-up.

‘So am I,’ confessed the friendly stranger. ‘And I don’t mind telling you, Cyril, that when I was ten — that’s older than you perhaps — I ran away, because there was a very fat big boy who used to wait for me every morning and punch my head.’

‘I am ten,’ protested Cyril; ‘and I am not much afraid of boys. But I am frightened of the man who comes to me in the night and is going to take me in his cart.’ A look of pitiable terror came into his eyes and his voice rose almost to a scream. ‘Don’t let him; oh, don’t let him take me, Auntie!’

With a croon of horror and affection Gertrude Hamilton flung her arms protectingly about her darling child and shot a meaning look of triumph at her unbelieving guest. ‘Now what do you think?’ it seemed to say, and, for all the world as if he had met it, the blind man’s scarcely-moving hand mutely signalled back, ‘Quietly. Be careful now!’

‘He shall not touch you,’ he said reassuringly. ‘You are going to stay here tonight. Now tell us what this man is like, so that we shall be able to prevent him from ever coming again.’

‘He is a big man and very strong, so that he can carry people. He stands by my bed looking down; and there is a nasty smell comes with him.’

‘What does he wear?’

‘It is a long brown thing with a belt, and a queer high hat, not like men wear now. And he has a staff.’

‘Can you tell us what his face is like? Have you ever seen another that reminds you of it?’

‘It is only his eyes that you can see,’ replied Cyril, in a voice low with the memory of his terror. ‘There is something like a cloth over his face.’

‘Oh, my precious!’ was wrung from Miss Hamilton, but Carrados’s insistent gesture cut shot her passionate outcry.

‘It is a dream,’ said the blind man quietly, taking up his patient again; ‘a bad black dream. You are really asleep at the time, Cyril?’

‘I am not quite awake,’ admitted the boy consideringly, ‘but I am not really asleep. It is very queer and — different. And he mutters.’

‘Do you remember anything that he has ever said?’

‘Only a little bit now and then. Last night he said, “He has the — the” — I forget the word; oh, yes— “the tokens on him, but he is not dead yet. I will come again tomorrow night”. That was why I dare not stay any longer.’

Miss Hamilton left Cyril on the couch where they had been seated and crossed the room.

‘Is it necessary to distress him any more with this?’ she whispered. Her face was white and scared, but there was the ring of defiance in her voice. ‘Whatever happens, he shall not go back while I’m alive.’

‘It’s extraordinarily fascinating,’ replied Carrados in the same guarded tone, ‘and we ought to get at the bottom of these things. On the face of it this is plainly nightmare — he has read it all. Do you ever,’ he continued, turning to the boy again, ‘do you ever hear a bell ringing while this goes on?’

‘Yes,’ was the reply, given without hesitation, ‘it rings sometimes outside. That is before the man comes in or alter he has gone.’

‘You see,’ explained Carrados aside; ‘that bears it out. If this were someone got up to terrify the boy it’s absurd that he should take the extra risk of having a bell rung outside, merely for a point of extra realism, but it is just the sort of detail that sticks in the imagination and reproduces in a very vivid nightmare.’

‘But what is it?’ demanded Miss Hamilton, beginning to be shaken in her high attitude. ‘What is it that he is supposed to dream about?’

‘What? Why the Plague to be sure; the Great Plague that furnished nightmares for many a generation in the past. Let me see, Cyril, you are fond of reading, aren’t you?’

‘Well, yes, sir,’ said Cyril. ‘If it’s tales,’ he added conscientiously.

‘Oh, of course; we don’t mean lessons, do we? Have you ever read Robinson Crusoe?’

‘Rather! I’ve got it at home — with pictures.’

‘Man Friday and the parrot and all? Do you remember who wrote it?’

‘Yes; Daniel Defoe.’

‘Bravo! Well, he wrote other books. Can you tell me any?’

Apparently not. Cyril considered, but remained dumb. ‘Something about a “Journal” and a “Year”, eh?’ prompted the questioner. ‘No? Well, never mind.’

‘But why not ask him outright if you think it’s that?’ put in the lady. ‘Shall I?’

‘It is liable to suggest,’ was his reply. ‘But try.’

‘Once upon a time a lot of people got very ill,’ said Miss Hamilton coaxingly, ‘and they called it a plague. Have you ever heard of it, my pet?’

‘Yes, Auntie,’ said Cyril, his large, considering eyes incapable of jest. ‘It’s what papa calls me when I ask him things.’

Miss Hamilton so to speak ‘stood down’ and Carrados resumed.

‘Did you ever see a picture of a man in a long brown dress—’

‘Like him?’ interrupted the child with a shudder. ‘No — and — please, sir—’

‘My dear lad,’ anticipated Carrados, going to the couch and laying his hand unfailingly on the boy’s shoulder, ‘we are going to help you. We intend that you shall never, never see the man again. But sometimes the doctor has to give you nasty medicine for your good. It isn’t always pleasant to be left in the dark, even when you are ten, is it?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Well, when you feel like that, Cyril, you can think of me being in the darkness with you too. I am always in the dark because, you see, I am blind.’

‘Oh, I didn’t know, sir,’ said the little boy with quick feeling. ‘I am very sorry, but’ — consolingly— ‘you look all right.’

‘Thank you,’ replied Mr Carrados gravely. ‘Generally speaking, I feel all right. But we all have our moments in the dark.’

‘Cyril has a little light always in his bedroom,’ volunteered Miss Hamilton. ‘Don’t you, dear?’

‘Quite right,’ said Carrados idly. ‘A nightlight?’

‘Yes, but electric light, you know. A tiny bulb. It’s new there. Mrs Bycourt said she couldn’t stand lamps, and so Mark has recently put up an installation for the house.’

‘Electric light, and recent?’ mused Carrados. ‘How long ago?’

‘About, well — how long have you had the electric light, Cyril? A few months, isn’t it?’

‘At Christmas, Auntie. We had all the lights on at once on Christmas Day. Don’t you remember; you were there?’

Miss Hamilton nodded assent, her eyes on her guest’s impenetrable face. ‘Yes, that is right,’ she said.

‘Let me see’ — a most disarming unconcern had come into the blind man’s voice— ‘was it before or after Christmas that the bad dream first came?’

‘It was just after Christmas,’ replied the boy.

‘Quite sure?’ — a little more insistent now.

‘Oh, yes; I remember by my presents. And then he began to come oftener, and then he stayed away a bit, and — and I am frightened, but I’m glad I told you.’

‘My treasure!’ cried the fond lady, ‘why didn’t you tell Auntie sooner?’ and for reply Cyril hung his head and whispered the fatal insuperable excuse of childhood:

‘I didn’t like to.’

‘Another time you must,’ she enjoined. ‘And do you always sleep on your right side, as I told you?’

‘Yes, Auntie.’

‘And the bed is still pushed to the farther wall, away from the draught, where I arranged it?’

‘Oh, yes Auntie. It is right up to the little pull-thing in the wall that does my light. I can send it in and out while I’m in bed.’

‘And the best place for you to be now, young man,’ said Carrados, taking out his watch and touching its fingers. ‘Eleven-fifteen.’

‘Yes, indeed,’ chimed in Miss Hamilton. ‘If you don’t want another piece of cake Susan will take you up. I suppose’ — turning to her visitor— ‘that I ought to let them know somehow at Stacks where Cyril is tonight?’

‘I have been thinking of that. Are they on the telephone?’

‘No — what a pity. You would have told them from your hotel, I’m sure.’

‘Yes, but as they’re not, so much the better. Just write them a line and I will take it round there now.’

‘You, Mr Carrados? At this hour?’

‘Why not? All hours are alike to me. Then we needn’t disturb them if they know nothing of the escapade as yet. If I find the place in darkness I shall leave the note to be discovered with Master Cyril’s absence in the morning. I have a fancy to “see” Stacks in my own particular way, Miss Hamilton, and, lo and behold! the Fates arrange it.’

Less than half an hour later a motor-car skated down the long, slight hill that ended in the village street of Irling and drew up before the cottages began. Mr Carrados and Parkinson got out, and leaving the hotel chauffeur to doze across his wheel they set out on the adventure of discovery.

‘The turning to the left before the baker’s shop,’ directed the leader of the expedition. ‘That must be it ahead, Parkinson, although the rural baker does not seem to bake by night. Edwards should be the name.’

‘There is a shop, sir,’ assented Parkinson, peering across the way. ‘But I am unable to distinguish the name. If I may—’ He was away a moment. ‘Perfectly correct, sir, and there is the lane. The people hereabouts, sir, would seem to dispense with street illumination, and it is very dark tonight.’

‘True,’ replied Carrados, ‘and fortunately there is no moon.’

‘Yes, sir,’ agreed the faithful servitor, catching his toe against the kerb and recovering by his master’s guidance; ‘I appreciate that it gives us the initial advantage.’

A short half mile, another turn, and presently a darker mass emerged lying back upon their left.

‘That should be Stacks,’ conjectured Carrados, when Parkinson gave him this information. ‘Now is the murder out yet?’

‘We are coming to the gates,’ reported the proxy ‘eyes’. ‘There is a small lodge immediately inside. The gates, of open-work iron, are closed. The drive—’

‘Wait,’ interrupted Carrados. ‘Any lights showing at the lodge?’

‘No, sir; not on this side.’

‘Have a look farther on.’

Parkinson walked fifty yards along the road and then returned.

‘No lights anywhere,’ he reported.

‘Then the murder is probably not yet out. With so good an excuse for being on the premises, and every opportunity for losing ourselves if need be, I begin to despise the front way, Parkinson. Let us investigate.’

They continued along the road away from Stacks. Parkinson soon reported a small door in the garden fence, but this proved to be locked. A little farther on a lane gave promise on their left. A few stars had risen and the seeing eyes were more accustomed to the darkness. After a single futile cast a path was discovered through the fields that now separated them from Stacks, and with scarcely the tribute of a scratch they forced a likely hedge and fell through into what was unmistakably a private garden.

‘Never mind the rhubarb plants,’ said Carrados — his follower was standing rather aghast at the extent of their devastation. ‘They made capital landing and usefully indicate that we are in an obscure part of the kitchen-garden. Can you see the house? Well, we will take a stroll round.’

Progress was slow and vicissitudinous. ‘The advantage of beginning operations from here is obvious,’ expounded the specialist. ‘If we walk across a bed of onions — as we are, in fact, doing at this moment — we create an aromatic fixed point, so to speak, to which it is easy to return again whenever it becomes prudent. It is a line that holds.’

‘I have always understood that onions possessed certain medicinal properties, sir,’ replied Parkinson sagaciously, and heaven knows what profundities the ingenuous creature might not have advanced had not a parallelogram of emerging blackness disclosed the position of the house. Here also, ran the report, no lights were visible.

‘Then the murder is certainly not out,’ decided Carrados. ‘We can resume out leisurely survey. But not, for preference, along their celery trench, Parkinson.’

‘I am very sorry, sir. For the moment my attention was distracted. I have just observed another building, much nearer than the house, where a light is showing.’

‘Make for it then. A light means someone, and we must put ourselves right by getting in the first word.’

But he was wrong. The place, a small, well-built shed standing in a remote corner of the grounds — half shrubbery, half waste, they judged — was deserted. Machinery, now idle, proclaimed its use; the light that had attracted them a single indicator lamp glowing above a switchboard.

‘The dynamo house, of course, and now they’re on the battery,’ explained Carrados when they had investigated. ‘I heard that they made their own light, but who would have expected to find the place down here.’

‘I had some general conversation with the elderly person at Miss Hamilton’s,’ volunteered Parkinson tolerantly; ‘and after the arrival of the young gentleman she expressed her opinions about the family living here. Mr Bycourt is a very nervous, irritable gentleman, it would appear, sir, and cannot put up with any noise or distraction. Perhaps on that account—’

‘Aye, that will be it,’ agreed Mr Carrados. ‘The beat of the engine will scarcely be heard up there; but ssh! what the deuce is coming now?’

Someone was approaching at all events, and the two intruders shrank back into the readiest cover.

‘A woman, sir,’ whispered Parkinson.

‘An old woman,’ amplified his master. ‘She carries something, and she’s in a hurry. Also, she has no business here: which gives us a great advantage, because we have.’

At the threshold of the little house the burden was shot down. The watchers knew already that the door was fastened and looked for the unknown to produce a key. Instead, there was a sudden scrunch of iron, a splintering of wood, and the door swung loosely open.

‘Forced, egad!’ thought Carrados. ‘Our lady is determined.’ Then as she passed in, dragging along what now appeared to be a sack, he touched his attendant’s arm and together they crept forward to the half-open door.

‘It’s shavings and wood she’s brought,’ conveyed Parkinson, his eye to a convenient chink. ‘And, blow me, sir,’ he added a second later, stirred to this deplorable lapse irom his usual diction, ‘but she’s drenching the place with petrol! she means mischief!’

‘Stop!’ cried Carrados, disclosing himself in the doorway. ‘Haven’t you the sense to know that you’ll blow yourself up too?’

The startled creature — never was there a meeker-looking pétroleuse than this tidy, grey-haired cottager — dropped the box of matches she was handling and literally fell upon her knees among the mess she had contrived.

‘Oh, the dear Lord preserve us all!’ she gasped in terror. ‘Who are ye?’

‘Never mind that. The question is who are you and what are you doing here?’

‘Sure I’m only Mrs Laffey from the lodge just by, sir. Indeed I wasn’t doing no harm at all, but you gave me a great turn — just a bit of arranging and tidying up, as you may say. I dhropped a spot of oil an’—’

‘Parkinson,’ threw out Carrados in a sufficient whisper, ‘the police.’

‘Oh, don’t bring in the polis on me, kind gentleman,’ implored Mrs Laffey with redoubled fluency; ‘the dirty, thievin’ sergeant that set the lie against me a short while back over Mister Johnson’s sthrayin’ pullets, it’s little justice I should ever see. Be the good kind gentleman—’

‘You have just one chance,’ Carrados took out his watch and displayed it upon his outstretched hand. ‘Get up and tell us the exact truth, no matter what it is. Come, out with it.’

‘Indeed an’ I will, sir an’ your honour, for I’m sure ye’d not be after bethraying a poor old widder woman. ’Tis for me boy I’m doing of it, and that’s the blessed truth this minnit, though nothing but black words and the lift of a hand maybe would be me thanks if he did know.’

‘Your boy? Your son, you mean?’

‘Me boy Jim, and he the only one I’ve got and me husband gone this seventeen years. Ever since he has left school he’s worked in the garden, with a thing here and there maybe in the house beyond and a bit extry for it of a Saturday. Well — and it’s the stark truth I’m telling ye the blessed knows — last back end the master calls him by and said, “Jim,” he said, “the missis is determined on this electrey light and it’s all arranged for. You’ll have to learn to handle the dynamey an’ what not, but ’tis no matter at all — an hour here and there maybe and a grand learning for you for to be an engineer”. “Jim,” I said when I hear of it, “don’t do it. For ’twas handlin’ of that stuff hoist your granda out of Donegal in the old days”. “Oh, bother,” he says, “how am I to say I an’t when himself has said I am? Twould be the marching order I should likely get instead”. “An’ if you should,” I up and said, “aren’t there plenty other jobs as good in the long breadth of the land and you a handy thrifty chap?” “Have done,” he says, souring on me, and — God forgive him! — well I knew the reason why he’d stay, eating the very dirt if need be and she little better than a pagan deity, as you may say.’

‘He had charge of this place then?’ said Carrados with a patience that Parkinson could not but disapprove of. ‘Well, go on.’

‘He had indeed, sir, and never a restful moment has he known since. First his bright pretty colour goes, and soon his appetite, and he that would eat me out of house and home now touching no more’n a sup of tay and fiddling with a little thin piece of currant cake maybe. And all the while he taking great store of the dynamey and that, and would spend long hours polishing and oiling up here alone. Then the sleep forsake him, or it’d be one sweaty terror of the livelong night the way he’d fetch likely a groan in his dreams or a curse at the long, still blackness stretching to the dawn, and me listening at the latch-hole of his door.’

‘What did he dream?’ asked Carrados.

‘We made no talk about it, sir, him being that stubborn. But many’s the queer word he’s let out in his sleep, the same as if he’d claim that one was waiting there to fetch him in a cart. But give notice to himself he would not, as I am tellin’ yous, and the very grip of death closing in upon him plain for eny to see, until I knew. ’Tis either Jim or that rampageous divil that’s somehow desthroyin’ him up there. And that’s the sacred truth itself, God help me!’

For a full minute the blind man remained silent, prodding the loose earth with his walking-stick as he pondered. When he spoke, instead of any of the things that Mrs Laffey had hoped, or perhaps feared, it was to put an idle question.

‘Did this part of the ground have any special name?’ he asked. ‘Before this place was built, I mean.’

‘They did used to be calling it the Bone Mound, so I’ve heard,’ she said, trying to catch his mood with surreptitious glances. ‘There was a little hump, you’ll understand, but they thrudged the top off ut for to make a level space.’

‘Yes, of course they would. And now, Mrs Laffey, you’d better go on home again. Show this man the way to the front gate as you go. We’ll leave that way, Parkinson, but don’t come back to me for half an hour.’

‘Very good, sir.’ Parkinson knew of the times when his master would have no human eye upon him as he worked, and he had ceased — if, indeed, he had ever begun — to feel a trace of curiosity.

‘‘Deed an’ I will,’ said Mrs Laffey cheerfully. ‘The gentleman is welcome to me little front room too until your honour’s ready. And, begging your pardon, sir, you’ll overlook to mention what’s passed tonight?’

‘So far as I am concerned you can set your mind at rest,’ was his reply; ‘but you’ll have to explain one or two things in the morning, it seems to me. I dare say you can put a very good face on it somehow.’

‘I might contrive,’ replied Mrs Laffey hopefully.

* * * * *

Mrs Laffey did indeed contrive to put a very good face upon it, as Mr Carrados found when he visited Stacks openly the following day. It was not Mrs Laffey’s fault that she missed seeing them, and doubtless dropping a word of timely preparation, but their own in discovering a wicket gate that saved the bend of the road and brought them upon Mrs Bycourt, who was exercising a pair of young hounds on the lawn.

‘If ever there was a good Samaritan this side the Jordan it’s surely you, Mr Carrados!’ exclaimed that athletic lady when she had identified her caller. ‘And’ — she felt that she ought to indicate some concession to his infirmity— ‘in spite of your—’

‘Or because of, perhaps,’ he suggested, coming to her rescue. ‘You got the note anyway?’

‘Oh, yes. In fact, it was our first intimation that the bird had flown. It really was a great kindness because my husband fidgets so over little things, and if he had found Cyril gone and no trace of him, heavens knows what! And then this other business coming on the top of it!’

‘You mean the incident down the garden?’ asked Carrados tentatively.

‘Good gracious, yes! I hope there isn’t anything else? Not that I mind a bit of a shindy any time, but I have my poor dear’s nerves to consider. He is most tremendously indebted to you; it really was sporting in the circumstances. Mrs Laffey gave us a most glowing account of your exploit.’

‘Oh, did she?’ Carrados considered a little. ‘I rather wondered what she would say.’

‘Well, she said — as near as I can remember— “The way the sthranger gentleman, and he not seeing, put the shame of terror into the trapesin’ interlopin’ blackguards, who would wring the neck of their own father for a minted sixpence, is a walking masterpiece,” only much faster and a great deal more of it. I am dying to hear all the details, but we concluded that you must have heard them down the garden as you came across to leave the note. Of course you could get no idea of what sort of men they were?’

‘No,’ admitted Carrados. ‘I certainly could not.’

‘Mrs Laffey says she arrived on the scene too late to be any use at all. Sometimes, do you know, I’ve been a wee bit sceptical of Mrs Laffey’s romances, but in this case she is singularly modest about her own share in it. What gets me is why anyone should want to destroy our property.’

‘Yes, that is the mystery, isn’t it?’

‘Of course we have enemies here and there I know. It seems strange that anyone who behaves in a perfectly simple, straightforward way, just saying exactly what you think of people, should be received with enmity, but there it is. We’ve found where they broke in — it’s easy to see that they knew their way about — and they have deliberately trampled on the planted beds ...’

‘Disgraceful!’

‘Yes, but unfortunately there’s nothing positively to identify any of them by. Well, you’ll come in, Mr Carrados, and — and meet my husband?’

‘With pleasure, but can you guess what it is that chiefly brought me to Stacks today?’

‘No. What?’

‘Cyril’s bedroom.’

‘Oh,’ pondered Mrs Bycourt, pausing in their progress. ‘I wondered what tale Cyril told.’

‘You are not going to be angry with him for running away?’

‘Angry? Good Lord, no! It’s the best thing I’ve known him do yet. I’m delighted to find that he has that much spirit left in him. The fact is, Mr Carrados, ever since I’ve been here I’ve had to be a bit hard-cased towards Cyril, simply to counteract the “come-to-mammy-and-let-her-kiss-it-better” ways his dear Auntie Gertie had got him into. But I forgot — you are Miss Hamilton’s friend.’

‘All the same I want to understand just how matters are.’

‘Then I’ll tell you this. Do you know what was the deciding thing made me marry Mark Bycourt in the end? Yes: Cyril. I’m fond of boys, Mr Carrados, and I want them to have their chance in life. I have two dear little scrubby ragamuffins of my own — they’re called Bob and Jack. Cyril was being brought up on Eric, Misunderstood, and Little Lord Fauntleroy, and Cyril will have more need of red stuffing than most people because when he is twenty-one he will come into a great deal too much money. You know that, perhaps?’

‘I understood so much from Miss Hamilton.’

‘Yes; and I dare say Miss Hamilton indicated that I was capable of dark designs on Cyril’s fortune? No? Well, if she had, it wouldn’t have been wonderful. The fact is, Mr Carrados, Gertrude is a misfire. It was the surprise of her life (if I said “disappointment” you’d think me catty) when Mark married me, and she didn’t set out to be pleasant to the interloper. When I saw that, I — well, I certainly laid it on a bit thick for Gertrude’s benefit. I’m not really a he-woman or a vamp, Mr Carrados. I’m watching Cyril very carefully, and — if I may confess it to you — rather affectionately. I hope that in the end I, with the unconscious help of my two ragamuffins, may make a man of him. Now we have reached his room. Is there anything particular that you want to — to—’

‘To see? To see in my own way? Well’ — pointing— ‘the bed is there?’

‘Yes. But how on earth do you know?’

‘To make no mystery, by the familiar process of putting two and two together. And on the wall, quite near to the bed-head, is an electric light plug?’

‘Yes, there is.’

‘So that Cyril, sleeping dutifully on his right side, as he has been taught to do, will be lying with his face quite near that plug?’

‘Within a foot or so certainly. It seems to be a fad of Miss Hamilton’s — sleeping on the right side. I suppose she was taught to as a child.’

‘I was, too. But I’ve grown out of it. Now I will look into this fitting, if you don’t mind.’ He put his hand with baffling exactness on the rail of the bed and drew it from the wall so that he could approach the plug — approach it so closely indeed that to Mrs Bycourt’s mystified curiosity his face appeared to touch it. ‘Yes, there it is,’ he remarked, as one who has brought a delicate experiment to a successful end.

‘But what?’ demanded the lady, not unreasonably. ‘Why this hanky-panky, Mr Carrados? Nothing wrong, is there?’

‘Forgive me, I really didn’t intend to seem mysterious. There is nothing wrong, and if there had been we have got to the root of it at last. But there is something very curious, and there is something — I was, in fact, trying to break it to you mildly — something rather horrible.’

‘But, my dear man, people don’t break things to me — they throw them at me solid.’

Til be as brutal as you like then. You know that Cyril has been having nightmares lately?’

‘Oh, yes. That is not unusual for a boy.’

‘Not at all. Nor is the menace of a man standing by his bedside uncommon. What is significant is that it always takes the form of the Plague cart come to fetch him, and what is doubly significant is that your man James Laffey passes through exactly the same experience.’

‘Cyril never told me what it was; but we all knew that Jim Laffey was pining for the blue eyes of my housemaid. But what a dreadful dream, and what a strange coincidence!’

‘In my experience,’ replied Carrados, ‘coincidence — as we call it — is often merely a key I find that fits a lock I have. Laffey, spending long hours in the new building there, but not, I ascertain, with the electric light fitted in his cottage; Cyril, sleeping here with his face turned to that wall, but not, I learn, allowed to put his foot inside the dynamo-house. What is it, Mrs By court, this strange coincidence?’

‘I don’t know,’ she replied, awed in spite of her lavish spirit. ‘What?’

‘I will tell you. Over two centuries ago the Plague — the Great Plague of London as some histories call it — came to Irling, brought by a fleeing pedlar, and nearly wiped the village out. You have heard perhaps?’

‘No, I don’t think so. I don’t remember anyway.’

‘I find the tradition of it is almost lost here now. There are a few forgotten graves in the churchyard — but after the first weeks the dead were not buried there. It took too long to dig single graves and soon there was neither parson, clerk, nor sexton to perform the office of the Church. So a great pit was dug, well away from the houses of the living, in what was then an open field. But it is no longer that.’

‘Oh!’ exclaimed Mrs Bycourt, with the nameless horror beginning to take form before her eyes, ‘do you mean—’

He nodded assent to the unspoken question.

‘Yes; what was the distant grassland field is now your lower garden. The Bone Mound marks the hasty burial-pit, and right upon it they have built your power house.’

‘But how does that — why does it—’ she stammered.

‘Who can say? It is easy enough to reply that you have stirred up the buried corruption of that dreadful place, but how is it that there have been awakened again the groans and the fears and the agonies of those heart-rending times?’

‘Oh, how horrible — how horrible!’ she cried. ‘Is it true — can it be really true?’

‘Is what true?’ he asked. ‘Do you mean — which detail?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I mean any of it — all of it. It is like a nightmare in itself; it is so loathsome — so incredible. Why should it result in that?’

‘That is the really interesting thing about it,’ he replied. ‘Your—’

‘Interesting!’ she retorted sharply. ‘This!’

‘To me,’ he admitted mildly. ‘I am merely an investigator, Mrs Bycourt. Your dynamo, designed to transform mechanical force into electrical energy, has here in some obscure way also changed physical effect into psychological experience. I dare say you know that in the house’ — he indicated the wall plug— ‘the wires are carried through iron piping, and outside the cable is brought underground through drain-pipes. The lie being uniformly upwards, a warm room like this would create a slight but continuous current, so that, you see, Cyril has really been breathing direct — Yes, it is rather uncanny, isn’t it? Laffey, of course, has been in more direct but shorter contact. Actually, we might have expected them both to contract the plague — there is record of that happening to some men who dug into a similar pit rather more than a hundred years after the interment. Instead, they caught the emotions of the victims. It will seem quite simple and obvious some day, but we know so lamentably little of that side of electrical energy yet. Even as it is I shall have to re-write my lecture.’

But Mrs Bycourt had no interest in his lecture. ‘Oh, the dreadful, dreadful thing!’ she moaned. ‘What should one do? ... I shall have that horrible place razed to the ground — I can’t rest until it’s gone — and then I shall have a great fire heaped on the spot and burned and burned for weeks until every trace of those poor creatures is reduced to decent ashes.’

‘Yes,’ assented Mr Carrados. ‘That does seem to occur to one, does it not?’


THE MISSING WITNESS SENSATION
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IN ITS EARLIER stages the Ayr Street Post Office robbery had attracted little notice. Afterwards, owing to causes with which this narrative has to do, it achieved the distinction of passing into the grade of what Detective Inspector Beedel was wont to refer to with quiet professional enthusiasm as ‘First-class Crimes’. But so meagre was public interest in the initial proceedings that when Mr Carrados looked in at the magistrate’s court purely for old acquaintance’s sake one stifling afternoon, he found the place half empty.

‘Post office hold-up — Ayr Street case, sir,’ explained the officer on duty at the door. ‘Party named Rank charged. Pretty nearly over now, I should say.’

‘Philip Thaxted!’ cried a voice across the court.

‘New witness for the defence,’ whispered the policeman. ‘Like a seat, sir?’

‘Don’t trouble — I may only stay a minute. Who are conducting?’

‘Mr Booker’s for the Public Prosecutor. I don’t know the defence — not one of our regular people here.’

‘He is speaking now?’

‘Yes, sir.’

A plainly dressed man with a firmly lined and rather artistic face, iron-grey hair, and a quiet, self-confident manner, had gone into the witness-box. The formal oath had been administered and the preliminaries were being rattled through. Yes, his name was Philip Thaxted and he lived at such an address at Kingston-on-Thames. Formerly in the lace business, both as manager and on his own account, but now retired.

‘On the afternoon of Wednesday, the seventeenth inst, you were taking a walk in Richmond Park?’ suggested the defending counsel.

‘That is quite correct.’

‘Tell us what occurred.’

The blind visitor leaned across and touched the attendant lightly on the arm.

‘I should like to hear a little more of this evidence,’ he remarked with lowered voice. ‘Perhaps I had better have a seat.’

As he moved quietly to a place, piloted by the officer’s unobtrusive hand, someone in making way dropped a stick with an exasperating clatter. The man in the witness-box glanced sharply across in the direction of the noise, and something almost as perceptible as a start touched him, and for a word or two his voice rang flat. The next moment the flicker, such as it was, had passed and he was continuing his story as evenly as before.

* * * * *

‘I suppose, inspector,’ said Mr Carrados, ‘it might seem rather unreasonable of me to ask you to come down here after being in court all day, eh?’

‘Well, no, sir,’ replied Inspector Beedel with his usual unpenetrable candour; ‘I can’t exactly say it did. You see, Mr Carrados, you’ve asked me to come and talk to you on one occasion or another a good dozen times now, and it’s always been — as they say in the advertisement— “to hear of something to my advantage”.’

Carrados laughed as he pointed to a chair and pushed the cigars across the table.

‘Don’t be too confident this time,’ he advised. ‘Can you give a guess what it’s about?’

Beedel raised his slow, meditative eyes and wondered for the hundredth time at the strangely alive expression in the gaze that really seemed to meet his own.

‘I may say that I noticed you in court today, sir, and putting one thing and another together—’

‘Quite right,’ assented Carrados. ‘It is about today’s case. These post office hold-ups are getting beyond a joke, inspector.’

‘This one has certainly been beyond a joke for Lizzie Baxter, sir. We have it privately that the poor girl hasn’t one chance in a thousand of pulling through. Then—’

‘Aye. Then the case against Rank will not be one of Robbery with Violence, but Wilful Murder. That determined a special effort to get him off if possible before the graver charge came in.’

‘The alibi, you mean, sir?’

‘The alibi, yes. What did you think of that timely encounter at the exact minute that the job was taking place?’

A brightly-coloured band had adorned the cigar that Inspector Beedel was appreciatively considering. He smoothed out the pretty scrap and put it, carefully flattened, away in his notebook for the benefit of a stalwart young Beedel now rising five.

‘It certainly staggered me more than a bit to hear that evidence this afternoon,’ he replied. ‘The man who comes forward and testifies that he was talking to Dennis Rank at half-past four that day isn’t one of the sort that bob up after every assault or accident, prepared to swear anything for half a quid and a pot of beer. He has been in a good way of business, and so far from anything being known against him, inquiry goes to show that he has a creditable public record extending over twenty years. A police magistrate is a bit wary, and, as you know, Mr Lipscott committed, but if this chap sticks to his tale at the Old Bailey I doubt if any jury will convict.’

The blind man nodded weighty acquiescence. Plainly there could be no question about the importance of the Kingston evidence.

‘He was walking in Richmond Park — quite a likely thing for a middle-aged gentleman who wants a little exercise to do — when this happened. A little dog coming out of a clump of bracken barked at him furiously, and he swished back with his walking-stick. Then it seized one of his trouser legs and tore it. The dog’s master appeared on the scene and they fell to abusing one another, the owner accusing him of savaging the dog and he accusing the man of keeping a vicious animal. In the end he demanded this fellow’s name and address, and there it is, written in his notebook widi the date and the exact time of the occurrence.’

‘That’s it,’ assented the inspector. ‘All very reasonable and circumstantial.’

‘Yes,’ agreed Mr Carrados. ‘More than that: almost providential one might say. Had it been one of Rank’s friends the evidence might have been open to suspicion, but our Mr Thaxted appears as a total stranger. Had they met, say in Hyde Park, a very slight discrepancy of time might have made the alibi unconvincing, but Richmond is too far away to consider that. And then under how few circumstances are you likely to ask a total stranger for his name and address, to write them down, and to note the time and date of the occurrence?’

‘There is no doubt that Rank had a small terrier that might have acted like that,’ admitted Beedel.

‘And certainly Mr Thaxted will be able to produce a pair of trousers that would prove to have been torn,’ said Carrados dryly. ‘Come; what is behind this business, Beedel?’

‘Behind it, sir?’ repeated the inspector with the utmost innocence.

‘The Ayr Street Post Office hold-up wasn’t an ordinary outrage at all. You know that as well as I do.’

‘It’s a funny thing,’ remarked the visitor introspectively. ‘Here for the last week I’ve been trying to persuade one or two up at the Yard to regard it in that light and almost your first words—’

‘Of course I really know nothing about it,’ qualified Mr Carrados.

‘It’s my belief,’ declared Inspector Beedel with sombre relish, and repeating the expression of faith to emphasize it! ‘it’s my belief that there’s a secret organization at work in the background somewhere. I’ve never thought that Treasury notes were what those two fellows were after, though they certainly grabbed all they could as they went through it.’

‘What then?’ prompted Mr Carrados, for Beedel had relapsed into a keen professional abstraction.

‘Something political, I’m pretty sure, sir. A lot of those Sinn Feiners are out to make trouble systematically just now. And you’d be surprised to find who are more or less in with them — all sorts of people.’

‘The retired gentleman from Kingston, for instance?’

‘I have no doubt he may be one. But people you’d never think of as, well, I mean — professional men and soldiers, civil servants, society ladies, dock labourers, skilled artisans. I dare say a good many of them wouldn’t go very far for “The Cause”, but some of them would, and then on the edge of it there are the usual crowd who are always keen to make something out of whatever’s going on.’

‘It’s likely enough,’ conceded the blind man. ‘What were they after here?’

‘There isn’t a great deal of business generally at this Ayr Street Post Office, but it lies handy for certain public offices. Anything that had been registered would be lying beyond the counter, handy for collection, at the time of the raid. My idea is that they knew of something being posted that they were desperately anxious to secure or to stop. Lizzie Baxter wasn’t shot holding on to the notes but because she got between Rank and the letters.’

‘She hasn’t spoken?’

‘No; she probably never will. She is the only one who could identify the men, and without her the case against Rank is purely circumstantial; that’s what makes it safe for Thaxted to come forward now.’

‘Perhaps not entirely safe, after all, inspector,’ remarked Mr Carrados with significance.

‘How do you mean, sir?’

‘I mean that as it happens on the seventeenth — the day concerned — Mr Thaxted and I sat on a retired seat in Kew Gardens from four to half-past and discussed carnation-growing and other impersonal topics. Afterwards we walked together as far as the Lion Gate and parted at about ten minutes to five.’

‘Oho!’ Inspector Beedel swung his shrewd but not very agile mind round to review the position created by this new factor. ‘That’s something of a facer for the defence, isn’t it, sir? Do you mean that you know this Mr Thaxted?’

‘Not at all. We were perfect strangers who just met and chatted a little and then went on our separate ways. I didn’t know him from Adam until I recognized him in court today.’

‘I see. Of course if he wasn’t quarrelling with Rank in Richmond Park at half-past four he must have been somewhere else. But still, you would think — Well, he took a fairish risk.’

‘Don’t we all do that if we decide to commit perjury, inspector? After all, the man never mentioned his name, his business, any tangible personal detail; and he knew that it was a blind man who had sat by his side and talked with him. When — as we may assume — a volunteer was called for to save Rank by providing an alibi, it may have seemed to Mr Thaxted that the half hour or so that he must compromise himself over was pretty well secured.’

‘Yes, yes,’ agreed Beedel, rounding up the situation within his orderly mind as a rather slow but capable sheepdog brings in stragglers; ‘it’s all reasonable enough.... There’s one weakness ahead — if you don’t mind my mentioning it?’

‘Let us examine the thin places, by all means,’ encouraged Carrados.

‘You are willing to give evidence, sir?’

‘I suppose I must. I know nothing of Rank one way or the other, but I must either come forward or let an appalling perversion of justice go on. It may also help to clear off a trifle of my debt to you, inspector, eh?’

‘Thank you, sir, but I think that’s pretty good weight already. Still, I don’t deny that it would do me a bit of good to produce evidence to upset that alibi. And that brings me to what I was saying.’

‘Yes; only you seem rather reluctant to say it.’

‘Well, it’s like this, Mr Carrados. In the ordinary way you would give your evidence, and then the question would be put: “Do you see that man in court?” Now here—’

‘When counsel says, “Have you heard that man in court?” and I reply, “Yes; when Mr Thaxted was speaking”, you think it would fail to carry conviction?’

‘I don’t think the ordinary jury would see that it’s as satisfactory to identify a man by his voice as by his face.’

‘I am inclined to agree with you. If I said, “The man who sat with me bit his finger-nails, smoked Algerian cigars, and wore an elastic stocking”, do you think it might impress the court?’

The inspector laughed rather contentedly.

‘Why, yes, sir; I can’t but suppose it might. We could challenge Mr Thaxted to show his finger-nails, produce his cigar-case, and pull up his trouser-leg. It ought to be a fair bombshell.’

‘Then I must consider myself booked for Tuesday fortnight and as many days afterwards as the case lasts.’

‘The fewer the better, sir,’ replied Beedel cryptically. ‘To tell you the truth, I shouldn’t be sorry if tomorrow was Tuesday fortnight. It’s a good thing that none of the lot know that you have anything to do with the case, and I hope you’ll keep it close, up to the very last minute.’

‘Oh!’ Mr Carrados felt a trifle guilty, remembering that moment when the witness paused and faltered, but Beedel was-quite solicitous enough already. ‘Any particular reason?’

‘One of our witnesses has already had the misfortune to be rather badly run down while cycling, and I’ve had a natty-looking box of chocolates by post from an “unknown friend” myself,’ replied the inspector. ‘I imagine this Rank must be something of a top-hat among these people.’

* * * * *

There was a form overlooking a deep expanse of country where Max Carrados often sat when he took a walk in that direction. Indeed, a mild pleasantry current at one time among park-keepers and their kind credited him with a weakness for pointing out the things of interest to any passing stranger who happened to share the seat with him, and the prospect threatened to become mysterious to posterity as ‘Blind Man’s View’.

One breathless July afternoon (the drought and languor of that summer have become a record) about a fortnight after Inspector Beedel’s visit, Carrados was sitting there alone when his ear picked up the footsteps of two men approaching. In a minute he knew that one man led the other, and with that came the intuition that the second man was blind. Then he found that they were making for the seat.

‘This will do,’ said the leader. ‘You don’t mind?’

‘No, no; not at all. Only don’t be long,’ replied the other. ‘I shall get anxious if you are and I — I feel so confoundedly helpless by myself.’

‘There is a gentleman already on the seat,’ dropped the voice warningly. ‘That will be all right; I won’t be long. I must have lost the damn thing within the last three minutes.’

His footsteps sounded on the turf, and then grew less along the gravelled road. The stranger turned to Mr Carrados.

‘Could you give me the time, sir?’ he asked, and at once enlarged the opening sociably. ‘You’ll have noticed that I’m blind. Helpless, of course. My friend dropped an important pocket-book some way back. Three minutes he said — say three minutes there, three back, and three looking about. Ten minutes at the outside.... I’ll time him if you’re staying so long. I don’t mind being left in an ordinary way, but I get so confoundedly anxious if anything goes different. You see.... If anything happened and he didn’t come back for a long time — or at all! Well—’

‘That will be all right,’ said Carrados. ‘I shan’t be going just yet. Ten minutes....’

‘I daresay it doesn’t seem very long to you, but it’s different when there isn’t a single blessed thing for you to do.... Just to sit and smoke and think.... Oh, and talk, of course, when you’re lucky enough to get anyone who will.... But it’s a pretty dull outlook. You normal people have no idea—’

In all this there was, as it happened, an insidious temptation. ‘You are as fond of showing off, Carrados, as a child with a recitation’, had been the piqued barb flung across by a man at whose expense the ‘showing off’ had been effected and there was in the jibe just enough truth to twist the blind man’s habitual suaveness for a moment. Max Carrados was admittedly prone to a certain vein of superiority, and his demonstrations were occasionally timed to achieve a theatrical effect, but all sprang from a not unworthy root — from a passionate insistence on being treated as an ordinary human being. To take in a seeing man — to outwit five senses by the use of four — was well enough, but might not the opportunity be at hand of demonstrating to another sufferer that his life need not be so empty as he pictured? He waited.

‘The war?’ he hazarded.

‘Nothing so romantic. Cataract. I suppose I shall get used to it in time.... Surely it must be ten minutes now?’

‘No — eight.’ Carrados referred to the fingers of his watch. ‘But don’t think too much of the time. There may be a hundred things to cause delay. Ten minutes ... that was altogether too fine a margin.’

‘That’s just it — a hundred things. Anything might happen to a man going along the road looking for a pocketbook.... and then where should I be? I was a mug to let him go.... Suppose—’

‘Don’t suppose. I’ll stay here till your friend comes back.... At all events I’ll see you through.’

‘That’s most confoundedly good of you.... I must strike you as a poor sort of wash-out....’

‘No.’ The situation was beginning to endear itself to Carrados’s mind. ‘I am interested in the blind.... Like faith, blindness moves in a peculiar way....’

‘Faith?’ mused the stranger vaguely. ‘Yes; I suppose so.... What’s that — a car?’

‘No,’ replied Carrados.’ A plane going south. Queer how the sound varies, isn’t it?’

‘We left our taxi somewhere near — Heriot Lane the driver called it. I thought that perhaps — A flier, eh? ... Wings— “The wings of the morning”, doesn’t old Shakespeare or someone say? Suppose I shall never see a plane travelling again. Used to give me a funny touch sometimes, that. Just as if I was on the point of finding out what this old caboodle is all about anyway — only I never quite got it. Seemed as though I just needed that extra push through that I could never raise. Sounds mushy rot to you, I expect.’

‘No,’ admitted Carrados; ‘most of us have been there. Seeing “through a glass, darkly”, said the Jewish tent-maker of old.’

The other man gave a nod of ambiguous agreement. ‘How’s the time?’ he asked. ‘Confound Stringer; he ought to be here by now.’

‘Going on for twenty minutes. But I don’t suppose that it will have seemed like ten to your friend.’

They talked again and Carrados tried to interest his companion to make the time pass inperceptibly. Half an hour went by and still there was no sign of Mr Stringer. When three-quarters had been reached, Arnold — he had incidentally dropped his name — could stand it no longer.

‘Look here. Something must have happened. I can’t stay here for ever. And you — you’ve been most confoundedly decent, but you must want to be moving. Can you put me in the way of getting back to the taxi? Then I shall know where I am, whatever’s gone wrong.’

‘Certainly,’ replied Carrados. ‘I know Heriot Lane well enough. I’ll take you there with pleasure. It isn’t ten minutes’ walk from here. What do you say to pinning a line here on the seat, so that your friend—’

‘No, confound him! exclaimed Arnold with sudden warmth. ‘He’s left me in the lurch all right. Let him do a bit of guessing.’

It wasn’t an outsider’s affair either way. Carrados took the blind man’s arm and led him from the seat. Out of consideration for his charge the pace was about half that at which the more experienced man usually walked. There was also still the chance that Stringer might appear. But he did not, and they reached Heriot Lane without incident.

‘Is it far down?’ asked Carrados. He knew that the lane was a winding little byway where even the humblest sort of traffic might not pass from one hour to another. He could take Arnold along it with a fair amount of confidence, but detection might come at any moment now. He had set himself to pilot the blind man right up to the door of the cab before he revealed the true situation — anything short of that failed to drive home the moral of his achievement. ‘I don’t see a taxi yet,’ he added.

‘A bit along, I suppose,’ said Arnold. His eyes were open and he was looking sideways into his guide’s face with an expression of peculiar and private amusement that did not carry into his voice. ‘He may have drawn on....’

‘Ah,’ exclaimed the blind leader as they cleared a bend, ‘there’s something at last.’ Ear and nose told him so much, and it would be an easy matter to bring his charge right up to the car. But — the chance of so inglorious a fiasco was small in that infrequent place — but how to be sure that this was indeed the taxi?

‘Back again, sir?’

That settled it. Carrados moved on by the light of his own intuitive judgement. When he knew that he was three yards from the car the door was opened. He had reached the goal.

‘Now!’ said another voice in sharp command.

Before the word was spoken Carrados had had a flash of realization. It came with the nature-sense of overhanging danger, with the subtle change of intention in the arm that touched his own, with the slight chirrup of a stoppered phial being opened — but it came too late. Arnold’s light pressure on his right suddenly became a pinioning grip, another pair of arms closed on his left and a saturated cloth not unpleasantly odoured, was pressed against his face....

‘It worked? remarked one, rearranging himself after they had bundled the senseless form into the car.

‘Like a charm,’ replied the man called Arnold, smiling at a thought.

’Change that plate again, and move about it,’ said the third of the gang shortly.

A minute later the renumbered car slipped out of Heriot Lane without any superfluous parade of warning, and taking on a pace much too moderate to suggest the remotest connexion with things sensational, it was soon swallowed up in the stream of evening traffic flowing eastward.

* * * * *

‘Ah. So ye’re com’n’ round now, aren’t ye?’ said a not unfriendly voice, as consciousness began to trickle at first and then rush into Max Carrados’s perceptions. ‘Feelin’ just a thrifle sick, too, at first, I don’t doubt.’

‘Where am I?’ asked the blind man mechanically. Sick he certainly did feel in more ways than one, for the stuff that had been used to drug him with was of an unholy texture that left nausea and headache in its wake, while to be drawn into so guileless a trap outraged his most vulnerable susceptibilities. ‘Where am I and who are you?’

‘Now don’t be troublin’ ye’self about things like those that don’t really matter at all,’ replied the other persuasively. ‘Ye’re right enough now, and so long as ye don’t sthruggle, so to speak, ye can be as comfortable as a dormouse in a haystack.’

‘I quite understand,’ retorted the captive. ‘And if I struggle, as you are pleased to call it, I may infer that I shall be treated as Lizzie Baxter was?’

‘’Tis a great mistake to dhrop from the exthract on to the conkrate, as the man remarked whin he fell from the distillery window down into th’ sthrate. Ye’ll understand that whin there’s a war goin’ on there’s likely to be cashoolties. Ye’re a cashoolty just at the moment, Mr Carrados, but whether ye’re ultimate destination is to be the recooperation camp or the wayside simitry is a matter entirely awaitin’ ye’re own personal convenience.’

‘I have an idea,’ replied Carrados, ‘that it will turn out to be the witness-box.’

‘I shouldn’t build on that now,’ said the Irishman speculatively. ‘With all due respect to the three classical females who arrange the destinies, I can see no indication of anything like that on the immedjet horizon. Doubtless if ye were to consult the mysterious lady who prognosticates through the mejum of a chrystal sphere, or the obliging wizard who for the small consideration of haf a crown tells you what he sees in the smoke of an aromatic pastille, something in the nature of a witness-box might possibly be adumbrated; but for all practical purposes I should eliminate it from ye’re calc’lations, Mr Carrados.’

‘You appear to be a pleasant and ingenious gentleman, Mr — ?’

‘Murphy is a very handy name for the purpose of short reference.’

‘Mr Murphy, then. You appear also to have a general knowledge of me and my movements, while I, unfortunately, know practically nothing of you or my surroundings. As a guest, enjoying your hospitality, that naturally puts me in a very humiliating position. You see—’

‘I appreciate the delicacies of the situation,’ replied Mr Murphy in the same vein of guarded satire to which they had fallen. ‘I should dearly love to act as a general vade-mecum, who’s who, and illustrated gazetteer of the situation if it could be done. But ye’ll understand there may be sthretegic reasons aginst lettin’ on which end of Park Lane this mansion is situate in, or whether ye’re host is a blue-blooded aristochrat or merely a Labour member.’

‘Perhaps,’ suggested the blind man, ‘it would be permissible to say why I have been carried off in this outrageous manner and what you imagine you are going to do with me?’

‘There’s no harm at all in tellin’ ye what ye know already,’ replied Mr Murphy, with a sudden loss of geniality in his manner. ‘Ye’re here because ye intended giving evidence in a case that was no airthly concern of ye’s, and ye’ll stay here, or in some other suitable place of retirement, until that little matter’s satisfactorily disposed of. What call had ye to go acting otherwise than sthrictly as a nootral if ye’re not prepared to take the consequences?’

‘A neutral!’ repeated Carrados in amazement. ‘Good heavens, man, neutral in what? This was simply a case of elementary justice. But perhaps,’ he added pointedly, ‘you have never heard of that?’

There was a movement of anger from more than one part of the room, and the man who had been carrying on the conversation strode across and stood over the captive. The taunt had served a useful purpose, for Carrados had learned a little more.

‘I should advise ye to keep that sort of remark in ye’re breeches po’k’t while ye’re here, Mr Carrados,’ said Murphy. ‘This once ye’re blind eyes protect ye.’

‘They often do,’ replied Carrados imperturbably. ‘I am confident that they often will.’

‘Don’t be too sure while ye are here, that’s all.’

He heard the man turn sharply on his heel and walk across the room. The door banged and silence lengthened out, but the prisoner knew that unfriendly eyes still watched him and that he had not been left alone.

Nearly a week went by and nothing happened. Max Carrados was as completely cut off from the world as if he had been carried away to Mars. Food was put before him on a generous scale and his ordinary needs were attened to, but conversation with those who moved about was not encouraged. Mr Murphy seemed to have disappeared after the first evening.

From the moment of his recovering consciousness Carrados began to construct the details of his surroundings and to examine his prison. It was, he learned within a day, a spacious, old-fashioned house of three storeys and a basement, detached, and standing in some private ground. The rooms were generally large and lofty, but their former state was not kept up; several were empty and the furniture of the others was miscellaneous and haphazard. Gas was used, the telephone bell often rang, and a silent elderly woman did the cooking and attendance. The captive soon discovered that he was never left alone, and at night he slept in a room where the window was barred from top to bottom and the chimney blocked. The blind man smiled as he realized that an alarming reputation must have preceded him.

It was not until the second night that he could definitely locate his prison. How long the journey in the car had been he had no means of knowing, but the taste of the air, the touch of the water in which he washed, and the distant noises of the street were all unmistakably of London. It was a quiet and secluded back-water to which he had been brought, and at no great distance from the house he soon knew of a park-like space where thrushes sang at dawn and the owl proclaimed the night, but a great highway of traffic lay extended on the south and another, rather less busy, on the north. On the second night he heard Big Ben slowly booming out the hours on a line almost directly east, and applying to the sounds his own peculiar methods he found that he could assume the space between them as just about three miles. The next day he dropped a simple test.

‘I suppose I can have a certain book I want? I think it could be got—’

‘A book?’ repeated the man who was then in charge of him, dubiously.

‘Yes, from Mudie’s in the High Street just below here’ — nodding direction— ‘you know.’

The sharp breath of surprise confirmed what he had already guessed, even without the attendant’s belated and rather hurt protestation that he ‘could say nothing about that.’ The matter of the book progressed no further.

For a couple of days Carrados had been speculating rather poignantly about his position. A crisis of some sort must, he conjectured, be at hand. Even if the trial of Rank lasted three days — a generous limit — the verdict was now due. He had, he assumed, been carried off purely to suppress his fatal evidence, but if the case went against the prisoner — how then? He had no illusions about the methods of the desperate little band of extremists into whose hands he had fallen, and, without flurry or visible concern, there were very few minutes of the day when he was not considering plans of escape. But so far the strength of his prison was unassailable, the guards not to be drawn by casual hints of gold.

It was on the evening of the sixth day of confinement that the expected crisis came. All that afternoon there had been less movement about the big house than was usual, but towards dusk men began to arrive by ones and twos until Carrados had accounted for at least a dozen above the usual company.

‘They have all been to hear the verdict given,’ surmised the blind man. ‘Now for it.’

He was right. An hour later he was curtly summoned to another room— ‘the council chamber,’ as he had always mentally described it from the meetings that obviously took place there — and found himself before an informal court.

‘This is the man Carrados?’ inquired someone, with brusque authority.

One of Carrados’s regular custodians replied.

‘He is blind, captain, though you mightn’t notice it,’ he added. ‘Shall I give him a chair?’

‘Was Dennis Rank given a chair once during the three days of his trial?’ demanded the voice.

‘He was not,’ came the hearty response from half a dozen.

‘Let the prisoner stand.’

‘A prisoner,’ remarked Carrados mildly, ‘is usually charged with an offence. May I ask what mine is?’

‘Conveying information to the enemy,’ was the answer, rapped out with domineering harshness. ‘It concerns you to learn, Carrados, that Dennis Rank was pronounced guilty this afternoon and sentenced to death.’

‘That would be the very natural result of carrying me off, wouldn’t it?’ insinuated the blind man. ‘You had surely thought of that.’

‘What do you mean?’

Carrados was almost tempted to shrug his shoulders to underline the obviousness of what had happened.

‘If I had appeared and given evidence it would have been perfectly easy to suggest that I was either mistaken or a liar — one man’s word against another’s. As it was, there was nothing on which to suggest that I was mistaken or lying. You simply advertised that my evidence was correct and true and that you daren’t allow it to be given at any price.’

‘There now, captain, what did I tell ye?’ muttered a malcontent.

‘Stow that,’ commanded the man in authority. Then he turned to the prisoner again. ‘You are not before us to express your own personal and private views on this or that, Carrados, but to hear the decision of this court. Needless to say an appeal is being lodged against the bloodthirsty tyranny of Dennis Rank’s sentence. If you can suggest anything to help that along you’d do well to get busy right now and let us know.’

‘Theoretically,’ admitted Mr Carrados, ‘I’ve never been in favour of capital punishment.’

‘That’s vurry opportune,’ remarked the captain dryly. ‘But there are exceptions, and possibly this may be one of them.’

‘Oh, it may, you think?’ roared the astonished inquisitor. ‘Wall, let me tell you this: the hour the black flag goes up at Brixton Jail for Dennis Rank your family will have cause to go into mourning too.’

‘What good will that do?’

‘It will do this good, that you may as well begin to get a move on you to dodge it. We opine that you have a pull in more than one direction, Carrados, and pawsably your Government may cawnsider your neck worth saving. Wall, you know the price, and you’d better make out the best case you can for the exchange when you let them know. You can have pen and ink and paper and — under suitable examination, so don’t try any of your slim tricks here — you can communicate with your own lawyer or anyone else you like.’

‘Thank you,’ replied Mr Carrados, ‘but I won’t trouble you.’

‘Won’t trouble! Hell! what d’ye mean?’

‘Just what I say. I have no intention of writing. Of my own free will I might in ordinary circumstances sign a petition against Rank being hanged. As you put it, I am much more likely to sign one against his being reprieved. You’ll have to do your own unpleasant work yourself.’

‘The man’s clean daft,’ sighed one of the court in helpless bewilderment. ‘What’ll there be unpleasant in saving your nut?’

‘Merely a point of view,’ remarked Carrados, turning towards him quite courteously. ‘There are things that we all stick at doing at any price.... Or, at all events’ — his face was again in the direction of the president of the court ‘most of us.’

For some reason, in the five minutes that they had been together there had sprung up between these two men a deep and corrosive antipathy. Towards all the others of his captors Carrados bore little beyond a philosophic tolerance, with an occasional lapse into mild annoyance. But here each felt the other’s hatred, and recognized that between them there would be no accommodation, no compromise. The only difference was the way the motion showed — in the captain it produced a tendency to shout, in the captive an icy quietness.

‘So you think you can ride the high horse here, do you?’ exploded the leader, flashing out passionately. ‘With ya blasted “point of view” and ya infernal five-cent style. Remember that ya’re not dealing with any of ya’re own shilly-shallying Dublin Castle trash, but with men that mean what they say. And show proper respect to the court ya’re up before or, by heaven! the crack of a fist’ll teach you.’

‘I can’t defend myself.’ Carrados turned towards the others and held out his groping hands with a plaintive helplessness. ‘Is there any man here who can strike me across my sightless eyes?’

‘God know that’s true!’ murmured more than one.

‘Then how are you going to hang me?’

The captain summed up his stalwarts with a cold, contemptuous glance.

‘Leave that to me,’ he said more quietly, ‘when the time comes. There’s a proverb about killin’ a dog, Carrados, you’ll maybe know. In the meanwhile you’ll have a few days to think better of it. Bear in mind that it’s not to hang you for preference that we’re out, but to save Dennis Rank. Remove the prisoner.’

When Carrados was removed he guessed that the eventuality had plainly been foreseen, for he was not led back to his former quarters. Instead, he found himself traversing parts of the house where he had never been allowed before. Then came a downward flight of steps and a cooler atmosphere. He was to be imprisoned in a cellar.

His treatment, as he learned presently, was to be in keeping with the place. All the contents of his pockets were taken from him, but being now in close confinement he was left alone. Doubtless it was considered that forcible escape was impossible, and when he came to examine his surroundings he saw no reason to dissent. It was not so much a cellar as a blind passage to which a massive door had been fitted. Probably at the time of its conversion there had been some special use in view. Every quarter has its vague, half-forgotten legends of mystery and crime. The house was old, and who could say now why the remote, unwanted passage should have been so strongly turned into the semblance of a dungeon? The prisoner paced it and examined its every corner with investigating hands. Five ordinary strides took him from one end to the other, and standing there he could without shifting his position touch its two long walls at the same time-with outstretched hands, and then the ceiling. Less than five yards in length it would seem to be, two yards across, and seven feet in height. The walls were stone, the floor was stone, and ceiling stone or concrete. Its most dreadful feature — the total absence of window or any source of light — did not trouble the man who now sat down to review his rather desperate plight. A single chair had been provided and a small pallet with a couple of rugs.

With the prison went prison fare — three very plain meals a day — enough, but far from lavish. It was perfectly indicated what this rigorous system meant: each day his jailer asked whether he wished for writing material, and each day he returned a negative. The odds were rather heavily balanced, but if it came to a test of mere obstinacy between the man they called ‘Captain’ and himself, Carrados was quite inclined to fancy his own chances. After the execution, or the reprieve, of Rank there would be no sane reason for detaining him. And somehow at the back of his mind the blind man could not abandon the feeling that even in the last extremity his star would see him through.

Three days passed. Carrados was not unendurably bored, for his mind was an inexhaustible storehouse, and with the unconcern for surroundings that was one of his assets he at once resumed the composition of a monograph on ‘The Persian Archer on a Unique Tetradrachm of Corinth,’ an entertainment that his capture had interrupted. But on the evening of the third day something occurred to make the Persian archer rather less interesting than he had been up to then. Night came, but no supper was brought, and as the hours went on and Carrados failed by the most delicate tests of hearing to discover any movement in the house above, a sudden misgiving shook him. What if.... He put the thought aside and went to bed as the simplest way of ignoring the situation.

But the next morning there was no breakfast. Again an unnatural silence lay upon the place. With his ear to the wall, the blind prisoner had been able to follow a footstep from his door up to the distant kitchen, but not the faintest echo now reached him. He took off a boot and beat a crescendo of remonstrance upon the door.... He might just as well have flicked it with his handkerchief for all the attention it provoked. Yet it could scarcely have failed to be heard, remote and subterranean as his prison was, if there had been anyone.... If there had been anyone! The thought suddenly developed and spread in half a dozen directions like a flame among dry shavings: was it part of a plan to starve him to submission — had some been arrested and the remainder fled — was there some ghastly misunderstanding, everyone leaving his care or release to someone else — had they suddenly given up all hope of influencing Rank’s disposal and in revenge had left him there to die? In less than five minutes he was speculating on the probable discoverer of his body and how long hence the event would be a month, a year, or so remote that he would be referred to as ‘a shrivelled skeleton.’ ... He cursed his imagination and forced his mind back to the Persian archer and his significant appearance on a Greek tetradrachm.

But at noon there was no dinner. Hunger now began to make itself really felt, but more than that, a tormenting thirst had come over him. He raved a button off and kept it in his mouth to induce secretion, but it was a poor pretence. At measured intervals he beat upon the door as he had done before; to attempt to make himself heard by the outside world was, he knew, hopeless....

That night Carrados again went supperless to bed. He had been without food for a day and a half, but that was a small consideration beside the awful thirst that now possessed him. Those were the hottest days of an exceptional summer, and though the cellar was cooler than the house above it was also closer. A neglected drain somewhere near had given the prisoner ‘a throat’ which ticked and throbbed for relief in vain. His mind turned to innumerable tales of shipwrecked sailors dying of thirst, to accounts of men cut off and driven to frenzy through lack of water in the trenches, to the parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus, to a memory of a nauseous passage in Robinson Crusoe, to the awful case of.... Would it end in madness with him also? Before that ... he had no weapon, but there were the blankets of his bed, and he had touched a substantial pipe running in the angle of the wall and ceiling of his cell that would surely bear his weight.

It was to escape these thoughts that he lay down and tried to sleep when his time-sense told him that it was something short of midnight. He still clung to the hope that morning would bring relief, and if so he was in the mood to write anything to avert another day of thirst and torment — even the ink, he reflected grimly, would be a godsend at that moment.

Thinking of the ink — the ink — ink — the door opened miraculously and Parkinson came in. ‘What a horrible dream,’ thought Carrados. ‘I fancied that I was shut up in a cellar, and here I am sitting down to dinner at some nice restaurant. What soup have you got there, Parkinson?’ ‘I beg your pardon, sir,’ replied his attendant, putting a large bowl before him, ‘but I understand that the custom of this house is for a dish of water to be left at night on every table; otherwise, I am told, the rats will gnaw through the lead pipes in search of it.’ ‘Very well,’ replied Mr Carrados. ‘But this is ink that you have brought.’ ‘I’m extremely distressed,’ stammered Parkinson, ‘I will change—’ And as he spoke he changed into the magistrate at Lemon Square Police Court, and Carrados found himself listening to a case about a fountain-pen. ‘Your worship,’ pleaded the plaintiff, ‘the pen was in perfect condition when I sold it. I would respectfully suggest that it was damaged by—’ ‘Rats!’ interposed the defendant contemptuously as he proceeded to light a cigar. ‘Silence in coort!’ roared his worship. ‘What this poor, honest man says is very true, belike. Sure, the craytures’ll do anything for dhrink. Why, every morning don’t I find the ink on me desk here lappit up and—’ Again the court shook with laughter, and in the middle of it Carrados suddenly awoke — still in his cell and more thirst-racked than ever, but with a new hope to inspire. As he sat up he heard the rats outside scampering past his door.

‘Idiot!’ he apostrophized himself; ‘not to think of that. You are certainly getting old and stupid. Dying of thirst with a water pipe — oh, my God, suppose it isn’t! If it should be the gas!’

But it was not the gas. One tap with a finger-end set that at rest. In an old, rambling house it might have been any-thing, but an inch pipe giving the resonance of liquid contents could indicate nothing but the supply — an inexhaustible stream, of pure water was his for the taking. But how? His mind accounted for one useless article after another in a vain search for any kind of makeshift tool. Not a scrap of metal, not even a serviceable edge of broken stone or brick, had been left to suggest escape. Still, there must be something — must — Yes; the boot! His frequent poundings on the floor had already strained a heel; one sharp wrench against the other boot and the loose heel came away. In his hand he held a slab of leather bristling with rows of pointed nails: as effective a file as one could wish for.

In less than three minutes Carrados was drinking — drinking gloriously. He had rubbed through the soft metal of the pipe until the water began to jet, then he dropped the boot heel and used his hands to form a cup. He had no means of stopping the leak now; it might flood the cellar and ultimately drown him, but even if he had known that that must happen it would not have held him back — not at that moment.

When he had drunk sufficient for the time he took his handkerchief and held it to the stream, intending to sponge his face. On that slight incident — even on the hazard of the position he took up — depended all that happened after; for as he waited there — crouching rather on the uncertain chair and steadying himself with one hand upon the pipe a faint but distinct tremor passed beneath his hand. It was so trivial in itself, so barren of suggestion, that not one man in a thousand — even among desperate prisoners — would have given it a thought. But to Max Carrados his fingertips were eyes, and to him that slight vibration flashed a ray of hope. It told him little — definitely there was little it could tell — but he knew that somewhere someone was within reach of a signal in reply. The supply pipe would lead to a cistern up above, and at that hour — about daybreak now he judged — it was unlikely that anyone should be moving there. But in the other direction — out, through the garden, and along the streets? For months past now no rain had fallen, and the air was full of the talk of great droughts and threatening water famine. Every wasted drop was grudged, and by day and night — especially by night when the streets were quiet — the company’s inspectors made their rounds, tracing every suggestion of a leak, raising the little traps that give access to the mains, and stick to ear for the faintest distant sound, listening — oh, ray of hope, Max Carrados! — listening!

A second gone, perhaps. Still lightly touching the pipe to take up any response, the blind man dropped the unheeded handkerchief and with the strong bare knuckles of his other hand he began to spell out into the unknown the universal message of despair: short, short, short; long, long, long; short, short, short — S.O.S.; S.O.S.; S.O.S.

* * * * *

About the time that Mr Carrados awoke and thought of a boot heel two men in the chaste blue attire favoured by the Metropolitan Water Board stopped at a small iron plate let into the road and prepared to enter upon the cabbalistic ritual of their tribe. The high priest, as it were, of the two carried a wand of office in his hand — a serviceable bamboo rod with a saucer-shaped top, and his ceremonial cap was dignified by the word INSPECTOR blazoned on a neat oval badge above the peak. His acolyte differed from him only in the slight details of appearance, but instead of a rod he affected a dangerous-looking implement that could only be likened to a small — but not a very small — harpoon.

‘When we’ve worked down to the High Street again we’ll knock off for breakfast, ‘Orras,’ remarked the inspector, speaking as one who conveys encouragement.

‘‘Bout as well,’ commented ‘Orras. ‘My inwards are beginning to inquire audibly whether me throat’s bin cut.’

‘It’s queer how young fellows are always thinking of their teeth nowadays,’ mused his superior. ‘They don’t seem to have no endurance, somehow, ‘Orras. Did I ever tell you how three of us signallers were up in a tower outside a place called Binchley for the better part of a week—’

‘Often; yesterday for once,’ retorted the younger generation. ‘Contrive to forget those early days of crime, Father William. The war’s over and done with, and we aren’t going to have no more.’

The inspector sighed and, leaning against a convenient lamp-post, tactfully indicated to ‘Orras a suggestion to get on with it, while he himself proceeded to write up current record in his book. Disdaining an offer of the listening stick the assistant impaled and raised the lid of the trap with his own sinister weapon, and probing the depths with the business end of it applied his ear to the other.

‘Well?’ inquired the inspector presently. ‘All O.K.?’

‘Nor yet in sight of it,’ reported ‘Orras gloomily. ‘There’s something going on somewhere that’s beyond me.’

‘That’s queer.’ The inspector meant nothing by it, but ‘Orras twisted his neck to get a sight of his superior’s face. ‘What do you mean it’s like?’

‘Better have a look yourself,’ suggested the junior, making way, while the other closed his book and took his place above the trap. ‘Listening posts are more in your line than mine.’

A minute passed in silence as the more experienced man stooped with his ear upon the depression of his stick.

‘It’s rummy that we should be talking about signalling and what not just now,’ he remarked, without raising his head. ‘If such a thing was credible I should have said that someone was talking morse along the pipe.’

‘Wha’d’z’e say?’ inquired ‘Orras with languid interest, as he rolled a cigarette.

‘Nothing what you might call coherent — just a run of letters. Sos; sos; sos all the time. Half a minute though: isn’t there something “S.O.S.” stands for?’

‘Yes,’ agreed ‘Orras with expression, ‘there is. Sosagers. And very nice too for breakfast.’

‘Tchk! Tchk!’ clicked the inspector reproachfully. ‘Can’t you never leave off thinking of food for half a minute, ‘Orras? There! Now I’ve got it. S.O.S. It’s the signal of distress a sinking ship sends out, of course.’

‘Of course. Submarine must ha’ come up the main, and now it can’t neither turn nor reverse in the narrows. Why ever didn’t we think of that at first?’

But the inspector was not to be put off by the cheap humour of irreverent youth. He had not lived five and forty years and gone through the war without discovering that very queer things do occasionally occur in real life. For a moment he twirled a pair of pliers absent-mindedly in his free hand; then kneeling on the pavement he struck the metal fittings down below a succession of measured taps — a score or so.

‘What’s that?’ demanded ‘Orras, intrigued in spite of his blase outlook.

‘I just sent “Who’s there?”’ explained the inspector, returning to the listening attitude again. ‘They mayn’t know the calls and general answer and such like.’

‘Seems to me this isn’t M.W.B. routine at all,’ said the assistant flippantly. ‘You must have got through to the cinema somehow, uncle. “Snatched from Death’s Jaws” in seven snatches—’

The inspector’s right hand shot out in a compelling gesture of warning and repression.

‘Get this down, lad,’ he said with sharp authority. ‘You have a bit o’ paper and pencil, haven’t you? C-A-R-R — You have a bit o’ paper and a pencil, haven’t you? C-A-R-R....’

‘Right-o,’ responded the other, discovering an old Star in his pocket and turning to the ‘Stop Press’ space. ‘C-A-R-R — Carry on, sergeant.’

‘-A-D-O-S.’

‘Carrados! Why, he’s the bloke—’ The boy dived into the paper until a head-line caught his eye. ‘MISSING BLIND WITNESS. STILL NO TRACE OF MAX CARRADOS.’ ‘You don’t mean to say—’

‘Shut it!’ snapped the inspector fiercely. ‘Attend, can’t you? T-R-A-P-P-E-D P-H-O-N-E N-E-A-R-E-S-T P-O-L-I-C-E S-T-A-T-I-O-N U-R-G-E-N-T L-I-F-E D-E-A-T-H-’

‘Phew!’ murmured ‘Orras, perspiring ecstatically. ‘That’s the stuff to—’

‘A-M O-P-E-N-I-N-G L-E-A-K G-U-I-D-E P-O-L-I-C-E R-E-W-A-R-D.’

‘Orras drew his breath in sharply, almost overcome by the vista of gain and glory.

‘That all?’ he whispered meekly.

‘S-E-N-D R-T I-F U-N-D-E-R-S-T-O-O-D — you needn’t put that last bit in though.’

‘Let’s see you do it.’ ‘Orras, subdued by a technical efficiency that lay outside his range, shrewdly foresaw that for the next three weeks at least every word he might condescend to drop would be worth its weight in cigarettes.

The inspector bent down and gave the metal a few considered taps with the pliers.

‘That’s all. Now slip off into the High Street, boy, and get through on the nearest telephone. And for God’s sake don’t stop to have your breakfast anywhere on the way, and I shouldn’t wonder if this doesn’t mean a week’s fishing at Southend for us.’

‘Garn,’ retorted ‘Orras, now in a state of giggling bliss. ‘A day at Barnes Reservoir more likely. What’re you going to do?’

‘Now hop it,’ said the inspector firmly. ‘And don’t muck up your end of the job. I’m going to look into this leak.’

Ten minutes later he was still tapping the road at intervals when two quite unnoticeable gentlemen appeared in sight, walking that way. As they took in his occupation a few words passed hurriedly between them and instead of passing him they stopped.

‘‘Morning, inspector,’ said one affably — he had shot a glance at the official cap. ‘Nothing wrong with the water supply up here, I hope?’

‘Nothing that I know of, sir,’ replied the inspector simply. ‘Just our usual rounds.’

‘Ah?’ said the stranger. ‘That so? But it’s a hell of a summer, isn’t it? Keeps you people busy, I bet. I thought you might be making a round to look at our taps and fittings to see there was no waste.’

‘Everything O.K. so far as I have found,’ was the reassuring answer. ‘We don’t like to give any more trouble than we need. As a matter of fact, I’m only waiting for my mate to knock off for breakfast.’

The two nodded pleasantly and passed on. The inspector threw his stick into the hollow of his arm and strolled idly along the road after them, whistling softly to himself, until they turned in at a distant gate. He had a particularly guileless face and mild, speculative eyes.

* * * * *

As it turned out Mr Murphy and the Captain could scarcely have timed their return better from one point of view. They had just entered, seen that everything was, as the genial Irishman took occasion to remark, ‘Go’n’ on schwimmin’’ (there being then about six inches of water in the cellar), and brought up the prisoner to a higher and drier level for a little serious conversation (foreshadowed by certain references to necks and ropes and throats and knives on the Captain’s part) when a polite knock on the front door called one of them away for a moment. It chanced that the Captain was the one who went and he did not immediately return. Noticing this, Mr Murphy was seized by a sudden desire to investigate the rear portion of the grounds, and he rather hurriedly opened a window and dropped down, with the evident intention of proceeding there. In his excitement, however, he had overlooked the presence of several policemen, standing in what he himself would have described as ‘sthretegic attitoods’, and he fell into their arms to be escorted ingloriously back again....

‘Do you know, Mr Murphy, I still have an idea that it will turn out to be the witness-box,’ Mr Carrados observed when they all reassembled in the hall — an ignoble thrust admittedly, but much may be forgiven of a man who is carrying half a gallon of cold water after fasting for a couple of days.

THE END
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“A TOLERABLY HARD nut to crack, of course,” said the self-possessed young man with the very agreeable smile — an accomplishment which he did not trouble to exercise on his associate in this case, since they knew one another pretty well and were strictly talking business; “or you wouldn’t be so dead keen about me, Joolby.”

“Oh, I don’t know; I don’t know, Nickle,” replied the other with equal coolness, “There are hundreds — thousands — of young demobs like yourself to be had to-day for the asking. All very nice chaps personally, quite unscrupulous, willing to take any risk, competent within certain limits, and not one of them able to earn an honest living. No; if I were you I shouldn’t fancy myself indispensable.”

“Having now disclosed our mutual standpoints and in a manner cleared the ground, let’s come down to concrete foundations,” suggested Nickle. “You’re hardly thinking of opening a beauty parlour at this benighted Tapsfield?”

The actual expression of the man addressed as Joolby at this callous thrust did not alter, although it might be that a faint quiver of feeling played across the monstrous distortion that composed his face, much as a red-hot coal shows varying shades of incandescence without any change of colour or surface. For such was Joolby’s handicap at birth that any allusion to beauty or to looks made in his presence must of necessity be an outrage.

He was indeed a creature who by externals at all events had more in common with another genus than with that humanity among which fate had cast him, and his familiar nickname of “The Toad” crudely indicated what that species might be. Beneath a large bloated face, mottled with irregular patches of yellow and brown, his pouch-like throat hung loose and pulsed with a steady visible beat that held the fascinated eyes of the squeamish stranger. Completely bald, he always wore a black skull-cap, not for appearance, one would judge, since it only heightened his ambiguous guise, and his absence of eyebrows was emphasised by the jutting hairless ridges that nature had substituted.

Nor did the unhappy being’s unsightliness end with these facial blots, for his shrunken legs were incapable of wholly supporting his bulky frame and whenever he moved about he drew himself slowly and painfully along by the aid of two substantial walking sticks. Only in one noticeable particular did the comparison fail, for while the eye of a toad is bright and gentle Joolby’s reflected either dull apathy or a baleful malice. Small wonder that women often turned unaccountably pale on first meeting him face to face and the doughty urchins of the street, although they were ready enough to shrill “Toady, toady, Joolby!” behind his back, shrieked with real and not affected terror if chance brought them suddenly to close quarters.

“The one thing that makes me question your fitness for the job is an unfortunate vein of flippancy in your equipment, Nickle,” commented Joolby without any display of feeling. “No doubt it amuses you to score off people whom you despise, but it also gives you away and may put them on their guard about something that really matters. This is just a friendly warning. What sort of business should I be able to do with anyone if I ever let them see my real feelings towards them — yourself, for instance?”

“True, O cadi,” admitted Nickle lightly. “People aren’t worth sticking the manure fork into — present company included — but it’s frequently temptatious. Proceed, effendi.”

“The chap who has been at Tapsfield already was a wash-out and I’ve had to drop him. He’ll never come to any good, Nickle — no imagination. Now that’s where you should be able to put something through, and I have confidence in you. You’re a very convincing liar.”

“You are extremely kind, Master,” replied Nickle. “What had your dud friend got to say about it?”

“He came back sneeping that it was impossible even to get in anywhere there because they are so suspicious of strangers.”

“To do with the mill, I suppose?”

“Of course — what else? He couldn’t stay a night — not a bed to be had anywhere for love or money unless someone can guarantee you bona fide. The fool fish simply dropped in on them with a bag of golf clubs — and there wasn’t a course within five miles. You’ll have to think out something brighter, Nickle.”

“Leave that to me. Just exactly what do you want to know, Joolby?”

“Everything that there is to be found out — position, weaknesses, precautions, routine, delivery and despatch: the whole business. And particularly any of the people who are open to be got at with some sort of inducement. But for God’s sake—”

“I beg your pardon?”

“No need to, Nickle. I only want to emphasise that whatever you do, not a shadow of suspicion must be risked. We haven’t decided yet on what lines the thing will go through and we can’t have any channel barred. I can give you a fortnight.”

“Thanks; I shall probably take a month. And it’s understood to be five per cent on the clean-up and all exes meanwhile?”

“Reasonable expenses, Nickle. You can’t spend much in a backwash like this Tapsfield.”

“My expenses always are reasonable — I mean there is always a reason for them. But I notice that you don’t kick at the other item. That doesn’t look as if you were exactly optimistic of striking a gold mine, Joolby.”

“In your place I might have thought that, but I shouldn’t have said it. Now I know that you will make it up in exes. Well, let me tell you this, Mr. Nickle: no, on the whole I won’t. But what should you say if I hinted not at hundreds or thousands but millions?”

“I should say much the same as the duchess did— ‘Oh, Hell, leave my leg alone!” languidly admitted Mr. Nickle.

* * * * *

The road from Stanbury Junction to Tapsfield was agreeably winding — assuming, of course, that you were at the time susceptible to the graces of nature and not hurrying, for instance, to catch a train — pleasantly shady for such a day as this, and attractively provided, from the leisurely wayfarer’s point of view, with a variety of interesting features. For one stretch it fell in with the vulgarly babbling little river Vole and for several furlongs they pursued an amicable course together, until the Vole, with a sudden flirt like the misplaced coquetry of a gawky wench, was half way across a meadow and although it made some penitent advances to return, the road declined to make it up again and even turned away so that thereafter they meandered on apart: a portentous warning to the numerous young couples who strolled that way on summer evenings, had they been in the mood to profit by the instance. Its place was soon taken by a lethargic, weed-clogged dyke, a very different stream but profuse of an engaging medley of rank grass and flowers — tall bulrushes and swaying sedge, pale flags, saffron kingcups and incredibly artificial-looking pink and white water-lilies, and the sure resort of countless dragon flies of extraordinary agility and brilliance. This channel at one point gave occasion for a moss-grown bridge whereon the curious might inform themselves by the authority of a weather-beaten sign that while the road powers of the county of Sussex claimed the bridge and all that appertained to it, they expressly disclaimed liability for any sort of accident or ill that might be experienced there, and in fact held you strictly responsible and answerable in amercement.

Everywhere was peaceful shade and a cool green smell and the assurance that anything that was happening somewhere else didn’t really matter. A few small, substantial clouds, white and rotund like the puffs of smoke from a cannon’s mouth in an old-type print, floated overhead but imposed on no one to the extent of foretelling rain. Actually, it was the phenomenally dry summer of 1921.

The single pedestrian who had come that way when the 3.27 down train steamed on appeared to be amenable to these tranquil influences, for he continually loitered and looked about, but the frequency with which he took out his watch and the alert expectancy of his backward glances, would soon have discounted the impression of aimless leisure had there been anyone to observe his movements. And, in truth, nothing could have been further from casualness or lack of purpose than this inaction, for on that day, at that hour and in that place, the first essential move was being made in a design so vast and far-reaching that the whole future course of civilization might well hang on its issue. So might one disclose a tiny rill in the uplands of Thibet — and thousands of miles away the muddy yellow waters of the surging Whang Ho obliterate an inoffensive province.

Presently, following the same route, the distant figure of another pedestrian had come into sight, and swinging along the road at a fine resolute gait (indicative perhaps, since he wore a clerical garb, of robust Christianity) promised very soon to overtake the laggard. It is only reasonable to assume that in his case there was less inducement to examine the surroundings, for while the first could be dismissed at a glance as a stranger to those parts, the second was the Rev. Octavius Galton, vicar of Tapsfield, who, as everyone could tell you, paid a weekly visit on that day to an outlying hamlet with its little tin mission hall, straggling at least a mile beyond the Junction.

With the first appearance of this new character on the scene the behaviour of the loitering man underwent a change — trifling indeed, but not without significance. His progress was still slow, he continued to take interest in the unfolding details of his way, but he studiously refrained from looking round, and his watch had ceased to concern him. It was, if one would hazard a speculative shot, as though something that he had been expecting had happened now and he was prepared to play a part in the next development.

“Good afternoon,” called out the vicar as he went past — he conscientiously greeted every wayfarer encountered on his rounds, tramp or esquire, and few were so churlish as to be unresponsive.

“Glorious weather, isn’t it? — though of course rain is really needed,” The after-thought came from over his shoulder, for the Rev. Octavius did not carry universal neighbourliness to the extent of encouraging prolonged wayside conversation.

“Good afternoon,” replied the stranger, quite as genially. “Yes, isn’t it. Splendid.”

He made no attempt to enlarge the occasion and to all appearance the incident was over. But just when it would have been, Mr. Galton heard a sharp exclamation — the instinctive note of surprise — and turned to see the other in the act of stooping to pick up some object.

“I don’t suppose this is likely to be yours” — he had stopped automatically and the finder had quickened his pace to join him— “but if you live in these parts you might hear who has lost it. Looks more like a woman’s purse, I should say.”

“Dear me,” said the vicar, “how unfortunate for someone! No, it certainly isn’t mine. As a matter of fact, I never really use a purse — absurd of me I am often told, but I never have done. Have you seen what is in it?”

Obviously not, since he had only just picked it up and had at once offered it for inspection, but at the suggestion the catch was pressed and the contents turned out for their mutual examination. They were strictly in keeping with the humdrum appearance of the purse itself — no pretty trifle but a substantial thing for everyday shopping — a ten-shilling note, as much in silver and bronze, the stub of a pencil, two safety pins and a newspaper cutting relating to an infallible cough cure.

“Dropped by one of my poorer parishioners doubtless,” commented Mr. Galton, as the collection was replaced by the finder; “but unluckily there is nothing to show which. You will, of course, leave it at the police station?”

“Well,” was the reply, given with thoughtful deliberation, “if you don’t mind I’d rather prefer to leave it with you, sir.”

“Oh!” said the vicar, not unflattered, “but the usual thing—”

“Yes, so I imagine. But I have an idea that you would be more likely to hear whose it is than anyone else might. Then in these cases I believe that there is some sort of a deduction made if the police have the handling of it — not very much, I daresay, but to quite a poor woman even the matter of a shilling or two — eh?”

“True; true. No doubt it would be a consideration. Well, since you urge it, I will take charge of the find and notify it through the most likely channels. Then if we hear nothing of the loser within say a week I think I shall have to fall back on the local constabulary.”

“Oh, quite so. But I hardly think that in a little place — I take it that this is only a village?”

“Tapsfield? A bare five hundred souls at the last census. Of course, the parish is another matter, but that is really a question of area. You are a stranger, I presume? And, by the way, you had better favour me with your address if you don’t mind.”

“I should be delighted,” said the stranger with his charming smile — an accomplishment he did not make the mistake of overdoing— “but just at the moment I haven’t got such a thing — not on this side of the world, I should say. My name is Dixson — Anthony Dixson — and I am over from Australia for a few weeks, a little on business but mostly as a holiday.”

“Australia? Really; how very interesting. One of our young men — a member of the choir and our best hand-bell ringer, as a matter of fact — left for Australia only last month: Sydney, to be explicit.”

“My place is Beverley in West Australia,” volunteered the Colonial. “Quite the other side of the Continent, you know.”

“Still, it is in the same country, is it not?” The vicar put this unimpeachable statement reasonably but with tolerant firmness. “However: the question of an address. It is only that after a certain time, if no one comes forward, it is customary to return anything to the finder.”

“I don’t think that need trouble anyone in this case, sir. I expect that there are several good works going on in the place that won’t refuse a few shillings. If no one puts in a claim perhaps you wouldn’t mind — ?”

“Now that’s really very kind and generous of you; very thoughtful indeed, Mr. Dixson. Yes, we have a variety of useful organisations in the parish, and most of them, as you tactfully suggest, are not by any means self-supporting. There is the Social Centre Organisation, the Literary, Dramatic and Debating Society, a Blanket and Clothing Fund, Junior Athletic Club, the C.L.B. and the C.E.G.G., and half a dozen other excellent causes, to say nothing of a special effort we are making to provide the church heating apparatus with a new toiler. Still, an outsider can’t be interested in our little local efforts, but it’s heartening — distinctly heartening — quite apart from the amount and the — er — slightly speculative element of the contribution.”

“Well, perhaps not altogether an outsider, in a way,” suggested Dixson a little cryptically.

“Oh, really? You mean that you have some connection with Tapsfield? I did not gather—”

“Actually, that’s what brought me here. My father was never out of Australia in his life, and this is the first time that I have been, but we always understood — I suppose it was passed down from generation to generation — that a good many years ago we had come from a place called Tapsfield somewhere in the south of England.”

“This is the only place of the name that I know of,” said the vicar. “Possibly the parochial records—”

“One little bit of evidence — if you can call it that — came to light when I went through my father’s things after his death last year,” continued Dixson. “Plainly it had been kept for its personal association, though it’s only brass and can’t be of any value. I mean, no one called Anthony Dixson would be likely to throw it away and by what I’m told one of us always has been called Anthony, and very few people nowadays spell the name D-i-x-s-o-n.”

“A coin — really?” The vicar put on his reading glasses and took the insignificant object that Dixson had meanwhile extracted from a pouch of his serviceable leather belt. “I have myself—”

“I don’t see that it can be a coin because that should have the king — Charles the Second wouldn’t it be? — on it. In fact I don’t understand why—”

“Oh, but this is quite all right,” exclaimed Mr Galton with rising enthusiasm, as he carefully deciphered the inscription, “It is one of an extensive series called the seventeenth century tokens. I speak as a collector in a modest way, though I personally favour the regal issues— ‘Antho Dixson, Cordwainer, of Tapsfield in Susex,’ and on the other side ‘His half peny 1666,’ with a device — probably the arms of the cordwainers’ company.”

“Yes,” said the namesake of Antho Dixson of 1666 carelessly. “That’s what it seems to read isn’t it?”

“But this is most interesting; really most extra ordinarily interesting,” insisted the now thoroughly intrigued clergyman. “In the year when the Great Fire of London was raging and — yes — I suppose Milton would be writing ‘Paradise Lost’ then, your remote ancestor was issuing these halfpennies to provide the necessary shopping change here in Tapsfield. And now, more than two hundred and fifty years later, you turn up from Australia to visit the birthplace of your race. Do you know, I find that a really suggestive line of thought, Mr. Dixson; most extraordinarily impressive.”

“I can hardly expect to discover any Dixson here,” commented Anthony, with a speculative note of inquiry, “and even if there were they would be too remote to have any actual relationship. But possibly there are some of the old houses standing—”

“There are no Dixsons now,” replied Mr. Galton with decision. “I know every family and can speak positively. Even in the more common form we have no one of that surname. As for old houses — well, Tapsfield is scarcely a show-place, one must admit. ‘Model’ perhaps, but not picturesque. The church is practically the only thing remaining of any note: if you can spare the time I should be delighted to take you over the building where your forebears worshipped. We are almost there now. Was there any particular train back that you were thinking of catching?”

“As a matter of fact,” said Dixson readily, “I came intending to stay a few days and look around here. I’ve always had a hankering to see the place properly, and in any case I don’t find that living in London suits me. So I shall hope to see over the church when it’s most convenient to you.”

“Oh, you intend staying? I didn’t — I mean, not seeing any luggage, I inferred that you were just here for the afternoon. Of course — er — any time I shall be really delighted.”

“I left my traps up at the station. I must find a room and then I can have them sent over. To tell you the truth, I couldn’t stand London any longer. I have hardly slept a wink for the last two nights. Perhaps you could put me in the way of a place where they let apartments?”

It was a very natural request in the circumstances — nothing could have been more so — but for some reason the vicar did not reply at once, nor did his expression seem to indicate that he was considering the most suitable addresses. Actually, one might have guessed that he had become slightly embarrassed.

“Almost any sort of a place would suit me — just simple meals and a bedroom,” prompted Dixson, without apparently noticing his acquaintance’s difficulty. “On the whole I prefer a private house — even a workman’s — to an inn, but that is only a harmless fancy.”

“Awkwardly enough, a room is practically unobtainable either at a private house or even at one of the inns,” at length admitted Mr. Galton with slow reluctance. “It’s an unusual state of things I know, but there are special circumstances and the people here have always been encouraged to refuse chance visitors. The consequence is that nobody sets out to let apartments.”

“‘Special circumstances?’ Does that mean—”

“Evidently you have not heard of the Tapsfield paper mill, Mr. Dixson. The particular circumstance is that all the paper used in the printing of Bank of England notes is made here in the village.”

“You surprise me. I should have imagined that they would be printed in a strong room at the Bank itself or something of that sort. Surely—”

“Printed, yes,” assented the vicar. “I believe they are. But the peculiar and characteristic paper is all made within a stone’s throw of where we are. It is really our only local industry and practically all the people are either employed there or dependent on the business. Of course it is a very important and confidential — I might almost say dangerous — position, and although there is no actual rule, new-comers do not find it practicable to settle here and strangers are not accommodated.”

“New-comers and strangers, eh?” The visitor laughed with a slightly wry good humour.

“I know, I know,” admitted the vicar ruefully. “It is we who are really the interlopers and newcomers compared with your status. But the difficulty is that owing to the established order of things it is out of these good people’s power to make exceptions.”

“But what am I to do about it?” protested Mr. Dixson rather blankly. “You see how I am placed now?...I can’t go back to London for another wretched night, and it would be too late to get on to some other district...I never dreamt of not finding any sort of lodgings. Surely there must be someone with a room to spare, even if they don’t make it a business. Then if you wouldn’t mind putting in a word—”

“Now let me think; let me think,” mused the good-natured pastor. “It would be really deplorable if you of all people should find yourself cold-shouldered out of Tapsfield. As you say, there may be someone—”

Since the moment when chance had brought them into conversation, the two men had been walking together towards the village of which the only evidence so far had been an ancient tower showing above a mass of trees, where a querulous congregation of rooks incessantly put resolutions and urged amendments. Now a final bend of the devious lane laid the main village street open before them, and so near that they were in it before Mr. Galton’s cogitation had reached any practical expression.

“There surely might be someone—” he repeated hopefully, for by this time, what with one slight influence and another, the excellent man felt himself almost morally bound to get Dixson out of his dilemma. “I have it! — at least, there’s really quite a good chance there — Mrs. Hocking.”

“Splendid,” acquiesced Dixson with an easy assumption that this was as good as settled. “Mrs. Hocking by all means.”

“She is an aunt of the youth I mentioned — the one who has gone to Sydney. He lived there, so that she ought to have a bedroom vacant. And I expect that she would like to hear about Australia, so that might make it easier.”

“Quite providential,” was Dixson’s comment, and rather inconsequently he could not refrain from adding: “How lucky that I didn’t come from Canada! I am sure that if you would kindly introduce me and put in a good word on the score of respectability, that — coupled with a willingness to pay in advance — would make it all right with Mrs. Hocking.”

“We can but see,” agreed Mr. Galton. “I will use my utmost powers of persuasion. She is really a most hospitable woman — I believe she provides the buns for the Guild Working Party tea regularly every other Wednesday.”

“I happen to be very fond of buns,” said Dixson gravely. “I am sure that we shall get on together famously.”

“Oh, really? As a matter of fact, I never touch them — flatulence. However, her cottage is only just there over the way. Now, had we better — no, perhaps on the whole if you waited by the gate while I broached the matter — what do you think?”

“I am entirely in your hands,” said Dixson diplomatically. “It’s most tremendously good of you. Is there only a Mrs. Hocking?”

“Oh, no. She has a husband and a daughter as well — an extremely worthy family — but as they work at the mill, like nearly everyone else here, she will probably be the only one at home just now.”

“Perhaps I had better wait as you suggest then,” — really a non sequitur, thought the vicar— “and, if it’s any inducement, I’m doing pretty well at home, you know, so that I shouldn’t mind something above the ordinary in the circumstances.”

The gesture that Mr. Galton threw back as he turned into the formal little garden of a painfully modern cottage might have implied that it would be or it wouldn’t — or indeed any other meaning. Dixson strolled on as far as an intersecting lane. It began with a couple of rows of hygienic cottages on the severe plan of Mrs. Hocking’s, but in the distance a high wall indicated premises of a different use, and from this direction came the regular but not too discordant beat of machinery at work. Less in keeping with the rural scene than this mild evidence of industry was the presence of a sentry-box before what was apparently the principal gate of the place. Plainly a strict guard was kept, but the picket himself was too far away or not sufficiently in view for the actual force he was drawn from to be determined. It was the first indication that Tapsfield held anything particular to safeguard and Dixson experienced a momentary flicker of excitement.

“So that’s that,” he summarised as he turned back without betraying any further symptom of interest. He had not long to wait for his new acquaintance’s reappearance.

“Our efforts have been crowned with success,” announced Mr. Galton, beaming with satisfaction. “Mrs. Hocking only stipulates for no late cooking.”

“Famous,” replied Dixson, a little more careless of his speech now that he had secured quarters. “I never tackle a heavy meal after sunset myself — insomnia.”

“The question of terms I have left for your own arrangement. But I do not think that you will find Mrs. Hocking too exacting.”

“I’m sure. And you’ll remember your promise? I’m dying to see the celebrated twelfth century canopied sedilia.”

“You have heard of our unique Norman feature? Oh, really!” It would have been impossible to strike a better claim on the vicar’s favour. “Really, Mr. Dixson, I had no idea that you took an actual interest in ecclesiastical architecture.”

“Well, naturally, I felt a deep regard for the church where my forefathers worshipped. Way out at home someone happened to be able to lend me a sort of guide to Sussex. I simply lapped it. Now I want to go over every nook and cranny in Tapsfield.”

“So you shall; so you shall,” promised the clergyman. “I will answer for it. We’ll arrange about the church as soon as you are settled.” He had turned to go, but before Dixson was through the gate he heard his name called with a rather confidential import. “And, by the way, while I think of it. We have a little informal entertainment in the school house once a week — a, er, ‘penny reading’ we call it.”

“A sort of sing-song, I suppose?”

“Precisely; but not in any way — er — boisterous. Well, we find it increasingly difficult sometimes — not that everyone isn’t most willing; quite the contrary, indeed, but what handicaps us with our limited material is to provide variety. Now I was wondering if you could be persuaded to give a little talk — it need only be quite short, of course — on ‘Life and Adventure in the Land of the Wombat,’ or naturally, any other title that commends itself to you. You — ? Well, think it over, won’t you?”

“That was a tolerably soft shell,” reflected Dixson, as he discreetly avoided discovering any of the interested eyes that had been following the details of his arrival from behind stealthily arranged curtains. “Now for Mrs. Hocking — and the husband and daughter who work at the paper mill.”


JOOLBY DOES A LITTLE BUSINESS
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STRANGERS WHO HAD occasion to visit Mr. Joolby’s curio and antique shop — and quite a number of very interesting people went there from time to time — often had some difficulty in finding it at first. For Mr. Joolby, in complete antagonism to modern business methods, not only did not advertise but seemed to shun the more obvious forms of commercial advancement. His address had never appeared in that useful compilation, the Post Office London Directory, and as yet — surely a simple enough matter — Mr. Joolby had not taken the trouble to have the omission righted. The street in which he had set up, while far from being a slum, was not one of the better-known and easily remembered thoroughfares of the East End, so that collectors who stumbled on his shop (and occasionally discovered some surprising things there) more often than not found themselves quite unable to describe its exact position to others afterwards, unless they had the forethought at the time to jot down the number 169 and the name Padgett Street before they passed on elsewhere. “A couple of turns out of Commercial Road, somewhere towards the other end,” was as good as keeping a secret.

Nor would the inquirer’s search be finished once he reached Padgett Street, for with the modesty that marked his activity in sundry other ways, Mr. Joolby had neglected to have his name proclaimed about his place of business or else he had allowed it to fade from the public eye under the combined erosion of time and English weather. Of the place of business itself little could be gleaned from outside, for the arrangement of the shop window was more in accord with Oriental reticence than in line with modern ideas of display. Dust and obscurity were the prevailing impressions.

Inside was an astonishing medley of the curious and antique and in this branch of his activities the dictum of an impressed collector did not seem unduly wide of the mark: that Mr. Joolby could supply anything on earth, if only he knew where to put his hands upon it. And if the arrangement of the large room one first entered suggested more the massed confusion of an extremely bizarre furniture depository than any other comparison, it had what, to its proprietor’s way of thinking, was this supreme advantage: that from a variety of points of view it was possible to see without being seen, not only about the shop itself but even including the street and pavement.

At the moment that we have chosen for this intrusion — a time some weeks later than the arrival of “Anthony Dixson” in Tapsfield — the place at a casual glance had all the appearance of being empty, for the figure of Won Chou, Mr. Joolby’s picturesquely exotic shop assistant, both on account of absolute immobility and the protective obscuration of his drab garb, did not invite attention. But if unseen himself Won Chou was far from being unobservant and when a passer-by did not in fact pass by — when after an abstracted saunter up he threw an anxious glance along the street in both directions and then slipped into the doorway — a yellow hand slid out and in some distant part of the house the discreet tintinnabulation of a warning bell gave its understood message.

Inside the shop the visitor — no one could ever have mistaken him for a customer, unless, perhaps, qualified by “rum” — looked curiously about with the sharp and yet furtive reconnaissance of the habitual pilferer. But even so, he failed at the outset to discover the quiescent figure of Won Chou and he was experiencing a slight mental struggle between deciding whether it would be more profitable to wait until someone came or to pick up the most convenient object and bolt, when the impassive attendant settled the difficulty by detaching himself from the screening background and noiselessly coming forward. So quietly and unexpected indeed that Mr. Chilly Fank, whose nerves had never been his strongest asset (the playful appellation “Chilly” had reference to his condition when any risk appeared), experienced a momentary shock which he endeavoured to cover by the usual expedient of a weakly aggressive swagger.

“‘Ullo, Chink!” he exclaimed with an offensive heartiness, “blimey if I didn’t take you for a ruddy waxwork. You didn’t oughter scare a bloke like that, making out as you wasn’t real. Boss in?”

“Yes no,” replied Won Chou with extreme simplicity and a perfect assurance in the adequacy of his answer.

“Yes — no? Whacha mean?” demanded Mr. Fank, to whom suspicion of affront was an instinct. “Which, you graven image?”

“All depend,” explained Won Chou with unmoved composure. “You got come bottom side chop pidgin? You blong same pidgin?”

“Coo blimey! This isn’t a bloomin’ restrong, is it, funny? I want none of yer chop nor yer pigeon either. Is old Joolby abart? If yer can’t speak decent English nod yer blinkin’ ‘ed, one wei or the other. Get me, you little Chinese puzzle?”

“My no sawy. Makee go look-see,” decided Won, and he melted out of the shop by the door leading to the domestic quarters.

Left to himself Mr. Chilly Fank nodded his head sagely several times to convey his virtuous disgust at this pitiable exhibition.

“Tchk! tchk!” he murmured half aloud. “Exploitation of cheap Asiatic labour! No wonder we have a surplus industrial population and the nachural result that blokes like me—” but at this point the house door, opened again, Won Chou having returned with unforeseen expedition, so that Mr. Fank had to turn away rather hastily from the locked show-case which he had been investigating with a critical touch arid affect an absorbing interest in something taking place in the street beyond until he suddenly became aware of the other’s presence.

“Back again, What-ho? Well, you saffron jeopardy, don’t stand like a blinkin’ Eros. Wag yer ruddy tongue abart it.”

“My been see,” conceded Won Chou impartially. “Him belongy say: him you go come.”

“My strikes! if this isn’t the nattiest little vade-mecum that ever was!” apostrophes Mr. Fank to the ceiling bitterly. “Look here, Confucius, forget yer chops an yer’ pigeon and spit it aht straightforward. The boss — Joolby — is he in or not and did he say me go or him come? Blarst yer, which — er — savvy?”

At this, however, it being apparently rather a subtler idiom than the hearer’s limited grasp of an alien vernacular could cope with, Won Chou merely relapsed into an attitude of studious melancholy, extremely trying to Mr. Fank’s conception of the yellow man’s status. He was on the point of commenting on Won Chou’s shortcomings with his customary delicacy of feeling when the sound of hobbling sticks approaching settled the point without any further trouble.

As Mr. Joolby was — ethnologically at all events — white, a person of obvious means, and in various subterranean ways reputedly powerful, Mr. Fank at once assumed what he considered to be a more suitable manner and it was with an ingratiating deference that he turned to meet the dealer.

“‘Evening, governor,” he remarked briskly, at the same time beginning to disclose the contents if an irregular newspaper parcel — fish and chips, it could have been safely assumed if he had been seen carrying it — that he had brought with him. “Remember me, of course, don’t you?”

“Never seen you before,” replied Mr. Joolby, with an equally definite lack of cordiality. “What is it you want with me?”

To the ordinary business caller this reception might have been unpromising but Mr. Fank was not in a position to be put off by it. He understood it indeed as part of the customary routine.

“Fank— ‘Chilly’ Fank,” he prompted. “Now you get me surely?”

“Never heard the name in my life,” declared Joolby with no increase of friendliness.

“Oh, right you are, governor, if you say so,” accepted Fank, but with the spitefulness of the stinging insect he could not refrain from adding: “I, don’t suppose I should have been able to imagine you if I hadn’t seen it. Doing anything in this way now?”

“This,” freed of its unsavoury covering, was revealed as an uncommonly fine piece of Dresden china. It would have required no particular connoisseurship to recognise that so perfect and delicate a thing might be of almost any value. Joolby, who combined the inspired flair of the natural expert with sundry other anomalous qualities in his distorted composition, did not need to give more than one glance — although that look was professionally frigid.

“Where did it come from?” he asked merely.

“Been in our family for centuries, governor,” replied Fank glibly, at the same time working in a foxy wink of mutual appreciation; “the elder branch of the Fanks, you understand, the Li-ces-ter-shire de Fankses. Oh, all right, sir, if you feel that way” — for Mr. Joolby had abruptly dissolved this proposed partnership in humour by pushing the figure aside and putting a hand to his crutches— “it’s from a house in Grosvenor Crescent.”

“Tuesday night’s job?”

“Yes,” was the reluctant admission.

“No good to me,” said the dealer with sharp decision.

“It’s the real thing, governor,” pleaded Mr. Fank with fawning persuasiveness, “or I wouldn’t ask you to make an offer. The late owner thought very highly of it. Had a cabinet all to itself in the drorin’-room there — so I’m told, for of course I had nothing to do with the job personally. Now—”

“You needn’t tell me whether it’s the real thing or not,” said Mr. Joolby. “That’s my look out.”

“Well then, why not back yer knowledge, sir? It’s bound to pay yer in the end. Say a...well, what, about a couple of...It’s with you, governor.”

“It’s no good, I tell you,” reiterated Mr. Joolby with seeming indifference. “It’s mucher too valuable to be worth anything — unless it can be shown on the counter. Piece like this is known to every big dealer and every likely collector in the land. Offer it to any Tom, Dick, or Harry and in ten minutes I might have Scotland Yard nosing about my place like ferrets.”

“And that would never do, would it, Mr. Joolby?” leered Fank pointedly. “Gawd knows what they wouldn’t find here.”

“They would find nothings wrong because I don’t buy stuff like this that the first numskull brings me. What do you expect me to do with it, fellow? I can’t melt it, or reset it, or cut it up, can I? You might as well bring me the Albert Memorial...Here, take the thing away and drop it in the river.”

“Oh blimey, governor, it isn’t as bad as all that. What abart America? You did pretty well with those cameos wot come out of that Park Lane flat, I hear.”

“Eh, what’s that? You say, rascal—”

“No offence, governor. All I means is you can keep it for a twelvemonth and then get it quietly off to someone at a distance. Plenty of quite respectable collectors out there will be willing to buy it after it’s been pinched for a year.”

“Well — you can leave it and I’ll see,” conceded Mr. Joolby, to whom Fank’s random shot had evidently suggested a possible opening. “At your own risk, mind you. I may be able to sell it for a trifle some day or I may have all my troubles for nothing.” But just as Chilly Fank was regarding this as satisfactorily settled and wondering how he could best beat up to the next move, the unaccountable dealer seemed to think better — or worse — of it for he pushed the figure from him with every appearance of a final decision. “No; I tell you it isn’t worth it. Here, wrap it up again and don’t waste my time. I’d mucher rather not.”

“That’ll be all right, governor,” hastily got in Fank, though similar experiences in the past prompted him not to be entirely impressed by a receiver’s methods. “I’ll leave it with you anyhow; I know you’ll do the straight thing when it’s planted. And, could you — you don’t mind a bit on account to go on with, do you? I’m not exactly what you’d call up and in just at the moment.”

“A bit on account, hear him. Come, I like that when I’m having all the troubles and may be out of my pocket in the end. Be off with you, greedy fellow.”

“Oh rot yer!” exclaimed Fank, with a sudden flare of passion that at least carried with it the dignity of a genuine emotion; “I’ve had just abart enough of you and your blinkin’ game, Toady Joolby. Here, I’d sooner smash the bloody thing, straight, than be such a ruddy mug as to swallow any of your blahsted promises,” and there being no doubt that Mr. Fank for once in a way meant approximately what he said, Joolby had no alternative, since he had every intention of keeping the piece, but to retire as gracefully as possible from his inflexible position.

“Well, well; we need not lose our tempers, Mr. Fank; that isn’t business,” he said smoothly and without betraying a shadow of resentment. “If you are really stoney up — I’m not always very quick at catching the literal meaning of your picturesque expressions — I don’t mind risking — shall we say? — one half a — or no, you shall have a whole Bradbury.”

“Now you’re talking English, sir,” declared the mollified Fank (perhaps a little optimistically), “but couldn’t you make it a couple? Yer see — well” — as Mr. Joolby’s expression gave little indication of rising to this suggestion— “one and a thin ‘un anyway.”

“Twenty-five bobs,” conceded Joolby. “Take me or leave it,” and since there was nothing else to be done, this being in fact quite up to his meagre expectation, Chilly held out his hand and took it, only revenging himself by the impudent satisfaction of ostentatiously holding up the note to the light when it was safely in his possession.

“You need not do that, my young fellow,” remarked Mr. Joolby, observing the action. “I know a dud note when I see it.”

“Oh I don’t doubt that you know one all right, Mr. Joolby,” replied Fank with gutter insolence. “It’s this bloke I’m thinking of. You’ve had a lot more experience than me in that way, you see, so I’ve got to be blinkin’ careful,” and as he turned to go a whole series of portentous nods underlined a mysterious suggestion.

“What do you mean, you rascal?” For the first time a possible note of misgiving tinged Mr. Joolby’s bloated assurance. “Not that it matters — there’s nothing about me to talk of — but have you been — been hearing anything?”

It was Mr. Fank’s turn to be cocky: if he couldn’t wangle that extra fifteen bob out of The Toad he could evidently give him the shivers.

“Hearing, sir?” he replied from the door, with an air of exaggerated guilelessness. “Oh no, Mr. Joolby: whatever should I be hearing? Except that in the City you’re very well spoken of to be the next Lord Mayor!” and to leave no doubt that this pleasantry should be fully understood he took care that his parting aside reached Joolby’s ear: “I don’t think!”

“Fank. Chilly Fank,” mused Mr. Joolby as he returned to his private lair, carrying the newly acquired purchase with him and progressing even more grotesquely than his wont since he could only use one stick for assistance. “The last time he came he had an amusing remark to make, something about keeping an aquarium....”

Won Chou was still at his observation post when the door opened again an hour later. Again he sped his message — a different intimation from the last, but conveying a sign of doubt for this time the watcher could not immediately “place” the visitors. These were two, both men— “a belong number one and a belong number two chop men,” sagely decided Won Chou — but there was something about the more important of the two that for the limited time at his disposal baffled the Chinaman’s deduction. It was not until they were in the shop and he was attending to them that Won Chou astutely suspected this man perchance to be blind — and sought for a positive indication. Yet he was the one who seemed to take the lead rather than wait to be led and except on an occasional trivial point his movements were entirely free from indecision. Certainly he had paused at the step but that was only the natural hesitation of a stranger to the parts and it was apparently the other who supplied the confirmation.

“This is the right place by the description, sir,” the second man said.

“It is the right place by the smell,” was the reply, as soon as the door was opened. “Twenty centuries and a hundred nationalities mingle here, Parkinson. And not the least foreign—”

“A native of some description, sir,” tolerantly supplied the literal Parkinson, taking this to apply to the attendant as he came forward.

“Can do what?” politely inquired Won Chou, bowing rather more profoundly than the average shopman would, even to a customer in whom he can recognise potential importance.

“No can do,” replied the chief visitor, readily accepting the medium. “Bring number one man come this side.”

“How fashion you say what want?” suggested Won Chou hopefully.

“That belong one piece curio house man.”

“He much plenty busy this now,” persisted Won Chou, faithfully carrying out his instructions. “My makee show carpet, makee show cabinet, chiney, ivoly, picture — makee show one ting, two ting, any ting.”

“Not do,” was the decided reply. “Go make look-see one time.”

“All same,” protested Won Chou, though he began to obey the stronger determination, “can do heap wella. Not is?”

A good natured but decided shake of the head was the only answer, and looking extremely sad and slightly hurt Won Chou melted through the doorway — presumably to report beyond that: “Much heap number one man make plenty bother.”

“Look round, Parkinson,” said his master guardedly. “Do you see anything here in particular?”

“No, sir; nothing that I should designate noteworthy. The characteristic of the emporium is an air of remarkable untidiness.”

“Yet there is something unusual,” insisted the other, lifting his sightless face to the four quarters of the shop in turn as though he would read their secret. “Something unaccountable, something wrong.”

“I have always understood that the East End of London was not conspicuously law-abiding,” assented Parkinson impartially. “There is nothing of a dangerous nature impending, I hope, sir?”

“Not to us, Parkinson; not as yet. But all around there’s something — I can feel it — something evil.”

“Yes, sir — these prices are that.” It was impossible to suspect the correct Parkinson of ever intentionally “being funny” but there were times when he came perilously near incurring the suspicion. “This small extremely second-hand carpet — five guineas.”

“Everywhere among this junk of centuries there must be things that have played their part in a hundred bloody crimes — can they escape the stigma?” soliloquised the blind man, beginning to wander about the bestrewn shop with a self-confidence that would have shaken Won Chou’s conclusions if he had been looking on — especially as Parkinson, knowing by long experience the exact function of his office, made no attempt to guide his master. “Here is a sword that may have shared in the tragedy of Glencoe, this horn lantern lured some helpless ship to destruction on the Cornish coast, the very cloak perhaps that disguised Wilkes Booth when he crept up to shoot Abraham Lincoln at the play.”

“It’s very unpleasant to contemplate, sir,” agreed Parkinson discreetly.

“But there is something more than that. There’s an influence — a force — permeating here that’s colder and deeper and deadlier than revenge or greed or decent commonplace hatred...It’s inhuman — unnatural — diabolical. And it’s coming nearer, it begins to fill the air—” He broke off almost with a physical shudder and in the silence there came from the passage beyond the irregular thuds of Joolby’s sticks approaching. “It’s poison,” he muttered; “venom.”

“Had we better go before anyone comes, sir?” suggested Parkinson, decorously alarmed. “As yet the shop is empty.”

“No!” was the reply, as though forced out with an effort. “No — face it!” He turned as he spoke towards the opening door and on the word the uncouth figure, laboriously negotiating the awkward corners, entered. “Ah, at last!”

“Well, you see, sir,” explained Mr. Joolby, now the respectful if somewhat unconventional shopman in the presence of a likely customer, “I move slowly so you must excuse being kept waiting. And my boy here — well-meaning fellow but so economical even of words that each one has to do for half a dozen different things — quite different things sometimes.”

“Man come. Say ‘Can do;’ say ‘No can do.’ All same; go tell; come see,” protested Won Chou, retiring to some obscure but doubtless ingeniously arranged point of observation, and evidently cherishing a slight sense of unappreciation.

“Exactly. Perfectly explicit.” Mr. Joolby included his visitors in his crooked grin of indulgent amusement. “Now those poisoned weapons you wrote about. I’ve looked them up and I have a wonderful collection and, what is very unusual, all in their original condition. This,” continued Mr. Joolby, busying himself vigorously among a pile of arrows with padded barbs, “is a very fine example from Guiana — it guarantees death with convulsions and foaming at the mouth within thirty seconds. They’re getting very rare now because since the natives have become civilized by the missionaries they’ve given up their old simple ways of life — they will have our second-hand rifles because they kill much further.”

“Highly interesting,” agreed the customer, “but in my case—”

“Or this beautiful little thing from the Upper Congo. It doesn’t kill outright, but, the slightest scratch — just the merest pin prick — and you turn a bright pea green and gradually swell larger and larger until you finally blow up in a very shocking manner. The slightest scratch — so,” and in his enthusiasm Mr. Joolby slid the arrow quickly through his hand towards Parkinson whose face had only too plainly reflected a fascinated horror from the moment of their host’s appearance. “Then the tapioca-poison group from Bolivia—”

“Save yourself the trouble,” interrupted the blind man, who had correctly interpreted his attendant’s startled movement. “I’m not concerned with — the primitive forms of murder.”

“Not—” Joolby pulled up short on the brink of another panegyric, “not with poisoned arrows? But aren’t you the Mr. Brooks who was to call this afternoon to see what I had in the way of—”

“Some mistake evidently. My name is Carrados and I have made no appointment. Antique coins are my hobby — Greek in particular. I was told that you might probably have something in that way.”

“Coins; Greek coins.” Mr. Joolby was still a little put out by the mischance of his hasty assumption. “I might have; I might have. But coins of that class are rather expensive.”

“So much the better.”

“Eh?” Customers in Padgett Street did not generally, one might infer, express approval on the score of dearness.

“The more expensive they are, the finer and rarer they will be — naturally. I can generally be satisfied with the best of anything.”

“So — so?” vaguely assented the dealer, opening drawer after drawer in the various desks and cabinets around and rooting about with elaborate slowness. “And you know all about Greek coins then?”

“I hope not,” was the smiling admission.

“Hope not? Eh? Why?”

“Because there would be nothing more to learn then. I should have to stop collecting. But doubtless you do?”

“If I said I did — well, my mother was a Greek so that it should come natural. And my father was a — um, no; there was always a doubt about that man. But one grandfather was a Levantine Jew and the other an Italian cardinal. And one grandmamma was an American negress and the other a Polish revolutionary.”

“That should ensure a tolerably versatile stock, Mr. Joolby.”

“And further back there was an authentic satyr came into the family tree — so I’m told,” continued Mr. Joolby, addressing himself to his prospective customer but turning to favour the scandalised Parkinson with an implicatory leer. “You find that amusing, Mr. Carrados, I’m sure?”

“Not half so amusing as the satyr found it I expect,” was the retort. “But come now—” for Mr. Joolby had meanwhile discovered what he had sought and was looking over the contents of a box with provoking deliberation.

“To be sure — you came for Greek coins, not for Greek family history, eh? Well, here is something very special indeed — a tetradrachm struck at Amphipolis, in Macedonia, by some Greek ruler of the province but I can’t say who. Perhaps Mr. Carrados can enlighten me?”

Without committing himself to this the blind man received the coin on his outstretched hand and with subtile fingers delicately touched off the bold relief that still retained its superlative grace of detail. Next he weighed it carefully in a cupped palm, and then after breathing several times on the metal placed it against his lips. Meanwhile Parkinson looked on with the respect that he would have accorded to any high-class entertainment; Joolby merely sceptically indifferent.

“Yes,” announced Carrados at the end of this performance, “I think I can do that. At all events I know the man who made it.”

“Come, come, use your eyes, my good sir,” scoffed Mr. Joolby with a contemptuous chuckle. “I thought you understood at least something about coins. This isn’t — I don’t know what you think — a Sunday school medal or a stores ticket. It’s a very rare and valuable specimen and it’s at least two thousand years old. And you ‘know the man who made it!’”

“I can’t use my eyes because my eyes are useless: I am blind,” replied Carrados with unruffled evenness of temper. “But I can use my hands, my finger tips, my tongue, lips, my commonplace nose, and they don’t lead me astray as your credulous, self-opinionated eyes seem to have done — if you really take this thing for a genuine antique,” and with uncanny proficiency he tossed the coin back into the box before him.

“You can’t see — you say that you are blind — and yet you tell me, an expert, that it’s a forgery!”

“It certainly is a forgery, but an exceptionally good one at that — so good that no one but Pietro Stelli, who lives in Padua, could in these degenerate days have made it. Pietro makes such beautiful forgeries that in my less experienced years they have taken even me in. Of course I couldn’t have that so I went to Padua to find out how he worked, and Peter, who is, according to his lights, as simple and honest a soul as ever breathed, willingly let me watch him at it.”

“And how,” demanded Mr. Joolby, seeming almost to puff out aggression towards this imperturbable braggart; “how could you see him what you call ‘at it,’ if, as you say, you are blind? You are just a little too clever, Mr. Carrados.”

“How could I see? Exactly as I can see” — stretching out his hand and manipulating the extraordinarily perceptive fingers meaningly— “any of the ingenious fakes which sharp people offer the blind man; exactly as I could see any of the thousand and one things that you have about your shop. This” — handling it as he seemed to look tranquilly at Mr. Joolby— “this imitation Persian prayer-rug with its lattice-work design and pomegranate scroll, for instance; exactly as I could, if it were necessary, see you,” and he took a step forward as though to carry out the word, if Mr. Joolby hadn’t hastily fallen back at the prospect.

The prayer-rug was no news to Mr. Joolby — although it was ticketed five guineas — but he had had complete faith in the tetradrachm notwithstanding that he had bought it at the price of silver; and despite the fact that he would still continue to describe it as a matchless gem it was annoying to have it so unequivocally doubted. He picked up the box without offering any more of its contents, and hobbling back to the desk with it slammed the drawer home in swelling mortification.

“Well, if that is your way of judging a valuable antique, Mr. Carrados, I don’t think that we shall do any business. I have nothing more to show, thank you.”

“It is my way of judging everything — men included — Mr. Joolby, and it never, never fails,” replied Carrados, not in the least put out by the dealer’s brusqueness. It was a frequent grievance with certain of this rich and influential man’s friends that he never appeared to resent a rudeness. “And why should I,” the blind man would cheerfully reply, “when I have the excellent excuse that I do not see it?”

“Of course I don’t mean by touch alone,” he continued, apparently unconscious of the fact that Mr. Joolby’s indignant back was now pointedly towards him. “Taste, when it’s properly treated, becomes strangely communicative; smell” — there could be no doubt of the significance of this allusion from the direction of the speaker’s nose— “the chief trouble is that at times smell becomes too communicative. And hearing — I daren’t even tell you what a super-trained ear sometimes learns of the goings-on behind the scenes — but a blind man seldom misses a whisper and he never forgets a voice.”

Apparently Mr. Joolby was not interested in the subtleties of perception for he still remained markedly aloof, and yet, had he but known it, an exacting test of the boast so confidently made was even then in process, and one moreover surprisingly mixed up with his own plans. For at that moment, as the visitor turned to go, the inner door was opened a cautious couple of inches and:

“Look here, J.J.,” said the unseen in a certainly distinctive voice, “I hope you know that I’m waiting to go. If you’re likely to be another week—”

“Don’t neglect your friend on our account, Mr. Joolby,” remarked Carrados very pleasantly — for Won Chou had at once slipped to the unlatched door as if to head off the intruder. “I quite agree. I don’t think that we are likely to do any business either. Good day.”

“Dog dung!” softly spat out Mr. Joolby as the shop door closed on their departing footsteps.


MR. BRONSKY HAS MISGIVINGS
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AS MR. CARRADOS and Parkinson left the shop they startled a little group of street children who after the habit of their kind were whispering together, giggling, pushing one another about, screaming mysterious taunts, comparing sores and amusing themselves in the unaccountable but perfectly satisfactory manner of street childhood. Reassured by the harmless appearance of the two intruders the impulse of panic at once passed and a couple of the most precocious little girls went even so far as to smile up at the strangers. More remarkable still, although Parkinson felt constrained by his imperviable dignity to look away, Mr. Carrados unerringly returned the innocent greeting.

This incident entailed a break in which the appearance of the visitors, their position in life, place of residence, object in coming and the probable amount of money possessed by each were frankly canvassed, but when that source of entertainment failed the band fell back on what had been their stock game at the moment of interruption. This apparently consisted in daring one another to do various things and in backing out of the contest when the challenge was reciprocated. At last, however, one small maiden, spurred to desperation by repeated “dares,” after imploring the others to watch her do it, crept up the step of Mr. Joolby’s shop, cautiously pushed open the door and standing well inside (the essence of the test as laid down), chanted in the peculiarly irritating sing-song of her tribe:

“Toady, toady Jewlicks;
Crawls about on two sticks.
Toady, toady—”

“Makee go away,” called out Won Chou from his post, and this not being at once effective he advanced towards the door with a mildly threatening gesture. “Makee go much quickly, littee cow-child. Shall do if not gone is.”

The young imp had been prepared for immediate flight the instant anyone appeared, but for some reason Won Chou’s not very aggressive behest must have conveyed a peculiarly galling insult for its effect was to transform the wary gamin into a bristling little spitfire, who hurled back the accumulated scandal of the quarter.

“‘Ere, don’t you call me a cow-child, you ‘eathen swine,” she shrilled, standing her ground pugnaciously. “Pig-tail!” And as Won Chou, conscious of his disadvantage in such an encounter, advanced: “Oo made the puppy pie? Oo et Jimmy ‘Iggs’s white mice? Oo lives on black beetles? Oo pinched the yaller duck and—” but at this intriguing point, being suddenly precipitated further into the shop by a mischievous child behind, and honour being fully satisfied by now, she dodged out again and rejoined the fleeing band which was retiring down the street to a noisy accompaniment of feigned alarm, squiggles of meaningless laughter, and the diminishing chant of:

“Toady, toady Jewlicks;
Goes abaht on two sticks.
Toady, toady—”

Sadly conscious of the inadequacy of his control in a land where for so slight a matter as a clouted child an indignant mother would as soon pull his pig-tail out as look, Won Chou continued his progress in order to close the door. There, however, he came face to face with a stout, consequential gentleman whose presence, opulent complexion, ample beard and slightly alien cut of clothes would have suggested a foreign source even without the ruffled: “Tevils! tevils! little tevils!” drawn from the portly visitor as the result of his somewhat undignified collision with the flying rabble.

“Plenty childrens,” remarked Won Chou, agreeably conversational. “Makee go much quickly now is.”

“Little tevils,” repeated the annoyed visitor, still dusting various sections of his resplendent attire to remove the last traces of infantile contamination. “Comrade Joolby is at home? He would expect me.”

“Make come in,” invited Won Chou. “Him belong say plaps you is blimby.”

“The little tevils need control They shall have when—” grumbled the new-comer, brought back to his grievance by the discovery of a glutinous patch marring an immaculate waistcoat. “However, that is not your fault, Won Chou,” and being now within the shop and away from possibly derisive comment, he kissed the attendant sketchily on each cheek. “Peace, little oppressed brother!”

Not apparently inordinately gratified by this act of condescension, Won Chou crossed the shop and pushing open the inner door announced the new arrival to anyone beyond in his usual characteristic lingo:

“Comlade Blonsky come this side.”

“Shall I to him go through?” inquired Mr. Bronsky, bustling with activity, but having already correctly interpreted the sounds from that direction Won Chou indicated the position by the sufficient remark: “Him will. You is,” and withdrew into a further period of introspection.

In the sacred cause of universal brotherhood comrade Bronsky knew no boundaries and he hastened forward to meet Mr. Joolby with the same fraternal greeting already bestowed on Won Chou, forgetting for the moment what sort of man he was about to encounter. The reminder was sharp and revolting: his outstretched arms dropped to his sides and he turned, affecting to be taken with some object in the shop until he could recompose his agitated faculties. Joolby’s slitlike mouth lengthened into the ghost of an enigmatical grin as he recognised the awkwardness of the comrade’s position.

Bronsky, for his part, felt that he must say something exceptional to pass off the unfortunate situation and he fell back on a highly coloured account of the derangement he had just suffered through being charged and buffeted by a mob of “little tevils” — an encounter so upsetting that even yet he scarcely knew which way up he was standing. Any irregularity of his salutation having thus been neatly accounted for he shook Joolby’s two hands with accumulated warmness and expressed an inordinate pleasure in the meeting.

“But I am forgetting, comrade,” he broke off from these amiable courtesies when the indiscretion might be deemed sufficiently expiated; “those sticky little bastads drove everything from my mind until I just remember. I met two men further off and from what I could see at the distance they seemed to have come out from here?”

“There were a couple of men here a few minutes ago,” agreed Mr. Joolby. “What about it, comrade?”

“I appear to recognise the look of one, but for life of me I cannot get him. Do you know them, comrade Joolby?”

“Not from Mahomet. Said his name was Carrados — his nibs. The other was a flunkey.”

“Max Carrados!” exclaimed Mr. Bronsky with startled enlightenment. “What in name of tevil was he doing here in your shop, Joolby?”

“Wasting his time,” was the indifferent reply. “My time also.”

“Do you not believe it,” retorted Bronsky emphatically. “He never waste his time, that man. Julian Joolby, do you not realise who has been here with you?”

“Never heard of him in my life before. Never want to again either.”

“Well, it is time for yourself that you should be put wiser. It was Max Carrados who fixed the rope round Serge Laskie’s neck. And stopped the Rimsky explosion when everything was going so well; and, oh, did a lot more harm. I tell you he is no good, comrade. He is a bad man.”

“Anyhow, he can’t interfere with us in this business, whatever he’s done in the past,” replied Joolby, who might be pardoned after his recent experience for feeling that there would be more agreeable subjects of conversation. “He’s blind now.”

“‘Blind now’ — hear him!” appealed Bronsky with a derisive cackle. “Tell me this however notwithstanding: did you make anything out of him, eh, Joolby?”

“No,” admitted Joolby, determinedly impervious to Bronsky’s agitation; “we did no business as it happens. He knew more than a customer has any right to know. In fact” — with an uneasy recollection of the Greek coin— “he may have known more than I did.”

“That is always the way. Blind: and he knows more than we who not are. Blind: and he stretch out his cunning wicked fingers and they tell him all that our clever eyes have missed to see.”

“So he said, Bronsky. Indeed, to hear him talk—”

“Yes, but wait to hear,” entreated the comrade, anxious not to be deprived of his narration. “He sniffs — at a bit of paper, let us haphazard, and lo behold, where it has been, who has touched it, what pocket it has laid in — all are disclose to him. He listen to a breath of wind that no one else would hear and it tell him that — that, well, perhaps that two men are ready round the corner for him with a sand-bag.”

“Oh-ho!” said Joolby, sardonically amused; “so you’ve tried it, have you?”

“Tried! You use the right word, comrade Joolby. Listen how. At Cairo he was given some sandwiches to ate on a journey. He did ate three and the fourth he had between his teeth when he change his mind and throw it to a pi- dog. That dog died very hastily.”

“Anyone may recognise a taste or smell. Your people mixed the wrong sort of mustard.”

“Anyone may recognise a taste or smell but yet plenty of people die of poison. Listen more. One night at Marseilles he was walking along a street when absolutely without any warning he turn and hit a poor man who happened to be following him on the head — hit him so hard that our friend had to drop the knife he was holding and to take to heels. And yet he was wearing rubber shoes. It is not right. Julian Joolby; it is not fair when a blind man can do like that. The good comrade who warned me of him say: He can smell a thought and hear a look. And that is not all. I have heard that he has the sixth sense too—”

“Let him have; I tell you, Bronsky, he is nothing to us. He only chanced along here. He wanted Greek coins.”

“Greek coins!” This was reassuring for it agreed with something further about Max Carrados that Bronsky remembered hearing. “That may be very true after all as it is well known that he is crazy about collecting — thinks nothing of paying five hundred roubles for a single drachma...Yes, Julian Joolby, if it should become necessary it might be that a hook baited with a rare coin—”

“Don’t worry. Next week we shall have moved to our new quarters and nothing going on here will matter then.”

“Ah; that is arrange? I was getting anxious. Our friends in Moscow are becoming more and more impatient as time goes on. The man who pays the piper calls for a tune, as these fool English say it, and the Committee are insist that as they have allow so much for expenses already they must now see results. I am here with authority to investigate about that, comrade Joolby.”

“They shall see results all right,” promised Joolby, swelling darkly at the suggestion of interference. “And since you fancy English proverbs, comrade, it is well to remember that Rome was not built in a day, one cannot make bricks without clay, and it is not wise to spoil the ship for the sake of a kopecks worth of caulking.”

“That is never fear,” said Bronsky with a graciously reassuring wave of his hand; “nobody mistrusts you of yourself, comrade, and it is only as good friend that I tell you for information what is being thought at headquarters. This is going to be big thing, Joolby.”

“I don’t doubt it,” agreed the other, regarding his visitor’s comfortable self-satisfaction with his twisted look of private appreciation. “I shall do my best in that way, comrade.”

“Extraordinary care is being take to make sure for wide and quick distribution in China, Japan and India and everywhere agents signify good prospects. The Committee are confident that this move, successfully engined, will destroy British commercial prestige in the East for at least a generation — and by the end of that time there will not be any British in the East. Meanwhile there must be no weak link in the chain. Now, Julian Joolby, what can I report to the Commissar?”

“You will know that within the next few hours. I’ve called them for eleven. Larch is working on the plates at a safe place now and as soon as dusk we will fill in the time by going to see what he has done and approve or not according to what you think of them.”

“Good. That sounds as business. But why should we go there? Surely it is more fitly that a workman would come and wait on our convenience at your place of living?”

“It isn’t a matter of fitness — it’s a matter of ordinary prudence. Have I ever been what is call ‘in trouble,’ Bronsky?”

“Not as far as to my knowledge,” admitted the comrade. “I have always understand that you keep you hand clean however.”

“So. And I have done that by sticking to one rule: never to have anything in my place that isn’t capable of a reasonable explanation. Most things can be explained away but not the copper plate of a bank note found underneath your flooring. That is Larch’s look-out.”

“You are right. It would never do — especially when I is here. We cannot be too much careful. Now this Larch — was he not in it once before when things did not go rightly?”

Joolby nodded and the visitor noticed that his bulging throat sagged unpleasantly.

“That’s the chap. There was a split and Larch didn’t get his fingers out quickly enough. Three years he was sentence and he came out less than six weeks ago.”

“He is safe though? He has no bad feeling?”

“Why should he have?” demanded Joolby, looking at Mr. Bronsky with challenging directness. “I had nothing to do with him being put away. It was just a matter of luck that while Larch had the stuff when he was nabbed nothing could have been found on me if they had looked for ever — luck or good management.”

“Good management if you say to me,” propounded Bronsky wisely. “Notwithstanding.”

“The one who has the plates is bound to get it in the ear if it comes to trouble. Larch knows that all right when he goes in it.”

“But you are able to persuade him to risk it again? Well, that is real cleverness, Joolby.”

“Oh yes; I was able as you say it, to persuade him. George is the best copper-plate engraver of his line in England; he came out with a splendid character from the prison Governor — and not an earthly chance of getting a better job than rag-picking. I’ve had harder propositions than persuading him in the circumstances, if it comes to that, Bronsky.”

“It is to your good notwithstanding,” declared Mr. Bronsky urbanely. “The Committee of course officially know nothing of details and are in position to deny whatever is say or done but they is not unmindful of zeal, as you may rely in it, comrade. That is the occasion of my report. Now as regards this business of eleven?”

“You will meet them all then and hear what is being done in other directions. Nickle will be here by that time and we shall be able to decide about Tapsfield.”

“Tapsfield? That is a new one surely? I have not heard—”

“Place where the mills are that make all the official Bank paper,” explained Joolby. “Naturally the paper is our chief trouble — always has been: always will be. Larch can make perfect plates, but with what we’re aiming at this time nothing but the actual paper the Bank of England itself uses will pass muster. Well, there’s plenty of it down at Tapsfield and we’re going to lift it somehow.”

“I quite agree that we must have the right paper however. But this person Nickle — he is not unknown to some of us — is he quite — ?”

“In what way?”

“Well, there is a feeling that he appear to think more of what he can get out of our holy crusade than of the ultimate benefit of mankind. He has not got the true international spirit, Julian Joolby. I suspect that he has taint of what he would doubtless call ‘patriotism’ — which mean that he has yet to learn that any other country is preferable to his own. To be short, I have found this young man vulgar and it is not beyond that he may also prove restive.”

“Leave that to me,” said Joolby with a note of authority, and his unshapely form gave the impression of increasing in bulk as if to meet the prospect of aggression. “This is London, not Moscow, Bronsky; I’m in charge here and I have to pick my people and adapt my methods. Nickle will fall into line all right and serve us just so far as suits our purpose. So long as he is doing that he can sing ‘Rule Britannia’ in his spare time for all it matters.”

“But in the cause—”

“In the meantime we can not be too particular about the exact shape of the tool we use to open closed doors with,” continued Joolby, smothering the interruption with masterful insistence. “We are going to flood China, India, and the East with absolutely perfect Bank of England paper so that in the end it will be sheerly impossible for English trade to go on there, and so pave the way for Soviet rule. But it is not necessary to shout that sacred message into every ear, even if for the time they work hand in hand with us. Let them think that they are out to make easy money. Few men work any the worse for the expectation that they are in the way to get fortunes. Does that not satisfy you, comrade Bronsky?”

“So long as it goes forward,” admitted Mr. Bronsky with slightly ungracious acceptance, for he could not blink the suspicion that while he himself was an extremely important figure, this subordinate monstrosity would do precisely as he intended.

“It is going forward — as you shall convince yourself completely. In the meanwhiles — you have not, I hope, made dinner?”

“Well, no,” admitted the visitor, with a flutter of misgiving at the prospect, “but—”

“That is well — you need have no qualms; I can produce something better than kahetia or vodka, and as to food — Won Chou there is equal to anything you would find at your own place or in Soho. Won Chou — number one topside feed, me him, plenty quick. Not is? Is?”

“Can do. Is,” replied Won Chou with impassive precision.

“There you see,” amplified Joolby, with the pride of a conjurer bringing off a successful trick, “he can do it all right — take no longer in the end than if you went out somewhere. And,” he added, with an inward appreciation of the effect that he knew the boast would have on his guest’s composure, “all that he will use for a six course spread may be a gas-ring and two or perhaps three old biscuit tins.”


CORA LARCH IS OFFERED A GOOD SITUATION
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IT WAS A continual matter of pained surprise to George Larch whenever he came to think about it — and owing to the nature of his work and its occasional regrettable developments he had plenty of time for meditation — that he should have become a criminal. It was so entirely different from what he had ever intended when he set out in life. All his instincts were law-abiding and moral and the goal of his ambition from the day when he put by his first saved shilling had been a country cottage (as he conceived it), some fancy poultry and a nice square garden. Not a damp, broken-down, honeysuckle-clad, spider-infested, thatched old hovel of the sort that artists loved to depict, but a really sound, trim little new red-brick villa, standing well up and preferably in the immediate suburbs of Brighton or Worthing.

As a baby, a child, a boy, he had given his mother no trouble whatever, and at school he had always earned unexceptional reports, with particular distinction in his two favourite subjects — Handwriting and Scripture History. Indeed, on the occasion of his last Breaking Up the schoolmaster had gone out of his way to contrive a test and as a result had been able to demonstrate to the assembled boys that, set a line of copper-plate, it was literally impossible to decide which was George’s work and which the copy. As it happened, “Honesty is the Best Policy. £ s. d.” (the tag merely to fill up the line), had been the felicitous text of this experiment.

Very often in these periods of voluntary or enforced inaction George cast his thoughts back in a distressed endeavour to put his finger on the precise point at which he could be said to have deviated from the strict path of virtue. Possibly it might be fixed at that day in 1898 when a casual but very emphatic acquaintance gave him in strict confidence the name of an unsuspected dead cert for the approaching Derby. Not without grave doubts, for it was quite contrary to his upbringing, but tempted by the odds, young Larch diffidently inquired how one made a bet and ultimately decided to risk half-a-crown on the chances of Jeddah. Still all might have been well but unfortunately the horse did win and — the bookmaker being not only honest but positively delighted — George found himself at a stroke twelve pounds ten (more than the result of a month’s conscientious work) the richer.

Then there was Cora. That had been a wonderful thing, so unexpected, so incredible, so tumultuously sweet, and even now, at forty-three, with all that had flowed from it, he would not have a jot of that line of destiny altered if it would have involved losing that memory. Cora was as true as steel and had stuck to — and up for — him through thick and thin, but it was quite possible that her youthful gaiety, her love of pretty, costly things, and the easier views on life and conduct in which she (naive child) had been brought up might have imperceptibly shaped the issue. It was simply impossible for him not to follow in her rather hectic round and as for refusing her anything — why, the greatest pleasure he could win had been to anticipate whatever she had set her innocent heart on. It goes without saying that no more shillings were being saved; instead there were frequent occasions when pounds had to be — on whatever terms — somehow borrowed. Meanwhile there had been other dead certs: one in particular so extremely dead that coming at a critical hour George had been hypnotised into the belief that it would be the merest form to make use of a comparatively trifling sum when it could inevitably be replaced before the accounts were looked into the following morning...So here he was, sitting in the back upper room of an ostensible rag-and-bone shop, fabricating with unmatchable skill the “mother plate” of a Bank of England “tenner” and at this particular moment preparing to unlock the door in response to old Ikey’s rapped-out signal that “safe” visitors were below to see him.

* * * * *

Mr. Joolby had spoken of visiting Larch “at dusk,” possibly on general precautionary grounds, but it did not escape the notice of those who knew him best that most of the outdoor activity of the crippled dealer was nocturnal. Padgett Street rarely saw him out at all for the rear premises of his shop gave access to a yard from which it was possible to emerge in more distant thoroughfares by way of a network of slums and alleys. A pleasantry current in Padgett Street was to affect the conviction that he burrowed.

It was sufficiently late when Won Chou’s peculiarly appetising meal had been despatched to answer to this requirement. Mr. Joolby glanced up at the deepening sky of spilled-ink blue as seen through an uncurtained pane, produced a box of cigars curiously encased in raffia and indicated to his guest that they might as well be going.

“It’s a slow affair with me,” he apologised as he laboriously crawled about the room, preparing for the walk, “so you must expect a tiresome round. Now as we have some little distance to go—”

“But is it quite safe — this place we go to?” asked Bronsky who had drunk too sparingly of either wine or spirits to have his natural feebleness heartened. “It would not do—”

“Safe as the Kremlin,” was the half contemptuous reply, for by the measure of the visitor Joolby was a man of mettle. “My own chap is in charge there and so far as that goes the place is run as a proper business. Ah-Chou,” — raising his voice, for that singularly versatile attendant was again at his look-out— “we go come one two hour. You catchee make dark all time.”

“Alle light-o,” came cheerfully back and although no footsteps were to be heard Won Chou might be trusted to be carrying out his instructions.

“And makee door plenty fast. No one come look-see while not is,” was the further injunction; then piloting his guest into the lumber-strewn yard Mr. Joolby very thoroughly put into practice this process as regards the rear premises before he led the way towards their destination. Leading, for most of the journey, it literally was, for much of their devious route was along mere passages and even in the streets Mr. Joolby’s mode of progression monopolised the path while Bronsky’s superficial elegance soon prejudiced him against using the gutter. He followed his host at a laboured crawl, relieving his mind from time to time by little bursts of “psst!” and “chkk!” at each occasion of annoyance. Joolby, unmoved, plodded stolidly ahead, his unseen features occasionally registering their stealthy broadening grin, although he seldom failed to throw a word of encouragement over his shoulder whenever a more definite phrase indicated that the comrade had come up against an obstruction or trod into something unpleasant.

“Well, here we are at last,” was the welcome assurance as they emerged into a thoroughfare that was at least a little wider and somewhat better lit than most of the others. “That is the place, next to the greengrocer. When we go back we can take an easier way, since you don’t seem to like this one, Bronsky, especially as it will be quite dark then.”

“It will be as good that we should,” assented Mr. Bronsky, still justifiably ruffled. “Seldom have I been through such tamgod—”*

[* tamgod: an old back-slang form of “goddam.”]

“Just a minute,” put in Joolby coolly. “Better not talk until I’ve made sure that everything is clear,” and they having now come to the rag-and-bone shop he rapped in a quite ordinary way on the closed door. With no more than the usual delay of coming from an inner room and turning a rusty key it was opened by an elderly Hebrew whose “atmosphere” — in its most generous sense — was wholly in keeping with his surroundings.

“Good evening, Ikey,” said Mr. Joolby, still panting a little now that he had come to rest after an unusual exertion, “I have brought you perhaps a very good buyer. This gentleman is making up a large purchase for export and if it is worth his while—”

“Come in, sirs, come in if you please,” begged Ikey deferentially; the door was held more fully open and they passed into a store heaped with rags, bones, empty bottles, old metal, stark rabbit skins and all the more sordid refuse of a city’s back-kitchens. Joolby did not appear to find anything disturbing in the malodorous air and even the fastidious Bronsky might have been perfectly at home in these surroundings.

“It is quite O.K, Mr. Joolby,” said Ikey when the door was closed again, and it could have been noticed that he spoke neither so ceremoniously nor in such very audible tones as those which had passed on the threshold. “If you want him he’s upstairs now and there isn’t nothing different going on anywhere.”

Joolby grunted what was doubtless a note of satisfaction and wagged assurance at Mr. Bronsky.

“There you see,” he remarked consequentially, “it’s exactly as I told you. This isn’t the land of domiciliary visits and if the police are coming they will always send you printed form giving twenty-four hours notice.”

“No; is that rule?” asked Mr. Bronsky innocently, and repeated: “Good! good! It is comical,” when he saw that the other two were being silently amused at his literalness. “Come, come,” he hastened to add, thinking that it was time to reassert some of the authority that seemed to have become temporarily eclipsed by the progress of the unfortunate journey, “this is no business however, and we are not here for evers.”

“Tell George to come down and bring pulls of his latest plates,” confirmed Joolby. The narrow rickety stairs leading to the floor above — little better than a permanent ladder — were impractical for him and scarcely more inviting to Mr. Bronsky. Ikey apparently had some system of conveying this message by jerking an inconspicuous cord for almost at once George Larch appeared at the top of the steps, recognising the two visitors as he descended.

“Peace be with you, persecuted victim. The day dawns!” exclaimed the comrade, bustling forward effusively and kissing Mr. Larch on both cheeks — an indignity to which he had to submit or lose his balance among the jam jars.

“That’s all right, Mr. Bronsky,” protested George who had as much prejudice against “foreign ways” as most of his countrymen. “But please don’t start doing that again — I told you about it once before, you may remember.”

“But — but, are we not as brothers?” stammered Mr. Bronsky, uncertain whether or not to be deeply hurt. “In spirit of all-union greeting—”

“Well, I shouldn’t like the wife to catch you at it, that’s all, Mr. Bronsky. I should never think of carrying on like that with a grown-up brother.”

“Catch me ‘at it,’” managed to voice the almost dumbfounded Bronsky. “‘Carrying on!’ Oh, the pigs Englishmen! You have no — no—” At this emotional stress words really did fail him.

“Come, come, you two — what the hell,” interposed Mr. Joolby judicially. “We’re here to see how you’ve got on, George. May as well go into the room where we can have a decent light. Did you bring pulls of the latest plates down? Bronsky here needs to be satisfied that you can do all I’ve claimed for you.”

At the back of the evil-smelling vault Mr. Ikey had his private lair, a mixture of office and, apparently, a living-room in every function. It was remarkably garnished with such salvage from the cruder stock as had been considered worthy of being held over and, as Joolby had foreseen, it possessed a light vastly superior to the dim glimmer that hung over the cavernous store. Here the three chiefly concerned drew close together, the old man remaining behind to stand on guard, while Larch, with the outward indifference that merged his pride as a craftsman and an ineradicable shame to be so basely employed, submitted an insignificant sheaf of papers. Some of the sheets were apparent Bank of England notes in the finished state, others proofs of incomplete plates and various details; both the visitors produced pocket lenses and Mr. Bronsky smoothed out a couple of genuine notes that he extracted from a well-stocked wallet. A complete absorption testified their breathless interest.

“Well?” demanded Joolby when every sheet had been passed under review. “Say what you like, Bronsky, this is as near the real article as—” and he instanced two things which might be admitted to be essentially the same although the comparison was more forcible than dainty.

“It could certainly deceive me, I confess,” admitted Bronsky, “and yet in ill-spent youth I have experience as bank official. But see,” he added, as though anxious to expose some flaw, and wetting across one corner of a sheet with a moistened finger he demonstrated that it could easily be severed.

“Ah, but you mustn’t judge the result by this paper, Mr. Bronsky — of course it’s no good,” put in Larch, carefully securing the fragments. “But if we get some of the genuine stuff, as Mr. Joolby will tell you he means to do, not even the Chief Cashier of the Bank of England could be dead certain which was which — except for one thing, of course.”

“And that is what?”

“Why, the numbers to be sure. They can refer to their issue.”

“Not so fast, George,” objected Joolby, “how is that going to help them? Suppose we duplicate actual numbers that are out in circulation, and perhaps hold over the originals? We can triplicate, quadruple, multiply by a hundred times if it suits our purpose.”

“Well, by hokey that’s an idea,” admitted simple George Larch. “Why, they’d have to pay out on all that come in then or risk repudiating their own paper. It’s lucky for the Old Lady of Threadneedle Street that we aren’t in the wholesale business.”

“Yes, to be sure,” replied Joolby, favouring the other conspirator with a meaning sideways look. “Lucky, isn’t it, Bronsky?”

“I should think to smile,” agreed Mr. Bronsky, combing his luxuriant beard for the mere pleasure of verifying that dignified appendage. “Notwithstanding however.”

“There’s one thing I should like to mention, Mr. Joolby, while you’re here,” said Larch, getting back to practical business. “Do you really mean me to go on with plates for all the high values up to the thousand pound printing?”

“Why not?” demanded Joolby, turning on his props to regard George with the blank full-faced stare that presented his disconcerting features in their most pronounced aspect. “What’s the difficulty?”

“None at all so far as I’m concerned. Of course I can do them just the same as the others — technically there’s nothing whatever against it. Only no one ever heard of soft flims for anything like that — only for fives or tens or at the most a twenty.”

“All the more reason why the big ones will go through then. As a matter of fact, George, our friend here has struck special facilities for putting stuff of that sort about in the East. There’ll be no risk to any of us at this end whatever happens.”

“But you don’t mean that it’s going to be negotiable for anything like at value? Why if—”

“A profitable use will be found for all of them, never fear,” replied Mr. Joolby, evincing no intention of pursuing the subject. “Yes, we’re through now, Ikey. You can come off. Well, what is it then?”

“It was Mrs. Larch outside at the door,” bleated Ikey in his ancient falsetto. “I assure her that the place is all locked up and no one here and she laugh at me through the keyhole. She says she will come inside and see for herself.”

“Then she will,” remarked George, who might be supposed to know. “So you may as well unlock the door and let her.”

“If she is I had perhaps better as well go back into the room,” suggested Mr. Bronsky — they were again in the front shop on their way to leave, “Your wife, for some reason, cannot endure my presence.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t go as far as that, Mr. Bronsky,” protested George guiltily, for he knew well enough that he could go exactly that far. “There must he some sort of a mistake...Still, if you think so, perhaps it would be as well at the moment.”

Mrs. Larch came breezily in, paying no more attention to the now obsequious Ikey than if he had been one of his own commercial assets — an emaciated thigh-bone. A woman smartly turned out (as she would herself have complacently said) and — if a little floridly — handsome still, she might bear slight resemblance now to the simple angel of George’s early dreams, but it was possible to trace something of that unfortunate pilgrim’s progress in her rather defiant front, her meretricious embellishment, and in an eye that was not devoid of material calculation. For the moment it was only the unwieldy form of Mr. Joolby that stood out in that place of continual shadow.

“Oh, good evening, Mr. Joolby,” she exclaimed, sparkling triumphantly over her success at the doorway. “Of course I guessed that Mr. Ikey was telling fibs but I didn’t know that I should find you here. I suppose that George is up in the attic as usual? He might just as well be a member of the Carlton for all that I see of him nowadays.”

“No, my dear, here I am,” proclaimed George, emerging from his particular shadow. “Only you oughtn’t to be, after the place is shut up, you know. It isn’t prudent.”

“Well, someone had to do something about it. I did go round to Padgett Street first and Mr. Peke there — no, that isn’t right, is it? but I know that it’s some kind of a fancy dog. Anyhow, he seemed to be telling the truth when he said that you ‘not is’ there, so there was nothing for it but to come on here and chance it.”

“But what’s the matter, Cora?” asked Larch. “Has anything happened?”

“Only the landlord this time, my lad — the gasman was yesterday and the furniture people — oh, you’ve been home since then, haven’t you, and know all about those beauties.”

“But I thought that I left enough to tide over the most pressing. We figured it out, if you remember, and it seemed—”

“So I thought, but unfortunately it didn’t turn out quite as we figured, boy, and some of the others got more pressing,” said Mrs. Larch calmly. “At all events I left the landlord sitting on the landing.”

“He means it?”

“I’m afraid he most decidedly does. There was that nasty little air of finality about the way he picked his teeth with a bus ticket as he talked — I think he must save them up for it — that, as the Sunday school poem says: ‘Is a certain forerunner of sorrow.’ ‘Come now, Mrs. Larch,’ he said, running his suety eye over everything I’d got on, ‘you can’t be hard up you know and you’ve had a cart-load of warnings. Doesn’t your husband make good money?’ ‘Better than most husbands at his job do, I will say,’ I replied, ‘but, you know, it’s always the cobbler’s wife who has the worst shoes, and just at the moment—’” She finished up with the conventional little laugh and held out a hand towards him.

“Come, George, fork out. I’m sorry if you’re rocky too but it’s an absolute that it’s no good going back without it.”

“‘Rocky,’ my God!” said George, echoing her shallow laugh. “Well — but how much do you need to square it?”

“Oh, a couple might do just to carry on — and of course as many more as you can spare me.”

“A couple, eh, my girl?” he replied, fishing deeply into both his trouser pockets. “You don’t mean tanners by any chance? Well, that’s the state of the exchequer.” Two sixpences and a few coppers were the result of his investigation.

“I see. No winners among them to-day, I suppose, and you’d rather gone it? I might have guessed as much. Well, that being that, Mr. Joolby will have to advance you a trifle.”

“What me? Two quids?” exclaimed Mr. Joolby aghast. “You can’t be serious. Everyone know that I never advance anything until afterwards and your husband has been paid for a full week and this is only Friday. Oh, I couldn’t—”

“All right; only if you don’t our place will be sold up and then where are you going to find George when you want him?”

This was so plainly common sense that there could be only one outcome (to say nothing of the pressure of another development that was duly formulating) but even as he would have capitulated one of the freakish impulses, that occasionally brought out the shifty grin, moved Joolby to change his purpose. Instead of the amount required he slyly picked out another paper and Cora found herself being offered a wholly unexpected five-pound note — in point of fact one of George’s most recent productions.

“Oh, Mr. Joolby, that is kind—” she began gratefully and then flashed to what it was — sensed it in Larch’s instinctive frown, in Joolby’s half averted face, creased with foolish enjoyment. She bit on to the unpleasant tremor: very well, only Joolby should never again enjoy at her expense that particular satisfaction.

“Well, of all the—” she mock-indignantly declared, and entering into the spirit of the thing crumpled up the note and playfully flung it back at the ogre. “Nice fix it would be for you, Mr. Joolby, if I was nicked for planting a snide ‘un. They’d be here after George like one o’clock and then what would become of all the work you’ve paid him for doing?”

“That’s all right, Mrs. Larch — it was only our fun,” protested Mr. Joolby, leering like his ancestral satyr. “It isn’t likely that we’d risk anything of the sort just now, is it? But I will tell you this: when we get the right stuff you needn’t be afraid of walking into the Bank of England with your paper.”

“I daresay. But in the meantime I am afraid of the bailiff walking into our flat with his paper. George there knows well enough. I must have something before I can go back and that’s all there is about it.”

“Well, so you shall have,” promised Mr. Joolby, calling up all the blandishment of his suavest manner. “And that is not all; I may as well tell you now, though I hadn’t intended to until it was quite settled. Very soon we shall have a nice regular job for you with good wages — oh, a splendid position in a beautiful house with very little to do and everything found that you require.”

If Mr. Joolby expected the enchanted lady to fall upon his neck (metaphorically, of course, for physical contact was a thing sheerly inconceivable) he was a little out of his reckoning. Cora Larch had experience of considerable slices of life in various aspects. During periods of George’s compulsory withdrawal it had been necessary for her to fend for herself, nor, in truth, had she ever found any particular difficulty in so doing. But as a result of the education that had thereby accrued she now approached Mr. Joolby’s surprising proposal in the spirit that prompts a creature of the wild to walk all round a doubtful morsel before venturing to touch it.

“Oh, and what sort of a job is it, may I ask?” she guardedly inquired. “And for that matter, what sort of a house where everything is going to be so fairy-like?”

“Well, you see, it’s like this,” explained Mr. Joolby. “The time’s come when we must have another place — it’s getting too risky for all of them to be in and out so often of my shop, to say nothings about coming direct here when at any time one might be followed. Then very soon there will be others — foreign gentlemen — that we may want to put up for a few nights at a time. Oh, I can tell you it won’t be altogether money wasted.”

“No, I’m sure it won’t if you are doing it, Mr. Joolby,” agreed the lady. “Still, I don’t see—”

“Well, as I’m telling you I’ve taken a private house in a different name — a furnished house right across the other side of London. It must be conducted quietly on highly respectable lines so that it would never occur to anyone outside that it wasn’t thoroughly dull and bourgeois. With the milkman and the baker calling every day that oughtn’t to be difficult. Nothing impresses the neighbourhood so favourably as two or three bottles of milk taken in regularly every morning and put out again at night. It must be that crooks aren’t supposed to drink it. And any account of yourself that you want to put about — we will make that up — you can safely pass on to the baker.”

“Well?” Mr. Joolby seemed to think that everything necessary had been said, but Mrs. Larch was still expectant.

“Well; don’t you understand? You are to be as housekeeper, manage the place and arrange for whoever we send to stay there. All the bills will be paid — only don’t be extravagant of course. Deal at the multiple shops and there’s a nice street market — and you will have a pound a week for wages.”

“H’m; it sounds promising,” admitted Mrs. Larch. The prospect of being able to cap it by giving notice when the insufferable landlord made his next caustic remark was not without an influence. Still, she had not quite completed the cautionary circle. “But is it part of the — the arrangement that you are going to take up your abode there, Mr. Joolby?”

“I?” replied Joolby, with just the flicker of an instinctive glance in the ingenuous George’s direction. “What has that got to do with it? I live at my own place as usual, of course. I may have to come occasionally—”

“Oh, all right. I only wanted to understand — and have it understood — from the start. Let me know when I’m to begin and I’ll take it on for you.”

“Of course you will. It’s a holiday that you’re being paid for having, not a job. What do you say, eh, George?”

“I say that if Cora wants to do it she will,” contributed Mr. Larch with tempered loyalty. “It’s her affair after all, Mr. Joolby.”

“Eh? Oh yes, of course; but that’s settled. Well, what about putting this paper out of the way now that Bronsky is satisfied; and you don’t leave any of the plates where they can be found at night I hope? We can’t be too careful.”

“I’ll see to that you may be sure,” undertook Larch and he proceeded to satisfy himself that no dangerous paper had been left about and then climbed up to his quarters. Meanwhile Cora lingered on in the cavernous gloom, waiting for Joolby to redeem his promise — a small detail that seemed to have escaped his memory.

“What sort of a house is it that you’re taking, Mr. Joolby?” she said at last, finding the man’s eyes repeatedly upon her and speaking to break a silence that threatened to become awkward.

“Oh, a very nice house in a first-class neighbourhood and quite the swell side of London. There’s a garden all round so we can’t be overlooked and a back way out into another street, which is always a convenience. It’s costing me a lot of money.”

“Costing your Bolshie friends, I suppose you mean? What size is this house — it sounds rather a handful.”

“Quite a good size. Ten or a dozen rooms, I daresay, and then there are cellars and attics besides. Oh, plenty of room for all that we require.”

“Plenty of work for me more likely. I can’t do all that myself you know, Mr. Joolby. I must have a maid of some sort if the place is to be kept at all decent.”

“What! A servant to feed and pay wages into the bargain!” cried Mr. Joolby in dismay. “Well, well; you shall have one, Cora. I daresay we can find one of those devoted, hard-working little scrubs who are glad to come for nothing and live on the table leavings. And when there’s nothing else for her to do she can always put in some time working in the garden — I have to keep it in order.”

“She shall, Mr. Joolby; you can have my word on that. Now what about the rent for me to take back? You said you would, you know—”

“So I did, my dear,” amorously breathed Mr. Joolby, coming nearer as he took out his wallet to comply and dropping his voice almost to a whisper, “and I’m not going back on it or anything else I promise you... You think me a bit — careful I dare say, now don’t you, Cora? But if only you’ll be sensible and meet me half way you’ll have no reason to complain that you’re short of money. There’s the two pounds, and I’ll make it five more — well, say three more for a start; that’s five altogether — if you’re reasonable—” Amid all this tender eloquence, in which Mr. Joolby’s never very dulcet voice assumed an oddly croaking tone as the combined outcome of the exigencies of caution and his own emotional strain, Mrs. Larch realised that her hand was being held and increasingly caressed under the cloak of passing her the money.

“Oh, you beastly old toad!” she impulsively let out, and tore herself away from those fumbling paws, though, characteristically enough, her fingers tightened on the two notes that were already in her possession. “So it teas that, after all!”

Whatever had been Joolby’s delusion a moment before, that one word Cora had used brought him crashing back to earth as effectually as if it had been a bullet. For a short minute his contorted face and swelling form grew more repellent still, his hands beat the air for help, and swaying then, with his props laid by, it seemed as though he must have fallen. The effect was sufficiently alarming to blur Mrs. Larch’s disgust, while fearful of lending any physical aid she began to babble, lamely enough, to turn the edge of her incautious outburst.

“Oh, well; of course I didn’t mean anything personal, Mr. Joolby. You quite understand that I hope, but you ought to be more careful — steadying yourself by clutching hold of one in this dark hole like that. I declare I thought it was a bogie. Now I’d better be getting on I think. You’ll let me know when I’m to start housekeeping, won’t you?”

“Go; go; get out! Clear off, you harpy. Never show your ugly face again. I’ve done with you, do you hear?” spat out the stricken creature, hurling the words like missiles. “Go before I have you thrown out—” Gasping for breath he continued to gesticulate and threaten.

Cora Larch was not particularly long-suffering herself; she had tendered her olive branch and if the beast took it like that he could bloody well go and — A little crude, perhaps, but twenty-five years of her sort of life are apt to take the bloom off even the most peach-like natures.

“Oh, all right, all right,” she threw back, almost as vigorously. “Keep your hair — well” — with a significant glance at his skull— “keep your skin moist anyway. You know jolly well there’s no one else you can trust to put in that house and I’m quite willing to come still as a housekeeper, Mr. Joolby. Send word by George when you’re cool. Ta-ta.” And with an emphatic nod to give point to her self-possession Mrs. Larch vanished.

“Cow! Bitch! Camel!” Mr. Joolby continued to spit and swell while the distracted Ikey drew near and sheered off again, quaveringly helpless among such violent emotions. “George — Larch — come here at once — I’ll let you know—”

Evidently George was to become the whipping-boy for his wife’s transgressions.

Fortunately, perhaps, George was just then too remote to hear, but Mr. Bronsky heard and it was that dignified gentleman who, emerging from the den and surveying his friend’s condition with grave disfavour, brought him at once to recognise the very unfraternal figure he was cutting.

“What is this, Joolby?” he demanded with authority, planting himself resolutely in front so as to pen his irresponsible associate between the mixed rags and the bottles. “Are you crazy? Have you become madman? How is this that has possess you? Do you not understand that the row you is kicking up may bring in police? Or have you taken leaves of your senses?”

“You are right — I must have been off my head, but something happened very much to upset me,” admitted Mr. Joolby, realising at last how fatuously he must have been behaving. “No, nothing to do with our affairs, I assure you, Bronsky, but — well, it is of no matter. I must not talk of it — not think of such things — or it may bring on an attack of my old trouble. Now we will go back straight at once and I’ll take you in a bus. Or no, I think perhaps it had better even run to a taxi.”


THE MEETING AT ELEVEN
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WITH THE DISTASTE for being subject to promiscuous observation that ordered the routine of his movements, Mr. Joolby stopped the taxi-cab before Padgett Street was reached and they arrived at the back yard after a complicated but relatively short process of burrowing. Won Chou was patiently on watch and discharged himself of a faithful account of all that had happened in the interval:

“She-Larch come and do plenty talkee. Say he is? Say not is. Make go.” The subject not calling for any particular elaboration Joolby merely nodded.

He had recovered his equilibrium now and Cora’s ungrateful flout, and the jibe that had been its barb, were dismissed into the category of Chilly Fank’s reference once to an aquarium and a thousand kindred insults — contributory drops to an ocean of insensate hatred that took little account of individual scores in its unrelenting vendetta against the entire race that was human.

“So far so well,” remarked Mr. Bronsky with some complacency when they were again seated in the dealer’s private den (though he may have had a still more private one somewhere into which nobody but himself ever penetrated) with cigars and coffee of a very especial flavour before them — waiting, as the comrade vaguely understood, for the arrival of some others. “The workmanship of itself,” he continued, “leave no shadow of doubts that Larch will be able to satisfy us. Then Nickle — no, I cannot like that young man — is to say how the paper may be acquired. But the others of that you speak — where do they, as it goes, ‘come in?’”

“Nickle will tell us all about the mill but after that we shall have to decide on the most suitable lines for getting to work there. There must be no hitch anywhere when once we make a move in that direction, Bronsky.”

“I think so also,” agreed his guest; “and that is why I ask it.” Mr. Bronsky thought intently for a moment, tapping his intellectual brow with a persuasive forefinger until he triumphantly got the happy instance that he was tracking: “Too many cooks upset an apple cart.”

“Nickle will be able to tell us exactly what we need to know but it will take more than one to put the thing through when it comes to the real business,” replied Joolby, reflecting that as the time had to be passed there was no point in becoming impatient. “No cause to get anxious on that score, let me tell you, my friend; to all except ourselves this is simply going to be an unusually big and well-arranged plant and their only idea will be to do their share to make it a success so that they can have their pickings. So. But once the paper and the plates are safe with us we can arrange matters according to our own programme.”

“I feel sure you may be right,” assented Bronsky, with his usual pliant acquiescence. “Now as regards these others who are to come in the swim; it is just as good that I should first be told about them in order to be in a position to judge their ability.”

There were moments when Mr. Bronsky’s consequential little airs of authority made Joolby realise what a satisfaction it would be to pick up the nearest heavy object and bring it wholeheartedly down on this shallow-witted comrade’s lamentable cranium. It was never more than a passing fancy, for he had long since realised that with the barest modicum of tact the formidable deputy was as plastic as a stick of putty, and with such contemptuous success had he kept this end in view that Bronsky firmly believed in Joolby’s high regard and dependence on his judgment.

“That’s chiefly why they’re coming; I want you to meet them here and then tell me frankly what you think of their fitness for whatever we decide on doing. Dodger and Klantz you’ve seen, but another — Vallett — I don’t suppose you’ve ever heard of. Then of course there will be Nickle himself and George was to be here in case anything comes up that touches what he is doing.”

“Dodger who was call—” Bronsky’s snapping fingers failed to induce the expression. “It was a word for skoliskiey.”*

[* skoliskiey (sic). Bramah appears to be confusing the Polish and Russian words for “slippery” (śliski and skol’zkiy). — RG]

“‘Slippery?’ — no, ‘Soapy Solomon,’ you mean — yes, that is the chap, and Klantz was the man we pulled out of Hamburg when he got into trouble over the Vulkan Works shindy.”

“They should be good men — I would approve them both. But who is this Vallett of what you speak. Is he trustworthy comrade?”

“George Larch picked up with him when he was doing his last stretch, and when Vallett was on his beam ends George sent him round here on the chance that I might find something for him. The fact is, Vallett slipped out of Dartmoor before his time was up and consequently he can’t go about much in the day looking for suitable employment.”

“I do not like that very well,” objected Bronsky, feeling that perhaps he had been compliant long enough; “there is too much of the ‘Known by the Police’ about so many of your people. If there is a description of this fellow put about and he is recognise, they follow him to here and then where is we, to say nothings of our project?”

“Oh, I don’t think so, Bronsky,” said Joolby in his most amiable mood; “I see your point and I’m all for being careful but even if they did nab Vallett here, what about it? I’d be much obliged to the police for opening my eyes about the chap and there would be absolutely nothing to connect him up with us or what we’re doing.”

“So far, perhaps—”

“And that’s all that concerns us yet — afterwards we may or may not use him. Besides they won’t; Vallett can make up very well indeed — before he got tired of work he was on the stage and if he goes about by day his own mother wouldn’t know him.”

“That puts a different complexion on him, I admit” — unfortunately Mr. Bronsky did not recognise his own witticism. “Yes, I begin to think Vallett is all right. What is it that we want him for — what is his way of business?”

“Well, he’s tried his hand at several things — from calling to test the gas-meter to posing as a co-respondent. Anything lightly adventurous would suit his book and he has a very gentlemanly manner. That’s what I had in mind — we have plenty of heavyweights but we may need to put someone there who can walk plausibly up to the front door. As to his being on the ‘wanted’ list — well, after all, you can’t run a knocking-shop with a bevy of virgins.”

This refined adage was entirely to Bronsky’s taste and put him in a better humour. “Good, good!” he exclaimed, showing his splendid teeth; “I must remember that one. Is it English saying?”

Before Mr. Joolby could explain that it was more probably early Egyptian a little bell conveyed its message, and waving aside such trivialities he briefly informed his guest that this indicated the arrival of one of the expected callers.

“I told the boy to send any of them straight through,” he added, “so he needn’t come off the door. Ah — our resourceful friend Nickle! Now this is luck. You are a bit early, Nick, and we can find out where we are before the others cut in.”

It was Nickle safely back indeed, looking extremely brown and fit, but in contrast to the pair who were all interest and affable expectation his manner was decidedly offhand and his expression — possibly a defensive pose — one of seasoned boredom. He greeted Joolby with a careless nod and held up — not out — an admonitory hand as Bronsky rose, whatever may have been the comrade’s intention.

“I give you fair warning, Bronsky,” he remarked, “that if you try any of your filthy brotherly love on me I shall stab you. It’s much too hot to be embraced. I wonder you haven’t gone back to hell, Joolby; you’d find it a damn sight cooler there than it seems to be in Stepney.”

“Kindly put off trying to be funny, Nickle,” said Joolby, beginning to glower. “Coffee?” Already he guessed that the awaited report was not going to be any too encouraging, while this, if it came to the pinch, was certainly not the way to smooth down the already prejudiced Bronsky. Nickle’s failing.

“I prefer any other form of poison, since you are so kind,” was the reply. “Truth to tell, I’m rather sate of coffee and finger sponge biscuits.”

Not troubling to speak, but with a very ill grace at this further lapse, Joolby produced his bottles. Meanwhile, having sat down again, Mr. Bronsky confided a succession of “psss’s” and “tsss’s” into his beard and blew out his cheeks between them.

“Now let’s get on to things,” said their host, when amid this rather strained atmosphere Nickle had indicated and received his mixture. “Our comrade is here specially to hear your report and, since it lies chiefly with us three, there is no particular object at this stage in waiting for the others. You’ve had all the time you’ve asked for, Nickle, and with the information you must have got no doubt you’ve worked out the scheme. Never mind the considerations now — just the bare facts. In a word, how is it to be done?”

“I can tell you that very simply,” replied Nickle, shifting his glass about with trivial deliberation. “Not in a word perhaps but certainly in five at the outside. It isn’t to be done.”

This was worse than Joolby’s worst. At the most he had expected a formidable list of the difficulties to be met but he had never doubted that Nickle — of whose nerve and finesse he had proof — would at least have a feasible plan that would be capable of adaption. At this set-back all the familiar symptoms of anger and resentment began to possess the being, but his first words were moderately composed — merely because he refused as yet to credit Nickle’s conclusions.

“What do you mean— ‘It isn’t to be done?’” he snarled. “It must be done. We’ve got to have that paper.”

“Oh, very well,” said Nickle, very creditably keeping up his pose of nonchalance; “in that case there’s nothing to it but for you to go down there and get it. You take with you my best wishes...Look here, Joolby,” he continued, switching on to an entirely different tone, “I expect you to feel pretty sick, but if you imagine that this means nothing to me either, you are hellishly mistaken. The only difference is that you get it all at once while I’ve been up against it for a month, slowly finding out at every turn and twist that I couldn’t get an inch further. You sent me down to find out the conditions, didn’t you? Well, you may take my perishing word that in one way or another I found them. You simply can’t get in there by force and there doesn’t seem the foggiest chance to frame an act and lift a bunch of the paper. That’s my considered judgment. You’d better send someone else to have a look if you won’t accept it. Bronsky doesn’t seem any too pleased — let him have a go and try it.”

During this harangue Mr. Bronsky had been combing his beard vigorously as a practical outlet for his aggrieved feelings, and he now came to his feet and waved his arms excitedly in several directions as an impressive if otherwise ambiguous summing-up of the collapsed situation.

“If this is all,” he proclaimed, “I may as better go—”

“Sit down, Bronsky,” thundered Joolby, dragging his great body up and coming to himself at last as he realised the crisis, and Mr. Bronsky obediently did sit down. “It isn’t all.” His baleful eye surveyed them both with impartial disfavour. “We need to have that paper for what we are infallibly going to do and whatever stands between we are going to get it. As you both very well know everything has been worked out on the assumption that we shall, and neither Nickle’s cold feet nor anyone else’s hot air signify a pestilential...I’ve fitted in all the arrangements here to absolute clockwork; Larch is cutting perfect plates that will defy every test that anyone can make, and Bronsky’s people are ready with an organisation that would distribute in dead safety...And Mr. Nickle regretfully informs us” — spitting his concentrated scorn—”’It isn’t to be done.’...Now go on and tell us about it, Nickle.”

“Quite so,” agreed Nickle with commendable restraint; “you’ve put up the dollars and you’re entitled to the change. Well, with a regiment of soldiers forcing your way in would be child’s play, wouldn’t it? Or if you bought over half a dozen employees there need be no difficulty about lifting half a ton of paper, eh? But we haven’t got a regiment as it happens and not a solitary employee is up for sale...Continue in your useful line of cross-examination, Mr. Joolby; it’s all included in the exes.”

“How can you positively say that there is no weak spot you’ve overlooked or that no one can be got at? How must you know? The thing has never even been tried as yet.”

“Oh hell, no.” Nickle shrugged his expressive shoulders at the futility of the inference. “I know all the ancient history of the place of course and I happen to know that it’s simply because they take damn good care that it can never be successful.”

“It has never been attempt at all before?” chimed in Mr. Bronsky, gathering new hope. “Then I am dispose to agree with Joolby that you have missed what you have not seen. It should not be out of the question.”

“Possibly not, Bronsky,” admitted Nickle, behaving his best, “but unfortunately it is out. The kink in your point of view arises from the fact that whereas neither of you has so much as seen Tapsfield through a telescope, for the last month or so I’ve been exploring its rural beauties. There isn’t an inch of ground that I haven’t been over and I don’t suppose that there’s a man, woman, or child working at the mill who won’t really miss me. I’ve had supper at the vicarage, played darts at the Crown and Anchor, deputised for the local scoutmaster, put up a special prize for the best collection of wild flowers at the Tapsfield and District Horticultural—”

“What for?” demanded Joolby crossly.

“To award it to Joyce Jones so that I might call and congratulate her mother who lives at the mill gate lodge. My God, Joolby, I even sang ‘Dreaming of Thee’ at a saturnalia called a ‘Penny Reading’ there, simply because the young lady who whanged the piano had a job of feeding a machine in the drying-room.”

“It was women and young girl you got best on with doubtless?” asked the comrade, screwing up his eyes pleasantly. “You had agreeable time exploring these local beauties in one way or another, Nickle?”

“Bronsky,” said Nickle gravely, “you ought to take a fairly strong cathartic immediately before retiring. You have a morbid accumulation of offensive matter somewhere...As an actual fact, the person that I most assiduously worked was a young fellow called Tilehurst who is employed in the mill office. He needed someone to improve his tennis a bit and as I was quite equal to that he simply clung to me and wanted me to go round to their place on nearly every other evening. I got all the routine from him; do you think that if there was any way through I shouldn’t have spotted it in those circumstances? I’m as keen in the matter of this loot as any of you are, but you may just as well put it out of your minds — it doesn’t go this journey.”

“I don’t put it out of my mind for the fraction of a second, but I may have to put you out of somewhere, Nickle, if this is the best you can do when you are given a chance of showing. All our work — come in, George” (Mr. Larch having that moment made an unobtrusive appearance), “you may as well know what’s going — Bronsky’s, mine, and Georges — to say nothing of a score of others who are in this thing as well — all this isn’t going to be scrapped simply because you, and you alone, have failed in your department.”

“Failed? I like that!” threw back Nickle. “How have I failed? I went there to find out the conditions. Haven’t I?”

“You have failed because you haven’t succeeded; that’s how. There are no half ways here. You know well enough that you went to find out the best way of getting what we need from there. You say it can’t be done. Very well; as we are going to do it we must fall back on our own methods, with just so much or so little as you can help us...Now this man Tilehurst you struck — I suppose yon know his ways — does he go about alone? Could we hold him up down there if we were fixing it that way?”

“Not the least doubt. He cycles about alone pretty regularly and in those godforsaken winding lanes anything could happen. But—”

“Cut out those ‘buts’ of yours, Nickle. You’re only butting up against a brick wall here.”

“And besides, remember, comrade,” put in Mr. Bronsky encouragingly, “that even if it comes to touch and went and it is not well to stay, you would always find asylum with good friend in Moscow.”

“An asylum?” repeated Nickle, with a sufficiently pointed look. “Yes, I suppose that does about describe Moscow now, but I don’t want to go into an asylum just yet...And since you dislike the more conventional opening, Joolby — what in hell’s name do you suppose is to be got by sticking up young Tilehurst and bringing all the resources of law and order round about our ears?”

“He uses some office keys, one may suppose,” continued Joolby, without paying the slightest attention to this objection. “Did you happen to make it your business to find out what he actually carries?”

“Naturally. He has the ordinary desk and inner door keys of his own part of the building. None of these are any more serviceable than a corkscrew for getting you into the place, while meanwhile the guard would certainly express disapproval of your presence by drilling several holes through you. Finally, if by any chance you did get in, how are you going to get off with all the weight of paper that you seem to have set your mind on lifting?”

“‘All the weight of paper!’ Mark him, comrades. This is our expert adviser who for the past month has been finding out all about it. Do you know, Nickle — no, of course you don’t: you’re just from Tapsfield where they make them. Acquaint yourself with the interesting fact that bank-notes for a million pounds can be carried quite comfortably in a single coat pocket.”

“A million pounds? Oh rats — a million rats just as likely! What do you say, George? Why, even Mr. Bronsky—”

Joolby swung himself slowly round towards a shelf, creating by his bulk and laboured effort the impression of dumb physical pain that accompanied all his movements. Selecting a moderately small book he drew it out, verified that it was the one he sought, and flung it across the table.

“That inconsiderable book, Nickle, is the approximate surface size of a Bank of England note. How many pages are there in it?”

“Oh, about six hundred,” replied Nickle, his casual manner an ungracious protest against being drawn into this unprofitable discussion.

“‘About six hundred’ — five hundred and eighty four to be exact, since our friend is not sufficiently interested to be prosaically explicit. That means two hundred and ninety-two bank-note-size sheets of paper. In other words, three little books like that, allowing for the covers and extra pages, represent the bulk of a thousand notes, and a thousand notes, each for a thousand pounds, make a million sterling...Put that fact into your trouser- pocket, comrade Nickle, and sit on it!”

“Notes of a thousand pounds!” This time Nickle had been stirred into something like attention, “My good Joolby, what in the name of sanity — I beg your pardon, Bronsky I — but, seriously, what do you imagine that we are going to do with notes of that fantastic value?”

“A use will be found for them, don’t fear. All along, Nickle, I have tried to make you realise that this stroke was not to be a matter of planting a few soft fivers on racecourse bookies — I used to think that you had imagination. We intend to make notes of all the values and chiefly of the big ones. George there will tell you that one is as easy to do as another and it may further interest you to know — you with your ‘weight of paper’ — that just over two pounds and a half weigh a thousand.”

“All this is very interesting no doubt,” said Nickle, with an air of polite acceptance, “and might even be useful in appropriate circumstances. But my inherent vein of common sense — flattering as it is to be thought romantic, Joolby — continually brings me back to the bed-rock fact that the first essential is either to get into the place ourselves or to have someone in our pay who will do it for us.”

“So. So,” agreed Joolby smoothly. “It is one of those that we are going to do — with or without your help, friend Nickle. Now will you take this piece of paper and just sketch for me — quite rough you understand — a plan of the village, showing the mill and the other leading features. We will burn it as soon as I have got it off, never fear.”

“Delighted,” assented Nickle readily enough. “Only too glad to show you that I know what I’m talking about.”

“Shall I as well not stay?” asked Mr. Bronsky, suddenly making up his mind. “It is more late than I thought, the other ones has not arrive, and, you remember, my hotel is a little unconvenient—” It was only too plain that the comrade’s faith in the enterprise had been sadly undermined by the unfortunate turn affairs had taken.

“Just as you like, Bronsky,” replied Joolby, without the least show of ill feeling. “I ought to have thought of your time but I left it rather open with the others — about eleven,’ I believe I said, so they naturally won’t hurry. However, I’ll send round to you soon and let you know how we’re going to fix it.”

“Ah, you still think — ?” In the face of the cripple’s monumental calm Bronsky’s conviction was again veering.

“That this thing is going on? It’s as certain as the day after to-morrow. Everything is shaping splendidly now that Nickle has done just as I intended — found out what precautions they usually take and the sort of impression they want to give strangers.”

“You mean that you expected this — that you did not trust of him a way in to discover?”

“Well, scarcely.” Joolby’s great face was expressive of the most impeccable assurance. “Nickle is hardly the kind of chap to help us in that — you guessed what he was all along — but he sees what lies on the surface. There’s work for the others now and we’ll have it all arranged and go straight forward.”

“I begin to think that you may be right. Notwithstanding, my report was to have been off sent—”

“Well, I suppose you can assure them that everything is going very well? In any case, details, even in cypher, could not be put on paper.”

Mr. Bronsky’s wise nods seemed to imply that this was precisely what he had intended. Nickle was still absorbed in his plan, George Larch away in thought, and there appeared to be no further inducement for the comrade to linger.

“Then I may as well—” he resumed, but his voice was now half apologetic.

“Go by all means and get a good snooze,” was Joolby’s cordial advice. “I’ll let you know — a minute, though — here’s someone else arriving.”

According to the arrangement he came in unannounced and for a moment stood at the door picking up the scene with a quiet, self-possessed look of well-bred interest. Scarcely the type of man to have earned the nickname “Soapy Solomon,” while the patronymic “Klantz” would be even less convincing. This, then, must be Mr. Joolby’s “gentlemanly mannered” recruit, the ex-convict Vallett. Joolby grunted a careless word, Larch contributed a friendly gesture, but it was Nickle, coming to his feet so impetuously that his chair went spinning back, who startled them all into a confused wonder as to what on earth was happening.

“Tilehurst!” he cried out sharply. “What in hell’s name are you doing here?” Then, as the new-comer continued to stand, amiably discomposed, and the others began to glance away from the two most concerned and to look at one another: “Why don’t you speak? This must be a bloody fine frame-up for you to drop in here. Are all the lot of you in it?” His hand slid to a hip pocket and the blue of steel came level. “By God, Joolby, if you think that you are going to put me away to suit your game, the same as you did—”

“To blazes with ya next!” roared Joolby, towering above the row as the others began to join in, and killing Nickle’s voice before the name was spoken. “What’s ya crazy notion now, ya rotten-hearted rabbit? What’r the hell ya think ya raisin’, Nickle?”

“Why have you brought Tilehurst here? — that’s what I want to know,” retorted Nickle, still excitedly worked up but beginning to recognise that, as he was hopelessly at sea, he might not have been so seriously betrayed as he had in the first rush of blank surprise passionately concluded. “There must be some funny double-crossing going on for you to let me talk as I did and never say that he was in it.”

“Nonsense, Mr. Nickle, it’s you who’re being funny,” put in George Larch mildly. “This chap’s name is Vallett — both Mr. Joolby and I know him. All this rumpus about Tilehurst is something of your own inventing.”

“He may be Vallett to you and you may both know him,” retorted Nickle. “But I know him just as well and it’s as Tilehurst I’ve known him.”

“I’ve been seeing him pretty well every day for the last month, going there to tea and playing tennis with him — is it likely I don’t know the fellow when I meet him the day after? If I stood up here just as I am and someone said: ‘No, this isn’t Nickle — his name’s Jim Snooks’ — would that convince you? Look here, Tilehurst,” — turning to the stranger— “kindly put the lot of us wise and explain the mystery of this dual existence.”

During all this lively scene Mr. Vallett had remained standing near the door. He might, as Mr. Joolby had implied, have become too indolent to work but he had the stage aplomb and he waited for the most effective moment to intervene with a natural actor’s instinct.

“Thank you all very much indeed for this really fine reception,” he said in a quiet and very distinct tone, at the same time advancing a few steps so as to take up the centre of the picture. “Now do you mind telling me what it’s mostly about as I seem to have missed the caption?”

“Your voice is certainly miles different,” admitted Nickle grudgingly and staring very hard. “Look here — do you actually mean to say that you aren’t Geoffrey Tilehurst?”

“Not to the extent of a solitary brace button so far as I’m aware,” replied Vallett glibly. “But if there’s anything in the nature of a missing heir, or a lonely old millionaire, or even a neglected wife, I’m quite willing to oblige.”

“It’s simply incredible. Except for the voice — and, yes, perhaps something in the manner — you would deceive the very devil.”

“Well, you can quite set your mind at rest about it, Nickle,” Larch assured him. “I’ve known Vallett for the past two years and most of that time we’ve both been in — in geological research work for the Government — the granite strata of Dartmoor.”

“Julian Joolby—” purred Bronsky softly.

“I’m listening,” was the reply. Doubtless he was but his deliberate eyes were fixed on Vallett’s face and the beat of his throat was distressing.

“If these two peoples are so undissimilar—”

“Crikey!” said Larch, following their thoughts; “that’s certainly an idea.”

Nickle, who ought to have been the first, was the last to catch the suggestion.

“My hat!” he exclaimed, banging the table with his fist, “if we could put it through, what a dead cinch we should have there!”

“Well, why not?” said Joolby coolly. “A minute ago you were ready to take your oath that he was Tilehurst. Why should anyone else be so much wiser?”

“But the voice?” objected Nickle. “I hadn’t heard that then. They’re no more alike than a sparrow and a cuckoo. If we could get over that — why, dammit, even now when I look, I more than half believe that he must be!” And Vallett’s back being turned just then Nickle went a step nearer and called out sharply, as if to take him by surprise:

“Tilehurst!”

But instead of being startled into admission, Vallett merely turned slowly round and politely smiling said: “Oh, I beg your pardon! What am I supposed to do now?”

“Well, Nickle?” prompted Joolby, with the unspoken insinuation in his tone again, and this time Nickle’s vista had responded further to the suggestion.

“Suppose we discount the voice — frankly I haven’t a flicker of hope that it could be done, but for the sake of arguing the possibilities...Vallett at the most favourable moment appears there...He’d be walking on a mine...The man’s position is technical and detailed; all the coaching that I could give in advance would be general and superficial...He must make a false move — he must give himself hopelessly away before we could profit by it. The chances are too grotesque. And the instant the real Tilehurst appeared — when that happens not only the bottom falls out but the sides cave in and the lid comes down on whatever is left of the situation...”

“Yes — when!” Joolby dropped the word significantly and left it at that to develop the implication.

“You mean — ?” Nickle stopped wrinkling his brow and biting his under lip in doubt, to challenge, wide-eyed, this masterful solution.

“Again, why not? ‘In those godforsaken winding lanes anything may happen.’”

“Quite so. But I draw the line at murder.”

“So does anyone but a fool — or a successful hero. Especially when there’s no need for it. But gagged men tell no tales and we shall have plenty of nice cellar accommodation...Ten minutes ago I told you, Nickle, that we were going to get that paper — not because I had a glimmering how but simply because we must have it. We are still going to get that paper, Nickle — neither more nor less than we were before but perhaps you are not quite so cocksure now that it’s going to be impossible to get it?”

“I should like to think we could — and this Vallett stunt is certainly a miracle. At the same time — perhaps because I know the ropes down there pretty well — I don’t see how we are possibly to get over—”

“You are not being asked to see how now — from this point on I propose to do all the necessary see-howing. What you are being asked to do is to obey instructions to the letter and not to get the belly-ache whenever you visualise a copper.”

“That’s a damned unpleasant thing to say,” retorted Nickle — but not so warmly as he could have wished, for the excitement of the project was taking hold of him and intoxication of any kind may equally either quicken or blunt a Nickle’s amour propre.

“It’s a damned unpleasant thing to have to deal with,” was Joolby’s tart reply; “we must make allowances for one another — Well, comrade, really going?”

It was Mr. Bronsky who occasioned this aside — a smooth, complacent, and now wholly reassured Bronsky. Conversation with simple, respectful George Larch and that quite charming fellow Vallett had convinced him that everything was going to turn out finely.

“I may now just as good, since that fool place hotel of mine—” replied Bronsky, vague but unmistakably cordial. “It goes well, Joolby?”

“It goes even better than we thought, don’t you fear, comrade. You shall hear at the next stage through one of the usual channels. It may be a week — two weeks — even three or four — but it goes; it goes inevitably.”

“I think so too, also, and I shall let headquarter know in like strain,” assented Mr. Bronsky. He proceeded towards the shop, waving gracious adieux. “God be — no! no! Au revoir, comrades.”

“Good night, Mr. Bronsky,” Larch called after him; Vallett bestowed an engaging smile, and Nickle’s casual: “Oh, go to hell — comrade!” while conversationally given, had been just too late to create unpleasant feeling.

Won Chou, as spiritually detached as a preoccupied cat, was there to “make unfast” the outer door, and on him the worthy man bestowed a final blessing.

“Hope, class-oppressed little comrade; hope and — !” Mysteriously pressing a finger to his lips Mr. Bronsky waited to make his exit.

“Hope some piece silber, alle same, comlade,” prompted Won Chou, displaying an expectant palm, but the comrade suddenly became deeply interested in his watch and passed abstractedly into the unstirring darkness.

“We’ll let it go at that, then,” conceded Nickle, reverting to the subject at the point where Bronsky had interrupted. “You to be solely responsible for the general campaign and the plan of battle. I haven’t the slightest objection to the strong, silent man, Joolby, so long as he is silent and doesn’t begin to shed sawdust badly towards the finish. Bring it off in whatever way you like provided it shows nuggets, and make no mistake about my being in baldheaded with you. But money I must shortly have or my address will be Young Nick, care of Old Nick, The Shady Corner, Hades. There’s one thing though — this coprolite-witted Bronsky.”

“What about him?”

Nickle shrugged his shoulders to indicate the inexpressible ambit of Mr. Bronsky’s obvious shortcomings.

“What not about him if it comes to that, but, specifically, he isn’t in it with us. He’s got some wild cat scheme of making everybody happy by making everybody else miserable. It won’t wash, you know, Joolby; it isn’t economically sound. Now you and I and old George and Vallett and the rest are simply out to snatch the oof, I take it, and that’s a rational proposition. But Bronsky with his blasted universal brotherhood is as likely as not to queer the show if he thinks it’s to the common disadvantage.”

“Leave that to me, Nickle,” said Joolby, with a reassuring look of mutual understanding. “We are out to make big money this time and Bronsky will be useful. He can give us facilities for getting the stuff away and for putting it about on a scale that no one else could offer. If he fancies that we are doped by his communistic hog-wash so much the better; he won’t work for us any the worse for thinking that we’re playing his game, instead of him playing ours.”

“So long as it goes at that—”

“It does go at that, Nickle. As you say, what other end could you and I have in view except to line our pockets? Now I want you to take Vallett in hand and drill him stiff with everything that has to do with Tilehurst and Tapsfield. Of course he’ll have to make up quite different and go down there and work Tilehurst for himself before we put it through but he may as well get all he can from you before he goes there.”

“Right you are; I’ll put him wise,” undertook Nickle briskly. “After all, it’s entirely your circus. Shall we stay here and—”

“No, no; take him away now and arrange it yourselves — I’ll let you know what the next move is. Go — and take George as well — I want to be alone soon and I have a couple of other chaps due in about five minutes.”

“The hell you have!” said Nickle, glancing at his wrist. “At twelve? Klantz and Soapy Solomon, I suppose, but didn’t I hear you tell Bronsky that you had called them for eleven? And for the matter of that, my friend, you told me it was ten-thirty sharp and then when I was a shade behind the time chipped me for being early.”

“Did I?” conceded Joolby, discreetly vague; “one forgets these little things when there’s so much else needed. I think I must have done about enough for one day, Nickle. I’m feeling tired: very strangely tired.”

* * * * *

It had been a full and exacting day for Mr. Joolby, even touching only so much of it as has been told, and now, Klantz and Soapy Solomon conferred with and dismissed, the uncouth bulk of The Toad lay sprawling in collapse within a great arm-chair, nothing but the arresting beat of that pendent throat to say whether he was dead or living. He might have slept indeed, but Padgett Street — itself now settled down into an uneasy drowse on a night when its tarred road bubbled — Padgett Street had long averred that Joolby never slept or even closed his eyes, but this was manifestly wrong since closed they were though his restless distempered brain denied him the relief of oblivion. Flashes of memories, doubts, hopes, hates and plans stabbed broken splinters of bright light across his sanely fanatical mind and if these had been patterned into coherent thought this would have been the thread of expression it followed:

Help you to wealth and the life of easy pleasure that’s your ambition, you venal jackal! And help you to power and Soviet rule and Universal Brotherhood, you feeble mountebank!...Money! Would millions buy me an hour of happiness? Power! Would any but a clown dream that such as I would give my back to be his stepping stone? Soviets, England, China, India, all the nations and the earth itself; capitalists, bourgeoisie and slaves; man and gods, I hate you equally! Universal Brotherhood! to me — to me!

You dogs, you curs, you fawning, whining, snarling, mongrel, human pack — ah, but I’ll use you to my end. Men, women and children — all, all, all alike: nothing to any but a soulless coldblooded, grotesque toad. No man has ever thought of me with friendship, no woman looked at me without a shudder, no child withheld a stone...And I have waited.

Yes, Bronsky, you shall have your way and play your little part, and after you another, bringing you and your tin-pot state crashing to the ground, and after him another to wreck him, and then another, and another, and another, until chaos meets itself right round the earth and civilization is down at last and no one left to laugh....

And yet that blind man was happy and could smile as though he had lost nothing, while I — have I ever really smiled in all my life? No, I’ve only pulled a sort of grimace to make them think that I was like themselves. But I’ll be even with him yet — that blind man who could be happy — and with Bronsky, the hopeless fool, and with Nickle for his cursed impudence, and with Larch and Vallett and Ikey and Klantz and Solomon and that whore Cora and all the other women who have shuddered and everyone I have ever known. I’ll show them....

They’ve all laughed at me behind my back, mocked and pointed and made signs. I’ll see them burn, writhe, and shrivel up. I’ll live to see it yet, live to shout out that I — Joolby the Toad-have done it. That will be the best of all — when they look up with their foolish, startled faces and understand at last. Then I can go down among them with a sword in my hand, and stab and slash and spit as I always long to. Oh that the whole world had one single body that I might crush it, that I might tear it with my teeth, that I might smash it into atoms!

A sudden crash snatched Won Chou straight out of his dream of a flower-junk on the Canton river. The simple child of the East slept in a rug on the boards of the shop, wearing the dress that was his everyday garb. With stealthy glide he approached the door of his master’s room, listened, cautiously peeped in, then entered.

Mr. Joolby lay on the floor beside his special chair, his face doubly terrible in its rigid set, his body writhing this way and that with spasmodic jerks and contortions. An epileptic, like many exceptional personages of all times, he was only experiencing a visitation of his “old trouble.” Smashed to a thousand bits — brought down in his fall — the wreck of a rare and delicate Dresden china group lay all about him.

Won Chou took the scene in with a face that betrayed no vestige of emotion. Silently and with neat despatch he pushed the heavy chair out of the way, spread a few draperies about the floor, forced a wad of cloth between Mr. Joolby’s clenched teeth, turned out the light and left him.


TILEHURST FAILS TO KEEP AN APPOINTMENT
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“ANYTHING INTERESTING AMONG your letters, Geoffrey?” asked Miss Tilehurst, concealing a protective curiosity under this sociable wile, since she had already inspected the covers. And to show how purely conversational the inquiry was, she reciprocally added: “I’ve had nothing but a long diatribe from Geraldine Churt about her numerous ills. One would really wonder if the foolish woman thinks that her commonplace symptoms are unique or amusing.”

“No, nothing particular, Aunt,” replied Geoffrey, immediately putting the one letter that mattered away in a coat pocket. Then with the unpractised dissembler’s inability to let well — or, indeed, any condition — alone, he must needs elaborate it.

“Just a bill and a couple of appeals and a line from Mostyn about the tournament, and — er — so on. None of them exciting. And, egad, is that the time? I shan’t half have to do some hoofing.”

“Don’t hurry immediately after your breakfast, Geoffrey. You know that clock gains five minutes every day and it’s only—” called out Miss Tilehurst, but Geoffrey was technically out of earshot then and the slam of the front door put a full stop to the unfinished monition.

Of course, even if he had not fled, she could not have pursued the subject after his disclaimer — any more than she could have looked into the envelope with the unrecognised handwriting even if he had left it behind with the others now on the table. No — it was as she had guessed — that was the one that he had slipped away. As for the others — there was no harm in just glancing over them since he had said what they were and, for the matter of that, she had known almost as much before he told her. Ellicott’s usual bill; Barnardo’s Homes and a hospital for the mentally afflicted; a new edition of some encyclopaedia or other; a Dutch bulb grower’s list (she had better look through that) and Mr. Mostyn’s letter. But the one in the unknown script and with a metropolitan post mark — could it be from some London Woman? In spite of having lived in the country all her life and for the most part in remote Devon, Miss Tilehurst had always understood that such beings really existed.

Meanwhile, the subject of her virginal solicitude — perfectly well aware of the clock’s chronic lapse — was proceeding on his leisurely way and even finding time to take out the implicated letter again and verify its contents:

Camperdown Hotel,
London.

Friday afternoon.

Dear Tilehurst,

I hope you haven’t been thinking me an awful oaf for not writing to thank you for so many jolly games after I left Tapsfield? To tell the truth, I’ve been expecting to get down one afternoon to say “Good-bye” before I sailed but instead I’ve been nearly run off my feet every day what with one thing and another. Now to top it all comes a business cable to return at once and I’m going — first part overland — to-morrow.

Now that I am on the point of leaving — with the extreme improbability of ever seeing England again — I seem to recognise how large a share your — may I say, friendship? has had in making my visit so pleasant.

While looking out my route by that mysterious affair, Bradshaw, I have come across a detail that may enable me to salve my conscience — though it is really putting you to more trouble. The point is that instead of going right through by the connecting train (which stops at Stanbury Junction) I shall travel by the one before and break the journey there. This will give me fifteen minutes at Stanbury — from 2.29 to 2.44. If it is not asking too much I wonder if you would cycle across and test the dubious resources of the station refreshment room in a final? I seem to remember that you are not generally particularly engaged so early on Saturday afternoon and the whole affair need scarcely take up more than half an hour.

The fact is, I have a small memento of my stay that I would like to hand over to you if you will graciously accept the trifle. I would also ask you to carry a little offering from me to Miss Tilehurst — not to repay her charming hospitality, which would be impossible, but to remind her now and then of my existence. But please don’t tell her anything of this until you are back again; I should like it to be a complete surprise. In fact I wish you wouldn’t mention about my going through to anyone until after — there are at least a dozen people I ought to see and although I can’t help it I feel somehow guilty.

Sorry that you won’t be able to let me know in any case but I shall have left the hotel for good before you get this and for the rest of the time I am bung up to the eyes clearing off arrears.

Of course if you have anything important on you must let me down but unless it’s really impossible I know you are too good-natured to disappoint me.

Yours ever gratefully,

Anthony Dixson.



The terms and tone of this communication made Tilehurst experience a passing sense of dereliction also.

Had he really done so frightfully much to earn Dixson’s gratitude? Oddly enough, he had scarcely thought of him again, once he had passed on and out of Tapsfield, while the chap had apparently meanwhile been regarding him as his especial friend and mentor. Actually, it might be thought quite as much the other way since Dixson had certainly put him up to the knack of improving his back-hand game considerably. And in return? Well, a few hours’ play each week, tea or supper if it happened to be about and an introduction or two so as to give a stranger with plenty of time on his hands somewhere else to go to. Then — yes, he had shown him all over the works, if one could call that entertainment, and certainly these colonial beggars were pretty keen stuff when it came to technical points and wanted to see and know absolutely everything. However, since the fellow looked at it that way, the least that he himself could do would be to push along and meet him. As he said, it would scarcely mean more than half an hour’s time, while so early in the afternoon he could hardly expect to encounter Nora Melhuish about if he hung around on the off chance. An opportunity to take Nipper for a good run on a hard road as well — the dog’s claws were getting far too long, doing nothing but lying about all day in the garden. Certainly he would meet Dixson.

* * * * *

Nickle had made a wry face over writing the letter but when Joolby told him, dryly enough, to think out a better way, he had to come back to the admission that he could suggest nothing better.

“All the same, it’s a dog’s trick, getting a man like that,” he commented. “I don’t mind cutting him out — that’s got to be done and it’s all in the day’s work, but a damned hypocritical letter like this — well, it’s about the limit.”

“Don’t be a fool, Nickle,” replied Joolby, glancing equably over the top of the paper as he considered it. “You talk like as if you were an old- established country lawyer arranging a mortgage. And let me tell you that there are good dogs and bad dogs if you think that way about it. The good dogs get the bones and pats and the bad ones get into the lethal chamber at Battersea. Now this is a pretty fair letter.”

“Thanks for the pat, kind master,” said Nickle contemptuously. “All the same, if it was not for the anticipated bones I might relieve my mind a little.”

“If it was not for the bones indeed, Nickle,” was the cool reply, “what might we not all — However, these interesting side issues are never worth exploring. What is probably affecting your humour at the moment is a sort of half suspicion that the letter may implicate you personally, eh?”

“Since you mention it, whether I was thinking so or not, it certainly does have that appearance. If it comes to a sauve qui peut you fellows may get away but this connects me up past explaining.”

“If it comes to a sauve qui peut, Nickle, you’ll admit that I should be a slow away-getter. For that reason I don’t go into this with the idea of it turning out wrong but in the conviction that it’s going to be stupendous. You’re a poor psychologist, Nickle, but never mind; we’ll get the letter back and wind up Anthony Dixson past all tracing.”

* * * * *

While it was reasonably certain that Tilehurst would respond to “Dixson’s” bait, while, also, the general progress of his doings could be plausibly assumed, there were crucial details on which it was vital to be exact and arrangements had been made, and were successfully carried out, for following all his movements and for keeping the directing authority informed of each development. These headquarters were represented by a large closed motor car that had taken up a position in the lane which Tilehurst would probably choose if he cycled direct from his house to the station. But since “Brookcroft” lay half a mile outside the village there were in fact two nearly equal routes and almost the last service of the intelligence section, after their man was seen to be committed to the journey, would be to signal by which approach he was to be expected. Nickle had made a choice of lanes but this at the best was only guess-work and the place had to be selected with an eye to the possibility of slipping round, via the station fork, into the other lane and taking up a position there if need be. In the event this obligation did not arise. Blissfully unconscious of the fact that every step he took was being shadowed, Tilehurst trundled his bicycle out by the side gate of Brookcroft soon after two o’clock, called the overjoyed Nipper to follow, and after pausing to glance at his watch and light a cigarette, mounted and began to pedal unhurryingly towards the anticipated lane, with the easy thrust of a man who has just made a substantial meal and knows that he has plenty of time and to spare for his appointment. So far nothing could have been better.

But at the moment when everything was going so well, there came one of those unforeseeable chances that reduce even the most circumspectly arranged plots to the significance of a mere toss-up.

That grassy cut-across lane was deserted enough at any time and in the early afternoon of a hot summer day the chances were a good many to one against the risk of interruption. Yet as Tilehurst approached it, from the opposite direction appeared Sprout, the village constable, also a-wheel and bound for the same objective. He touched his hat as he turned into the lane and slackening his pace somewhat looked round to see if the other cyclist was following. With the easy social convention of the countryside (when out of doors) Tilehurst would in the ordinary course have caught him up and they would have progressed companionably wheel by wheel for as far as their way lay together, discussing the simpler aspects of Tapsfield existence. Then in a flash Tilehurst realised that Sprout would quite probably refer to Dixson — possibly to ask if he had been heard from since he had gone, or some equally inconvenient question. The predicament need not have been an embarrassing one, and, given minutes instead of seconds to make up his mind, the Joolby-Nickle plot might have very simply miscarried. But in that ambiguous period, the merest trice, allowed him for decision, Tilehurst only visualised the effect of prevaricating to Sprout about Dixson as they rode along and then — possibly under the policeman’s disapproving eyes — being greeted on the platform. In the circumstances he jumped at the easiest thing — he drifted past the lane with an amiable wave of recognition, pedalled slowly along until he had given the other man ample time to have gone well away, then turned and leisurely resumed his interrupted progress in the same direction.

* * * * *

The roomy car now drawn up in the secluded lane had been converted to its purpose by bodily removing the inside seats, but with the blinds drawn against a blistering sun there was nothing in this to detract from its otherwise quite ordinary appearance. The spot it occupied had been picked with every consideration under review and though the available choice of road was not unlimited the place conformed well enough to the necessary conditions. It was in fact a short straight piece of ground with a bend at either end and a comparatively long straight piece of road stretching away from it in both directions. Thus, while screened itself until actually reached, anyone there could command the two approaches by walking the score or so of yards that comprised that section.

In this almost sylvan retreat — a wood behind, in front meadows seen through a grille of hedge — the occupants of the car had decided to halt and picnic, and a real table-cloth spread on the grass by the roadside indicated the thoroughness of the occasion. This development had several effects: it enabled the road to be almost blocked and anyone who passed to be constrained into a desired channel, it explained the presence of as many people lolling about as were required for the venture, and, above all, it allowed the car and its party to remain in that not otherwise very explicable spot for hours if necessary without arousing a scintilla of suspicion.

This was the carefully spread net that Geoffrey Tilehurst approached after he had given P.C. Sprout — his one chance of escape — ample time to get clear of participation. He almost tumbled upon the guileless tableau: the drawn-up car, the two men and the girl talking and laughing around the “table,” the third man — and this reduced his leisured pace still more for it was questionable which side he must pass on — the third man moving about what was left open of the roadway. Then this man appeared suddenly to realise his presence, for instead of standing aside he remained obstructively where he was, interrogation in his poise, and Tilehurst understood that he wanted to stop him.

The motor “bandit” had not yet arrived and there was no more on the surface of the incident than if you or I had been asked for a match in Piccadilly. The cyclist obligingly pulled up (indeed, by that time he had no option), dropped one foot to the ground and waited for the inquiry.

“I say, I’m awfully sorry to trouble you like this but we haven’t the murkiest idea of where we’ve got to. Do you mind telling me where we really are?”

“Oh, yes,” came a feminine voice from the other side the car. “Do get to know, Tommy. It’s about time we pushed off if we’re to do any bathing.”

Tilehurst was one of those amiable creatures who find an altruistic pleasure in performing these small services — telling the time and the way, guiding a blind beggar across the road, recovering a lost ball, making up the penny deficiency in the bus fare for old ladies who have somehow miscalculated their resources. If he gave a thought to the one weakness of the contrivance — for why had they not asked Sprout, that obvious official fount of information? — he at once dismissed it as capable of some very simple explanation.

“Well, it’s about a mile and a half to Tapsfield along the lane,” he replied, turning to nod in the required direction. “The way I’m going will bring you to the cross-road near Stanbury Junction and on to Crowgate or Slowcumber according to which you take. Or, of course, back to Tapsfield if you turn sharp at the Dog and Plover.”

“Ask him — ask him where we are,” chimed in the girl’s voice again. “I don’t know that we’re actually pining to get to any of those earthly paradises he’s mentioned.”

The spokesman smiled apologetically. “You see what it is,” said the look, establishing the male understanding. Then aloud: “I wish you’d just pick out the place on the map for us; I’ve got one here quite handy.” Without waiting for the implied assent he opened the near door of the car and disappeared within, reappearing a moment later with a large road map that he spread out, but remaining just inside the car himself so that it became necessary for Tilehurst to go nearer.

One of the other men had meanwhile strolled round and the way was still barred — to use so harsh a term about so fortuitous a happening — against escape in that direction. And now the last man in sight got up from the sward, apparently taking a handkerchief from his pocket to brush stray crumbs away, and casually passing round the car on the unguarded side closed the trap at its final outlet. Still every face had the conventional, agreeable air of those who are being obliged, the girl just across the road began to carol a little popular snatch lightly, and “Tommy,” at the car step, following the line of his own finger was murmuring: “Now let me see; we are — where?” as he travelled halfway across the county waiting for the obliging stranger to inform him.

Tilehurst knew that he had plenty of time to the good and he did exactly what had been foreseen he would do. In any case the result would have been the same then, although the details might not have dovetailed quite so workmanly. He swung himself wholly out of his bicycle, propped up the machine against the car wheel and turned to the open door to point out the position on the map now held out towards him. The man with the handkerchief was immediately behind, intending seemingly to look on as well. The third man...The map was a large limp sheet and Tilehurst was constrained to put out both hands to receive it.

What actually happened he never quite knew himself, for the universe of conscious thought rushed to extinction at one unbearably crowded point and afterwards everything to do with that episode was dim and tangled. But in the other participants’ sight it was far from being confused, for every detail had been carefully considered and rehearsed and each one did his part in perfect time and precision. “Tommy,” holding out the map, closed with a rat-trap grip on the wrists of the two hands coming towards him; the saturated cloth was pressed against Tilehurst’s nose and mouth; the other man, practising the simple schoolboy stroke, brought their victim to his knees on the running-board, as helpless as a ditched wether among the three men crowding round him. The girl continued to sing about love and undying devotion. In fifteen seconds the anaesthetic had done its work and the inert body was cleanly lifted into the car, to be stripped, reclothed, bound, gagged and left, covered with rugs, unconscious on the floor. It would scarcely be too much to say that people might have gone by without noticing that anything unusual was happening.

Three minutes later an identical Tilehurst emerged from the car; the others paused in their orderly work — they were removing every tell-tale trace and preparing for return — to inspect him critically.

“Oh, boy, but you sure look some!” was drawn from one in frank approval. “Now that you’re in his togs the guy’s own mother wouldn’t suspish you.”

It was possible indeed, but there was one small faithful friend who was not to be duped by clothes or outward appearance. Nipper, having taken the opportunity of his master’s inattention to engage in a private rat hunt along a drain, had voluntarily returned, and after puzzling over the situation unnoticed from several points of view, had abruptly decided that there was dirty work afoot and this spuriosity the villain. Uttering foolishly futile yaps of challenge — his sure undoing — Nipper heroically launched himself against the foe, only to be met by a straight deliberate kick that sent him reeling. Before the little dog could collect himself again Vallett had snatched up the readiest tool — a weighty spanner — and with a single vicious blow had settled ail Nipper’s doubt and questionings for ever. Four white upraised paws quivered protestingly to heaven, the body shuddered, and a dead dog with a battered skull lay on the reddening herbage. In that moment one seemed to have a glimpse of the cool and desperate convict who had got away from Dartmoor, despite warders’ loaded guns, in place of the smiling Vallett.

“Damn you, you brute! Why need you go and do that?” shrilled the girl, suddenly whirled into a flimsy passion. “I’d have taken the little dog and looked after it myself — I’d have loved to...Bloody fine thing being able to out a great big beast like him, I should think...bloody well proud of yourself, aren’t you?” For quite half a minute she slanged aimlessly on while the others looked at her with no more than grave disapproval. To tell the truth, the unforeseen tragedy of the loyal little terrier had got them all more than anything that had gone before.

“That’ll do, kid; shut up your face now, you’ve shed plenty,” said one of the men with brusque understanding. “Vallett did quite right; the pup was bound to go and that’s all that’s to it. Rip off the collar, Pips, and shove the rest under some stuff in the wood there.”

“Yes, but what’n they find it there?” questioned the man who had used the drug, as he carefully handled the body. “These country birds know all the dogs for miles around so shifting the collar won’t help any.”

“What the hell then? It’s all of a piece, isn’t it? Besides, they most likely won’t — get it well away into a thick scrub and it’ll likely be there for months before that happens. Now, buddy,” — this to Vallett— “Number two’s coming in and he’ll go on and give Soapy the nod and then pass it back on you when Soapy’s planted. We’re through here?”

“Not quite,” said Vallett, who had apparently been dreaming. “I feel that I ought to carry some marks. The artistic sense demands it. Put me one fairly high — you needn’t black an eye or tap the claret — but something that’ll show a bruise for the next few days anyhow.”

“You mean it?”

“Didn’t I speak?” inquired Vallett politely. The other smiled a dour aside and with a clean crisp right laid the artistic conscience sprawling on the level. He got up with no loss of graciousness, dusting his clothes, but on second thoughts left them as they were, to infer the happening.

“Oh my God!” wailed the girl, looking on with tightly clasped hands. Vallett didn’t deign to notice.

“Satisfied?” grinned the big man.

“That will do for that I expect but I think I ought to show some scratches.” Going to the hedge he selected and hacked out a bramble switch and brought it back; its curved thorns were as formidable as a wild cat’s claws. “Put that across my face, will you?”

“Don’t!” This time the kid rose to a scream of anguish. “I take it all back about the dog. He had to go I see. Only don’t—”

“You?” cut in Vallett with elegant disdain. “What in all creation have you got to do with it?”

“I know well enough,” she blubbered. “You think you’re paying me out—”

“Get on with it,” said Vallett curtly. “Shut your eyes then,” advised the other, taking the switch, and this time he was not grinning. “I don’t want to go and blind you.”

“Keep your own open and then you won’t,” was the unconcerned reply. “I have nothing to shut mine for.”

“Look out then.” The cane slashed across mouth and cheeks and a dozen points of blood followed the thorns’ withdrawal. Vallett forbore to wince. The girl ran back to the car making curious noises.


DR. OLIVANT ESTABLISHES HIS BONA FIDES
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AT ABOUT THE hour when an unobtrusive motor car (its number plate varied for the third time that eventful day) was taking its turn through Reigate, with Mr. Geoffrey Tilehurst — now sufficiently recovered to feel extremely sick — a very helpless passenger, and while in Hoggets Lane Mr. Vallett was, to use a peculiarly inappropriate metaphor, “cooling his heels” as he awaited an agreed signal, the sun went off the rose bed in the Brookcroft trim front garden and Miss Tilehurst, armed with leather gloves, sheep shears and a Sussex trug, came out to carry on the unending warfare that exists between man (as represented in the amateur gardener) and relentless nature.

“Yes, of course; just as might have been expected,” she declared after scrutinising the roses. “Teeming with green fly — and our rates are seven-and-sixpence in the pound! Ophelia!”

It is, to be sure, impossible to predict what lines of growth a child will take from the evidence of, say, the first seven days, and there have been Ophelias and Ophelias. This one, the offspring of an ill-assorted union between a pig higgler and an idealistic lady’s maid, clearly belonged to the second variety. Other mistresses — and the girl had experienced a remarkable succession of these before Miss Tilehurst penetratingly discovered in her certain solid qualities (in the sense of “dense” to most employers) that covered many shortcomings — other mistresses had invariably called her by what they considered more suitable names, generally Jane or Sarah, without reference to her own feelings. Penelope Tilehurst questioned whether this was “quite right” and on the other interested party’s vague justification that “some thought one thing and some another,” severely retorted that this was not the point and that in any case Ophelia — with appropriate instances — was nothing to be ashamed of.

Ophelia had a way of anticipating wants when she was called. If right, she had discovered that this was regarded as rather clever, but if it happened to be wrong there was no doubt that she was being very stupid. Privately, she thought that a simpler average should be struck, but, any way, she was like that she admitted. She now appeared carrying a filled watering can and, as this happened to be right, she felt that she had established her position sufficiently to remain and sociably discuss botanical prospects.

“That Mrs. Buffy I was with was a rare ‘un for gardening too,” she remarked as a general opening. “Only she was all for snapdragers. Funny she shouldn’t know their proper name, wasn’t it, mm? She always used to call them Auntie Rhinos.”

“Yes, Ophelia, but I shall want several more cans to go on this bed,” replied Miss Tilehurst discouragingly. “You had better get the other one out as well and keep bringing them.”

“That I will, mum.” Hard work had no terror for the simple girl, especially when, as in the present case, it involved nothing with a tendency to “just come apart,” and contained easy openings for agreeable conversation. “Oh; what had we better say if they catch us at it?”

“What’s that?” demanded Miss Tilehurst sharply. “What do you mean, Ophelia?”

“It’s the notice what that man left — I forgot to give it you,” explained Ophelia, producing a crumpled printed form from the mysterious depths of her apron pocket. “It says that owing to the draft we shall be incurring a penalty of forty shillings for the first offence and not exceeding fourteen days ever after.”

“Nonsense.” Miss Tilehurst had a sublime faith in the personal equation, which sometimes worked out but occasionally failed to be quite so successful. “That can’t apply to me of course. I pay a water rate and anyone can see that the garden needs watering. Put the notice in the fire and then I shall be able to say truthfully that I haven’t seen it.”

“That I will, mum,” undertook Ophelia stoutly.

“And — wait a minute, Ophelia; don’t run away, child, when I’m in the middle of speaking. There’s someone doing something in the lane out by the side gate — that tinkering has been going on for the past half hour. On your way back just glance out there — you needn’t let it appear that you’ve gone on purpose: you can seem to be looking up the lane as if you expected the baker.”

“He doesn’t come till later of a Saturday,” objected Ophelia, entering into the spirit of the strategy perhaps even too precisely.

“That doesn’t matter in the least. They are not to know or you may be looking for the butcher. But if there are gipsies or tinmen about we shall have to keep our eyes open after anything they can lay their hands on.”

Of course it was Ophelia’s fault; she ought to have come back with a more coherent tale, but when on her return with the second can she breathlessly reported, “...the man. Something about water. And — look out, mum, he’s coming!” Miss Tilehurst not unnaturally jumped — quite literally, indeed — to the conclusion that this man must be identical with “that man” and the reference to water was only capable of one construction. In spite of her assurance of personal immunity from the obnoxious order it began to look more serious when this emissary of injustice would seem to have deliberately tracked her down, and it was her rather frantic efforts to conceal her own can among the rose bushes on his approach, and at the same time to induce Ophelia by vigorous gestures to retire in good order with the other, that prevented her from grasping at the outset exactly what it was that the stranger was talking about.

“I wonder if I might trouble you?” was what he really said. “I see you are busy with it yourself — just a small can of water?” Quite a personable individual he appeared to be — dignified, well-dressed, urbane, and he advanced doffing his distinctive hat with a ceremonialism that could not have failed to impress Miss Tilehurst if she had been composed enough to realise it.

“Oh no, indeed I’m not — I can assure you that I never use a watering can in the garden,” she exclaimed, rather remarkably in the circumstances; meaning, as she afterwards assured herself, that she was not actually using one then and that in any case she only watered certain special beds and did not — as so many thoughtless people did — waste precious canfulls drenching the entire garden.

“I — I beg your pardon.” The intruder was, not altogether unnaturally, for the moment nonplussed by the denial he had occasioned, but this did not in the least affect the magnificent composure of his bearing. “The fact is,” he deigned to explain with gracious allowance for any misunderstanding, “my chauffeur happens to be away ill and I’m having some bother with my engines and being held up just outside your gate here.”

“Oh. Oh? Oh!” apologised Miss Tilehurst on several notes of emotion. “Then you are not the — er — the water authority?”

“Madam,” he affably admitted, with the light touch of a playful buffalo, “I am no authority on water in any form — not even, I regret to find, on the water cooling my own car engines. I’m afraid that my intrusion rather startled you — I ought to have been more explicit. At least permit me to establish my bona fides before I go. My name is Olivant — Dr. Olivant of Harley Street, I am merely a stranger, you see, motoring through your charming district and having, so to speak, fallen by the wayside—”

“Oh, Dr. Olivant, I am so sorry,” protested the lady, deeply mortified at the unfortunate blunder.

“Of course now that I really look at you—” and, without actually being so bold as to put the inference into words, Miss Tilehurst made it abundantly clear that in her opinion no one who really looked at him could by any chance take Dr. Olivant for anything resembling a water inspector. “But seriously, you know, in this water famine the company is driving us half crazy with its absurd prohibitions and regulations. That,” she explained, speaking with extreme clarity and deliberation, “is what I meant just now when I said that a watering can is never much use in the garden. Of course it needs the hose pipe to be effective.”

“Oh, of course — naturally,” agreed Dr. Olivant. “And they don’t permit—”

“Oh my goodness no! It would be a crime of” — the situation had gone a little to her head— “ha! ha! Dr. Olivant, a crime of the first water!”

“Ha! ha!” weightily confirmed Dr. Olivant. “Very apt, indeed. ‘A crime of the first water!’ I must tell my colleague, Sir Peter Mullaby, that. He’ll appreciate it.”

“And I — ahem! — hear,” added Miss Tilehurst, determined to clear her conscience thoroughly by the white fire of voluntary confession, “that very soon we may not be allowed to use even a watering can.”

“Really?” contributed the doctor, suitably impressed. “In the circumstances I scarcely like to repeat my request for a small canful.”

“Oh nonsense, Dr. Olivant; it hasn’t quite come to that yet. Ophelia — give Dr. Olivant the can you have. Will that be sufficient for your purpose, Doctor?”

“Oh, quite I think. Thank you; thank you. I won’t keep it a minute longer than I can help, I need hardly say.”

“Pray don’t hurry. And if you should want any more — Of course” — as he reached the gate— “you unscrew the nozzle for pouring.”

“Oh quite so,” he acquiesced. Really, did the woman take him for a loon or was it that she only wanted to hear the sound of her own silly tongue clacking?

In the circumstances Miss Tilehurst decided to go on gardening there — not watering, which would take Ophelia off her work and could be done equally well later, but just tidying up the beds.

Then if Dr. Olivant should happen to need — 

A most distinguished-mannered gentleman — a specialist, of course, being in Harley Street — and how immeasurably different from the usual type of country doctor! Dr. Tyser, for instance, was well enough but ineradicably commonplace, while this locum tenens he had just got — well, it was said that he had been seen buying fried fish himself at one of those malodorous little places in Mutbury. The idea of Dr. Olivant going into — 

“Coo-ee!” said a voice in playful claim of recognition.

“Well, well; I wondered if you would run round this afternoon, Nora. How long have you been there? I never heard you coming.”

Nora Melhuish was, it may be recalled, the speculative element in the time-table of Tilehurst’s arrangements, and now that we have been permitted to see her the only possible slur on his taste is that he should have taken even the most infinitesimal risk of missing so delectable an encounter. For the rest, she was nineteen, rather small, rather brown, and rather mysterious in her impressions. On this occasion she wore neither hat nor gloves but carried a moderate basket, and as she had come into the garden by the front, or road, gate and along the further path she had evidently failed to encounter the prepossessing specialist.

“Oh, not long,” replied Nora as they went through the ritual of kissing. “Only I heard you talking to someone so I slunk. Who is he?”

“A Dr. Olivant — a Harley Street specialist, or at least I suppose he must be. At any rate his car has broken down just outside there and he wanted some water.”

“That’s what everyone seems to be wanting just now — I feel I’m getting it on the brain myself. Mrs. Hattock says that the vicar is doubtful if he ought to go on praying for rain any longer — it seems to be making a fool of him when nothing happens.”

“Oh, my dear! Isn’t that rather — I mean for a clergyman?”

“Well, perhaps it is but they certainly seem to be getting much more snappy. Are you watering the roses? Haven’t they cut off your supply yet?”

“Good gracious no. Are they going to?”

“They say so — all except an hour or two night and morning. And someone goes round listening at those little trap-door affairs in the road to catch you wasting any. And then fine you.”

“Can they tell that? My dear! what next? And here that tiresome Ophelia is bringing out another canful! Take that back again at once, Ophelia, and don’t draw any more.”

“All right,” acquiesced the impassive Ophelia. “Good afternoon, miss. Just stepped across to see if we were all alive still? Shall I put this lot on the beans, mum?”

“No, we haven’t got to waste any. Pour it down the sink quickly.”

“That I will, mum.” A rather constrained silence marked the time until Ophelia was out of hearing. “Of course I’m glad to find you alive but I really ran across with a few pears if you care to have them,” remarked Nora, displaying the contents of her basket. “Jargonelles. We’ve got heaps and heaps and I know that yours are all the late kinds.”

“Thank you, dear. They look delicious. You must let me reciprocate towards Christmas. But how did you know that ours are only keepers?”

“Oh I don’t know. Oh yes I do. Geoffrey must have told me.”

“I see. ‘You plant pears; For your heirs.’ Well, whoever planted ours must have credited his posterity with remarkably good teeth. And speaking of that young man, you didn’t happen to see anything of Geoffrey as you came along, did you?”

“No; isn’t he here?” said Nora. “I expected to find — At least I thought — What I mean is, if we happen to meet and neither of us is doing anything—”

“That’s all right, my dear,” said Geoffrey’s adopted mother, “ — at least I hope that it’s going to be. And I’m glad it’s you, Nora. It will make me very happy.”

“Oh, Miss Tilehurst, do you really mean that you’ve noticed anything? I thought that we were both being extraordinarily discreet, and for that matter, he — Geoffrey — hasn’t actually said anything.”

“No; I noticed that you were both rather tongue-tied of late,” commented Miss Tilehurst dryly. “Well, my dear, if I am to lose my only nephew — and of course I know that in a place like this a young man’s fancy must turn sooner or later to thoughts of either love or golf — I prefer it to be you.”

“Oh, you are a dear!” exclaimed Nora, who has been placed at a considerable disadvantage by being introduced just at this stage of her florescence. “It would have been too awful if you hadn’t—”

“It’s so very handy you living just over the way,” continued Miss Tilehurst, pursuing her own line of speculation. “At least I shall always know where to find him.”

“Well,” laughed Nora, “that’s one way of looking at it. But I hope that isn’t the only reason.”

“No,” admitted Miss Tilehurst circumstantially. “Still, it’s a great convenience all the same.”

“And please, please, don’t let Geoffrey know that we have been talking—”

“My dear! I’m not an absolute beginner. I can’t think where he can have got to.”

“Why; where did he go?”

“That’s just what I don’t know. He must have gone off somewhere immediately after lunch without saying anything about it. He may have ridden across to Cobbet Corner to see about some repairs to a few cottages I have there, or he may have gone to arrange some details of the Gymkhana Tournament with Mr. Mostyn who’d written to him this morning. But’s it’s so unlike him not to mention what time to expect him back or where he was going — especially on a day when you might drop in and miss him.”

“But of course he wouldn’t have the faintest idea that I should be here, Miss Tilehurst,” protested Nora. “Why, I had no idea of it myself until I happened to think—”

“Well,” dubiously agreed Miss Tilehurst, “perhaps he wouldn’t. All the same I had a strong presentiment that way myself and there is no reason why the state of his emotions should make him less intelligent.”

“Perhaps Ophelia saw which way he went,” suggested Nora. “She’s just gone across to the coal house.”

“It’s quite as likely she asked him where he was going if she did,” declared Miss Tilehurst grimly.

“At any rate it won’t be difficult to find out. I’ll warrant she only wanted coal on the chance of a little small talk. Oh, Ophelia; Mr. Geoffrey doesn’t happen to have come in at the back while we’ve been here, does he?”

“No, mum, or I should have seen him...He got his bicycle out after lunch and went off with Nipper...He didn’t say where he was going...When I just said: ‘Going out for a ride on your bicycle, Mr. Geoffrey?’ he said: ‘No, Ophelia, I’m going for a three-legged race only I like to wear this on my watch chain.’ I thought it sounded funny.”

Presumably Nora thought so too for she found it necessary to turn aside and bury her face in a crimson rambler. Miss Tilehurst found it less amusing.

“Thank you, Ophelia; that will do. Tell him we are out here if he does return that way.”

“Yes, mum.” Ophelia appeared to weigh the conditions with conscientious detail. “You mean if he returns in a three-legged race?”

“No, no. If he returns without our seeing him — if he comes in the back way.”

“Oh yes. That I will, mum.”

Ophelia retired in the full assurance that this must be one of her good days as she was acquitting herself so successfully and at intervals snatches of her voice could be heard, subdued by the occasional clatter or bang of domestic zeal, as she confided all that was going on to the cat — sole confidant of her deeper feelings.

“Isn’t she too dreadful?” lamented Miss Tilehurst, as Ophelia disappeared towards the house. “But she’s really such a good, well-meaning girl that I can’t find it in my heart to be strict with her.”

“No, indeed; it would spoil a gem — think of all the priceless things you’d miss hearing. But, you know, if Geoffrey is trundling a pushbike on a day like this, that might easily account for him not getting back as soon as he had intended.”

“True; I expect that’s what it is. And speaking of bicycles, Nora, who was the young lady I saw dashing about the road on a motor cycle when I looked out at five o’clock this morning?”

“Well, what’s the use of your brother having a motor bike if you can’t practise on it when he’s away? It’s about the only chance I do get.”

“Oh? This is the first I’ve heard of you taking it up at all. I’m not an authority, I suppose, for I’ve always been accustomed to regard even a foot tricycle as rather an advanced form of propulsion for a woman but you struck me as being remarkably capable for a learner.”

“I am,” admitted Nora, with what could only be described as a knowing grin; “ — but please don’t let on to anyone about it. I mean to surprise them one of these days.”

“Them?”

“Yes, all at home — oh, my word! my poor wits must indeed be wool- gathering! Do you know what I came across for?”

“Well,” replied Miss Tilehurst, with a spice of affectionate malice, “feminine intuition might be equal to the problem. Put into cold words I should say that you came — not to see Geoffrey, of course, but to afford him the unutterable pleasure of contemplating Miss Melhuish.”

“Not at all — that may have been why I came perhaps, but it wasn’t what I came for. In spite of that truly feline stroke, dear Miss Tilehurst, I came to do you a kindness. Well, you know all about Uncle Max of course — you’ve always said how you wished to meet him.”

“What — Mr. Carrados?”

“Yes, Uncle Max Carrados. Well, he turned up all unexpected this morning in his usual eccentric way. Shall I bring him across for an hour now? I would have done straight off but I thought you’d like to know he was coming.”

“Yes indeed,” agreed Miss Tilehurst, rather fluttered at the prospect. “I should certainly be glad of a few minutes to make myself a little more presentable. But do you think that he would really care — ?” and with almost tragic eloquence the disparaging hands indicated the circumscribed garden in which they stood, the unpretentious little villa.

“But whatever do you mean? Why shouldn’t he?”

“Well, I should be overjoyed by the honour of course but I mean — wouldn’t it be rather dull for him? I feel that there ought to be something rather special going on to bring him here for — only there never is for that matter.”

“Oh nonsense, dear. Isn’t he with us now, and what’s the difference? He doesn’t spend every day of his life tracking murderers down and bearding robbers in their dens. Although he’s so jolly well off — and rather clever, I suppose — he’s really the simplest old dear in the world.”

“Old?” The word was rather startling to Miss Tilehurst. “I didn’t know that Mr. Carrados was at all elderly.”

“Oh yes. He must be quite forty now. That’s getting on pretty well in years, I should think.”

“Yes, I suppose it is,” admitted Miss Tilehurst with a backward glance. “It certainly once seemed so. I’ll tell you what we’ll do to make it something special, Nora: we’ll have tea out in the arbour over there. That will be quite like a picnic, won’t it, and Geoffrey is certain to be back in time to join us.”

“Splendid!” agreed Nora, already on her way towards the gate; “I’ll dig out Uncle Max and we’ll dash back in no time.”

“But you’ll give me just a few minutes to — I’m in the middle of gardening you know; I feel an awful fright,” pleaded Miss Tilehurst who was rooted in a more ceremonial age when important visitors were not flung upon one “in no time.”

“Right you are — will twenty minutes do? Oh no; never mind the old basket now — I’ll take it later on. Cheerio!”

“Splendid!” endorsed Miss Tilehurst to herself as another gate, fifty yards away, reverberated on its sorely tried hinges. “But how very strenuous!”


MAX CARRADOS BECOMES INTERESTED IN TRIFLES
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WITH TWENTY MINUTES — which probably meant half an hour in the end — up her sleeve so to speak, Miss Tilehurst felt that she had the situation well in hand, and she even stayed to finish off her work of cutting out the faded roses from the central bed before she gathered everything into the Sussex trug and began to think of her own preparations. Otherwise she might have missed Dr. Olivant on his second incursion into her domain and although the interest of the afternoon had shifted materially with the arrangement for Mr. Carrados’s visit, it was not to be denied that the doctor — whom even nineteen would scarcely presume to call old — cut a very personable figure.

“I am returning the watering can with very many thanks,” he said in the ceremonious way which Miss Tilehurst thought so distinguished, “but I am afraid that you will think me no end of a nuisance. I find now that if I am to do any good I shall have to borrow a hammer.”

“Well, I fancy that the resources of my establishment may be even equal to that,” replied Miss Tilehurst with the sort of smile which so arch a reply demanded. “At all events, if you will wait here a minute—”

“I feel that I am giving you a great deal of trouble.”

“So far I haven’t observed it. And in any case you aren’t doing now since my very exceptional maid is evidently hovering about on the chance of being useful. She has the remarkable quality, Dr. Olivant,” confided Miss Tilehurst, holding up a beckoning finger in Ophelia’s direction, “of generally being there if she is wanted — or, indeed, if she is not wanted. Ophelia, bring this gentleman a hammer, will you? I expect that you’ll find one in the kitchen table drawer.”

“That I will, mum,” replied Ophelia, dashing off like a young mustang.

In the circumstances it did not seem quite nice to Miss Tilehurst to leave one who might be technically regarded as a guest standing there alone. Ophelia could be trusted to be back, as she would herself declare, “in half a jiffy,” and the doctor would be equal to the conversational moment.

“What a lovely old-English kind of garden you have,” he dutifully remarked. “Flowers are a passion of mine, but of course in Harley Street—” a melancholy shake of the head dismissed that famous but unhorticultural thoroughfare from the landscape.

“At all events you shall have one for your button-hole now, Doctor,” said Miss Tilehurst, sacrificing a promising young Betty Uprichard without the least compunction. “Yes, it is rather flourishing, but of course this dreadful drought — Still, if you are going for a holiday I don’t suppose that you will complain on the score of fine weather.”

“I am hoping to reach Eastbourne to-night. Even a doctor — even a nerve specialist — has to knock off now and then — Mrs. — er?”

“Tilehurst, Doctor. Miss Tilehurst.”

“Miss Tilehurst? Curious. A very old patient of mine — Sir Bellamy Binge — had a sister who married—”

“Here you are, sir,” interposed Ophelia, breaking upon this momentous reminiscence and thrusting a decidedly infirm-looking tool into the doctor’s hand. “Don’t think you’ve gone and done it if the head flies off when you’re hitting. It often does.”

“Oh, Ophelia,” said her mistress in some concern, “surely we have a better—”

“This will do capitally, my dear Miss Tilehurst, I do assure you,” professed Olivant. “The strain I shall put upon it is not likely to result in any disaster,” and since Miss Tilehurst was not anxious to detain him if it really would do, he retired again to grapple with the intricacies of his car in the quiet side lane while she took the opportunity of apprising Ophelia of the variation in their usual routine as they went up to the house together.

“We shall be having tea in the summer-house this afternoon, Ophelia. Miss Melhuish is bringing a gentleman here and I want to have things a little different.”

“Tea in the summer-house, mum! That will be nice, won’t it?” Ophelia was intrigued, visibly impressed, but also inconveniently reminded. “Did you ever have tea in a hay-field, mum? I did once and you wouldn’t believe—”

“No — yes, but never mind that just now, Ophelia. This gentleman who is coming is blind and so I want you to be very careful.”

“That I will, mum. Does he have a toby dog, I wonder?”

“Dog?” repeated Miss Tilehurst vaguely.

“Yes, to lead him about the street. Most of them do. Mother had an Uncle Billy—”

“You must tell me about your mother’s uncle — er — William another time — I want you to get on with your work now. Mr. Carrados has an attendant, not a dog, but I do not imagine that he will bring him here. Now change as quickly as you can and then put out the things in the kitchen ready.”

“Were you meaning to use the company tea set out there — the little old cups with blue and gold things on them?”

“Yes, the Crown Derby service — and please do be careful with them, Ophelia. Then you had better cut both white and brown bread-and-butter, some very thin anchovy paste and cucumber sandwiches, and we will have quince jelly and strawberry jam and for cake cherry and almond.”

“I say!” murmured Ophelia.

“Anything else I will see to myself and I will look in at the kitchen between now and then to make sure that you have all the things ready. And, by the way, Ophelia, you may as well put out cups and so on for five — one never knows; someone else may drop in.”

* * * * *

“You know that I am bringing Uncle Max, don’t you, Miss Tilehurst dear? And you know that you are coming to Miss Tilehurst’s, don’t you, Uncle Max dear? So surely that’s enough. I think formal introductions are frightfully stuffy.”

Miss Tilehurst, with everything going well, had been out in the front garden again when her visitors appeared. Visualising Mr. Carrados’s arrival she had rather dreaded the ceremony of getting the blind man into a chair in her crowded little drawing-room and almost immediately getting him out again. On a day like that nothing seemed more natural than to be sauntering about the lawn, and then they could stroll round the garden until tea appeared. After all, what was the good of taking a man who could not see into a drawing-room?

Both laughed as they shook hands but Miss Tilehurst felt that she had been defrauded of something that she had looked forward to by Nora’s offhand manner, and she was glad that Mr. Carrados took the occasion to rebuke his niece — though of course it was done in the nicest possible manner.

“I am afraid that the rising generation thinks a great deal that we used to set considerable store by ‘frightfully stuffy,’” he remarked mildly. “I say ‘we’ hoping that Miss Tilehurst sides with me.”

“So it was, Uncle Max,” retorted Nora. “Ghastly stodgy. Family pride and great fat dinners and social tradition. All that hank and bunk and tosh and spludge. Sickening.”

“Well, my dear, I hope that I am not too old to learn even yet. I must begin with the New Vocabulary.”

“It is not we who are too old to learn, Mr. Carrados; it’s they who are too young to understand,” put in Miss Tilehurst a shade tartly. “Now would you care to walk round the garden and see — oh, forgive me! I — I—”

“You pay me a great compliment, Miss Tilehurst,” said Carrados reassuringly. “Already you treat me as an ordinary human being, you see, not as a helpless log. That is what I want people simply to do — flatter me that I’m not a nuisance. Certainly I should like to go round your garden and perhaps I shall not miss much. Here, for instance, at the very start there is something that I haven’t come across for years” — he turned to the rose bed near which they had been standing and indicated a particular bush— “you can only find this in an old-established garden nowadays. I hear that it’s quite gone out of fashion.”

“Why, is there anything special about it?” demanded Nora. “It looks a very ordinary sort of flower as far as that goes.”

“Nothing but its extreme rarity: it would almost seem as though modern conditions kill it. Miss Tilehurst knows what it is, I’ll be bound. Don’t you see: she’s laughing?”

“Oh go on, have your little joke, my dears,” said Nora benignly. “What is the great scream anyway? I know you’re dying to tell me.”

“It’s only an old-fashioned cabbage-rose, Nora, and it’s called The Maiden’s Blush. The curious thing is that it has become almost extinct for some reason.”

“Ha! ha!” Nora affected a mechanical laugh such as is current in the schoolroom to express non-amusement. “But there are still red cabbages about. They are the sort that get into pickles.”

“Both sorts have their points no doubt. There was a bush of this against the porch of our old home when I was a boy—”

“Now, now, Uncle; if you are going to wax sentimental over a cabbage — well, a cabbage-rose or a rose-cabbage, I don’t mind — whatever will you be like when we get to the horse-radishes? Come along, old dear,” she prompted, taking his arm affectionately; “I think Miss Tilehurst wants to speak to someone for a minute.”

It was, as might be guessed, the punctilious Olivant come to return the tool, for surely it would be extravagant to suggest that he could have any interest in looking into the circumstance of these fresh arrivals in Miss Tilehurst’s garden. Nor is it to be assumed that the lady herself had any wish to neglect him, for instead of pleading her guests to get off with a perfunctory “Oh, thank you,” she sent them on ahead, saying: “Excuse me just a moment, please. Take Mr. Carrados along, won’t you, Nora?” and waited for the doctor.

“May I thank you and return the hammer?” he said, with his usual air of raising even the slightest act into a courtly ceremony. “You will be relieved to hear that there was no untoward mishap.”

Uncle and niece had sauntered on but at the first words of that distinctive voice Nora found herself gently detained as Mr. Carrados paused to “look at” a fine dahlia.

“Who is our friend over there?” he asked, dropping his voice to a discreet whisper.

“Oh, he isn’t anybody — I mean he doesn’t live about here,” she replied, with the same precaution. “Some London doctor or other. Elephant? No, Olivant, a Harley Street specialist she said. That’s his car come to grief in the side lane.”

“Ah.” There must have been some incautious quality in his tone for Nora fastened on the simple interjection.

“Why ‘Ah’ fraught with all that portent, old dear? You don’t happen to know him, do you?”

“I don’t know any Dr. Olivant, Nora.”

“Well then, you don’t know him. Why won’t you say so in a plain straightforward manner, Uncle Max? I’m afraid you’re getting to be rather too fond of being mysterious when there’s nothing at all to make a mystery out of.”

“Yes, possibly it is becoming a habit with me, my dear,” he admitted. “I must reform or I shall become the very worst sort of back number.”

“Dear Uncle Max!” murmured Nora happily. Life was all such an enchanting game, wasn’t it?

* * * * *

Meanwhile, Miss Tilehurst, having received the hammer with due relief, was furthering the little idea that had occurred to her in the kitchen.

“If you don’t actually need to drive off immediately, Dr. Olivant, perhaps you would take a cup of tea with us before you go on? We shall be having it out here very simply on the lawn presently.”

“You are really extremely kind, Miss Tilehurst. I should certainly enjoy a cup of tea after my exertions.”

“We are only waiting for my nephew to get back — and if he is much longer we must perforce begin without him. Would about ten minutes — ?”

“Admirably for me. I think I’ve located the trouble but I haven’t quite put it right yet.”

“Then that is settled,” she confirmed. “I will let you know when tea is ready.”

* * * * *

“Isn’t it really too bad of Geoffrey just on this of all afternoons?” lamented Miss Tilehurst after she had consulted her ancient gold watch for the fifth time within ten minutes. “I can only suppose that he has met someone who has inveigled him in for a few games of tennis.”

“Not likely — if he didn’t go out in flannels,” objected Nora. “Ten to one that he has drifted back to that utterly rancid old office to put some extra work in. On a day like this too!”

“Nora!” exclaimed Miss Tilehurst almost severely — the family woman’s inherent reverence for the source of bread-and-butter— “the office is his business. My nephew, Mr. Carrados,” she explained, “is connected with the paper mills here where they make the Bank of England note paper. It is, of course, a highly responsible position.”

“Yes,” agreed Carrados, “naturally — where they make the Bank of England note paper. And how extraordinarily interesting his work there must be. Has he to do directly with the paper when it’s made or is his department purely clerical?”

“That I cannot say — except that I know millions of pounds worth of bank-note paper is at times in some way in his keeping. I’m afraid you’ll think me dreadfully ignorant, Mr. Carrados, but I understand very little about such things and to tell the truth I have always scrupulously refrained from seeming to pester Geoffrey with questions about business.”

They were gathering raspberries into cabbage leaves then, Miss Tilehurst having asked Carrados if he cared for them with cream and having received an enthusiastic admission. She now proceeded to assemble all their spoil on the largest leaf and was surprised to notice that the blind man’s contribution to the stock was rather more than either her own or Nora’s. Not for the first time that day she wondered secretly whether it was not all an elaborate piece of bluff, with Mr. Carrados able to see just as well as she could. Others beside Miss Tilehurst had in the past experienced a similar misgiving.

“I think we have reached the limit of our patience now; Geoffrey must put up with ‘husband band’s tea’ when he does come,” she declared as the raspberry business was completed. “If you will bring Mr. Carrados round, Nora, I’ll run on with these and see if Ophelia has got everything ready. By the way, I asked Dr. Olivant to join us at tea — the poor man must be feeling exhausted.”

* * * * *

With the trifling exception of a mishap to the green dessert dish, Ophelia felt — as she confided now and then to Sultan, the lethargic Persian — that she was doing all that could be humanly expected. The fragments of the dessert dish had been temporarily secreted under some rags in the sink cupboard and for the rest Ophelia put her trust in the frailty of human memory and, when it did come out, the softening hand of time. Unfortunately Miss Tilehurst had this very dish in mind when she came in with the raspberries, so that instead of being able to refer casually to something as having happened in a vague and oblivious past, Ophelia was suddenly faced with the discovery of a fault in which she would be detected red handed as it were, and held doubly blameworthy.

“Green dish, mum?” she replied, becoming goggle-eyed with conscientious effort. “I wonder what can have become of that? I don’t seem to have noticed it about lately. I think the last time must have been when Nipper was eating something out of it. I wonder if he can have broke it somehow?”

“Nonsense,” retorted Miss Tilehurst briskly; “I saw it myself quite lately. And once again, Ophelia, you must not let the animals have our plates and dishes. Never mind looking now” — for the conscientious girl was exploring the most unlikely places— “this one will do instead. Now go and ask Dr. Olivant if he would care to wash his hands — they may be dirty after that kind of work — and if he would, show him up to the bathroom and take a can of hot water and put out a towel.”

Ophelia was free to breathe naturally once more, the matter of the green dish being dismissed to a wholly negligible morrow. She sought Dr. Olivant in the lane and delivered her message with scrupulous exactness.

“I was to ask you, please, if you’d like to wash yourself after you’ve done your dirty work, sir.”

Looking at Ophelia it was impossible to suspect her of elaborate guile and Dr. Olivant did look at her: for fully five seconds he bent a level glance on her unsophisticated features. Then he looked at his own hands and with a short laugh detached himself from the consideration of engine troubles.

“Well, yes; it would be as well perhaps, wouldn’t it?” he admitted. “Come now, my dear” — as she stood awkwardly waiting for him to lead the way and he for her— “if we are to get on you must be my cicerone.”

“That I never will, sir,” appallingly retorted Ophelia, bristling up into virtuous indignation. “The very idea — and a gentleman like you too! I shall leave your water outside the bathroom door now.”

“Don’t be silly, girl; that only means that you’ve got to show me where I am to go,” explained Olivant, his manner at once dropping several degrees in the social register. And as he followed he privately commented beneath his breath on her inopportune want of sense in terms that would have been surprisingly fundamental for Harley Street.

* * * * *

“I find that we shall have to give up the idea of sitting in the arbour,” said their hostess as the sauntering pair appeared. “The table is all right to serve the tea from, but the rustic seats are definitely not equal to the responsibility of being sat on, and I know of nothing more embarrassing than to find one’s chair collapsing when you have a cup of tea in one hand and a plate of something in the other.”

“I think it rather fun,” said Nora. “After all, it helps out a picnic.”

“Then you shall provide the fun, dear,” declared Miss Tilehurst. “Dr. Olivant can do as he likes when he arrives but I insist on Mr. Carrados being less humorous. There is a garden form under the catalpa, Mr. Carrados, if you prefer the shade, or a chair here in the open—”

“I am all for the sun while it lasts, if you give me the choice,” said Carrados, putting out his hand unerringly and accepting the chair Miss Tilehurst had indicated. “We don’t get so many summers like this in England that you can afford to throw away a minute of one.”

“Heroic man! And you, Nora — seriously, the bench in there is out of the question?”

“Then perhaps I can be useful?” suggested Nora. “If not, I’ll be one of the shady ones.”

“Useful? Well, Ophelia can take the tea but perhaps you wouldn’t mind — when Dr. Olivant appears — if you would bring him across — he mayn’t quite like—”

“That I will, mum!” undertook Nora playfully.

“Sugar and cream, Mr. Carrados?” asked Miss Tilehurst, seeing that Ophelia had arrived at the arbour with the tea tray.

“Cream — no sugar, thank you.”

It is as well, since it had some little bearing on the course of events that afternoon, and thereafter perhaps for centuries, to indicate the rearrangements of positions that had come about from so trifling a cause as the dilapidation of the summer-house appointments. The tea, as originally planned, was laid in there, with Miss Tilehurst pouring out and Ophelia acting as a connecting link between supply and demand until her services were dispensed with. Mr. Carrados, choosing the sun as we have seen, sat on an isolated chair some little distance from the arbour, while on the other side of the grass-plot in the shade of a catalpa tree, a substantial bench accommodated Dr. Olivant when he came out and Nora and Miss Tilehurst in turn as they went backwards and forwards refilling cups and offering the more substantial refreshment. Geoffrey had not yet arrived — but of course he must any minute now, and in the minds of three out of the five people there his absence, as the time went on, was the one thing that engrossed them. Three out of the five: but which three?

“Your cup of tea, sir,” considerately announced Ophelia, approaching Mr. Carrados and regarding him with fascinated interest. “I was to be careful. You’re blind, aren’t you?”

“Yes, Ophelia. Quite blind,” he replied with a reassuring smile as he took the cup and saucer neatly from her.

“You don’t know of things that go on then?” she elaborated.

“Sometimes kind people tell me of them.” He stirred in the floating cream deliberatingly. “If they think it will amuse me.”

“Amuse!” she giggled at the recollection. “Not half, it wasn’t! You ought to have seen him with his moustache coming off when he washed his face there. It did look funny, I can tell you.”

“It must have done. Did he know you saw him?”

“Not him! I was looking through the — well, a place where he couldn’t see me.”

“Ophelia! Come, Ophelia,” called out Miss Tilehurst and with a friendly nod and the consciousness that she had done her best to “amuse,” Ophelia ambled back to the arbour.

“Bread-and-butter or anchovy sandwiches, Uncle?” inquired Nora, coming round in turn.

“Charming man that — sort I abhor. Makes you feel it must lead up to borrowing a fiver every minute. Or raspberries first?”

“Sandwich, thanks.” He dexterously put down the cup on the grass beside him (Nora knew better than to butt in with help) and supplied himself from the plate she offered. “By the way, don’t you want to go out into the road to see if anyone is coming?”

“Not particularly. Why?”

“Oh, I think I should...Perhaps because I want you to.”

“Uncle Max, what is to be the hocus-pocus now? You’ve suddenly gone rather serious.”

“I don’t know that there will be any hocus-pocus, Nora. But I think it may have suddenly gone rather serious.”

“Very well. I know that when...Tell me what I am to do.”

“Keep your wits about you and don’t give anything away. You are going to look down the road to see if Tilehurst isn’t coming. Get the number of that car and let me have a description.”

Nora passed on, admirably calm, to the other guest and smiled off on him another anchovy sandwich. Then she returned her stock to the arbour, and securing her own tea and plate began to walk across to the shade of the catalpa.

“Oh, I think I’ll just give a look to see if Geoffrey is in sight yet and hurry him up if he is,” she called back. “He’s really naughty.”

“Yes, do, dear,” approved Miss Tilehurst, following her across, “but don’t stay out looking. I’m going to sit with Dr. Olivant for a minute now but I feel that we are neglecting our visitors shockingly. It would have been different if we could have all been together in the summer-house. As it is—”

“Have another sandwich, sir, while they’re here,” croaked Ophelia confidentially at the blind man’s elbow. Being unable, as she argued, to look after himself, she was moved to take him under her special protection. “I know these picnic parties: once a thing’s gone you’re never sure if you’ll ever see it again. ‘A bird in the hand’ is what I believe in being.”

“I think you are quite right,” he admitted no less confidentially, “but not yet, thank you. This time I’ll risk it.”

Nora came back from the side gate again and for a moment loitered at the bench, claiming her tea and plate with the light flippancies of the occasion.

“No sign of the defaulter yet,” she reported, to Miss Tilehurst chiefly; then nibbling her bread-and-butter she passed on to Carrados to see how he was faring.

“Dark blue Lemartine four-seating tourer; four-wheel brakes; mica screen; disc wheels and carries spare one — cased — left of engine. Sphinx mascot. And the tool box has a hammer in it.”

“Good girl,” he commended, taking out a slender note-book and proceeding to make an inconsiderable entry. “Number?”

“PZ 9741.”

“Just as well to have it, though for a certainty it’s bogus.”

“What is bogus for a certainty, you two conspirators?” loudly proclaimed Miss Tilehurst, innocently taking advantage of their absorption and the muting grass to spring this devastating revelation. Carrados felt Nora’s sterilised dismay as he smilingly took over the situation.

“My niece thinks she has made a find — one of Wheatley’s ‘Cries of London’ in a Mutbury second-hand shop,” he obligingly explained; “but I tell her that there are a hundred fakes for every genuine copy. Still, it might be worth while — I wonder if Dr. Olivant knows anything of prints? Some doctors have uncommonly good things on the walls of their reception rooms. We might ask him.”

“Oh, Doctor, do you know anything about prints?” called out Miss Tilehurst, glad of the opportunity to make the talk more general and Olivant politely came forward. “Miss Melhuish thinks that she has discovered a rare engraving in a shop somewhere only Mr. Carrados is afraid that it may be — what is it? — bogus! We wondered if you knew—”

“I fear I must admit my ignorance,” replied Dr. Olivant, making the admission sound more weighty than most other people’s claim to extensive knowledge. “It is a subject that — I beg your pardon, Miss Tilehurst?”

“Geoffrey at last!” the interruption had been, her mind off like a bird as the front gate clanged and a man was seen through the laurels. “Oh, Geoffrey,” she exclaimed in a voice of petulant relief, “you are a—” and then as he came round the bend, in a voice that was drained of every shade of expression but dismay: “Geoffrey!”


IN WHICH THE ASSURANCE OF THE EYE DECEIVES THE MIND
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THE MAN WHO had come in by the front gate and who was walking up the path, trundling a buckled and deflated bicycle at his side, looked up at the cry but he made no response nor did he evince any appreciable sign of recognition. His face had a grey strained look, not as of fear or apprehension now but as though some terrible experience had come suddenly and passed and left a benumbed and abiding impression. He took in the five people gathered there with an incurious acceptance that passed them by and it was distressingly obvious that if left to himself he would go straight on by the way he knew and not bestow another glance or a thought about what they were doing. When Miss Tilehurst laid an impulsive hand on his arm he stopped, but it was as an obedient cart horse stops and without any personal concern in the proceedings.

“Geoffrey, my dear, what is it? Why don’t you speak?” implored Miss Tilehurst rather wildly. “Oh, my goodness, look at his poor face! Have you had an accident, Geoffrey — are you hurt? Do, for God’s sake, say something!”

“One moment, my dear lady — you must control yourself,” interposed Dr. Olivant, coming forward with the quiet authority of his recognised position. “Is this — ?”

“Yes, my nephew whom we’ve been expecting. He must have met with an accident — look at his face, look at the machine. But why doesn’t he speak? It’s so — so alarming, so inconsiderate. He may be badly injured for all we know and trying to keep it from us by not talking. But I can’t let him go on like this. We must find out if there’s anything worse and what has happened.”

“Yes — yes, of course,” admitted Olivant soothingly. “You are naturally distressed although it may not be anything like so serious as your first impression leads you to imagine. It is extremely probable that this is only a temporary phase — a matter of hours, or possibly days, and our young friend will be all right again and even laughing at his curious experience.”

“You really think that, Doctor; you aren’t just saying it — ?”

“My dear Miss Tilehurst, if there were any immediate cause for anxiety I would be the first to warn you. However, at a time like this you naturally don’t want a stranger — perhaps I had better go — you will no doubt get along all right. Unless of course,” — a considerate after-thought— “as a doctor who happens to be on the spot you would like me to make a provisional examination? If so — need I say? — I would be only too glad — some slight return — to put my services freely at your disposal.”

“Oh, Doctor, would you? It would be such a blessed relief. I don’t mind admitting that I’ve had a terrible fright and I’m still — perhaps unreasonably after what you’ve said — very, very anxious.” Almost resentfully: “If only he would say something. Geoffrey, my darling, don’t you recognise us here — me — Ophelia — Nora?”

“Geoff, dear,” said Nora, going to his side, “can’t you tell me? Don’t I recall anything at all? Humph and Nobbles, you know.” But Geoffrey only looked painfully apart and fixed his eyes on the door for which he had been making.

“Um, yes,” interposed Dr. Olivant, capably taking charge with the implication that this was all very well in its amateur way but that it was now time for someone who understood diagnostics to adopt proper methods. “This is quite unlooked for, I assume? There has been no previous indication of your nephew being in any way — shall I say strange? Not suffering from any physical or mental shock lately? Not complaining specially of the heat or feeling the sun, for instance?”

“Nothing at all,” declared Miss Tilehurst, searching her mind with conscientious detail. “Of course we’ve all grumbled about the weather in an ordinary way, and he may have done too but it didn’t mean anything and he was perfectly happy and normal up to the time I last saw him.”

“And that was — when?”

“At lunch to-day. Afterwards he seems to have taken his bicycle out and gone off somewhere but I didn’t know that he was going or see him go, Ophelia was the last who saw him.”

“Yes, that’s right; I saw him go,” confirmed Ophelia, suddenly realising that this trifling circumstance might invest her with a gratifying importance. “Came through the kitchen with his machine when I was washing up the things after lunch he did. ‘Going out for a ride on your bicycle, Mr. Geoffrey?’ I said, and then—”

“Yes, yes; there is no doubt that he did go off,” interrupted Miss Tilehurst, recognising just in time that in the eyes of a very literal man Geoffrey’s absurd reply might pass for evidence of an existing state of delirium. “You may take it for granted that he was perfectly normal when he set out, Doctor.”

“Well, I thought it sounded queer,” stuck out Ophelia, tolerantly resentful of being somehow “done out” of her scene, but as no one attached any importance whatever to anything that Ophelia might think her testimony faded into the background.

Meanwhile Olivant had taken his patient’s unresisting hand and under cover of a flow of smooth commonplace was feeling his pulse, critically looking into his eyes, and inspecting his bruised condition.

“Now, Mr. Tilehurst, you’ve evidently had something of an adventure; can’t you tell us a little of what has happened to upset you? Your aunt is naturally concerned to see you behave like this; surely you will make an effort — just a few words — to relieve her anxiety. You — ? Yes — ? Nothing to say, eh?” for certainly this bland assumption of ability to comply was no more successful than Miss Tilehurst’s frenzied appeal or Nora’s more recondite suggestion. “Well, never mind; suppose you simply write down the name of the place where this occurred or even your signature,” and producing an impressive memorandum tablet from his breast pocket Dr. Olivant offered it, together with a pencil, for the purpose.

A sigh of relief went up from at least two throats. Geoffrey accepted the proffered articles — mechanically, indeed, but at any rate he understood the purport of what was said — and for a moment it seemed as though he was engaged in complying with the requirement. Then he held out the pad again — a few meaningless scrawls were the only result of the effort.

“Yes, yes; exactly,” commented the doctor, glancing at the lines and accepting them as if they constituted just what he had expected. “Thank you, Mr. Tilehurst.”

“Not very much perhaps,” he confided to his audience aside, “but still, in the circumstances, something.” And to Miss Tilehurst more especially: “Oh, he’ll be all right again soon; no need for you to worry.”

“But what am I to do?” she asked, swayed between an intense relief that this obvious authority should treat the matter so lightly and a feeling that with Geoffrey like that there must be something more than Olivant would admit behind it. “What is it that has happened?”

“Even without our having anything more than this extraneous evidence to go on” — a gesture indicated his patient’s bruised and soiled condition and the damage to his machine— “it is pretty plain what has happened. Your nephew has experienced a severe shock — mental and physical combined — with the not unnatural result that for the time certain functions of the brain have been thrown out of action. Whether he was involved in a collision with someone else or merely had a spill or — what is perhaps more probable — received this damage and at the same time underwent the terrifying experience of what is termed a ‘narrow squeak’ from something much worse is beside the question. Something happened and as the result he is now suffering from what I should confidently predict will be only a temporary form of motor aphasia.”

“My word, but that sounds bad,” confided Ophelia — in the absence of Sultan — to herself. “Them motors didn’t ought to be allowed—”

“Inability to speak, that is of course,” amplified Dr. Olivant with dignified severity. “And as we see here” — tapping the pad that he still held— “inability to write: agraphia.”

“You don’t think that he may be hurt internally somewhere all the time, Doctor, and unable to tell us? It must surely have been a very severe crash—”

“Not at all, not at all. As a matter of fact, physical violence is not necessary to produce the condition of aphasia. Quite recently I was called in to a case where a financier fell into the state as a result of unexpected market reverses. Three days later he suddenly recovered the power of speech completely on seeing his wife breaking some coal with his favourite golf club. Another case I had — a lady saw a ghost apparently coming out of her husband’s bedroom. It was really the housemaid, who then admitted that she was a confirmed sleep-walker.”

“You have had other cases? Then you do actually know all about it?” suggested Miss Tilehurst, still more reassured though not perhaps choosing her words quite happily.

“My dear lady, I am a nerve specialist; of my standing as a consultant — but that is a matter on which it is more befitting for me to leave others to express an opinion,” replied Dr. Olivant with a fine discrimination of manner. “In Harley Street I deal with analogous cases practically every day. Your own doctor will doubtless confirm my diagnosis if you think it necessary to consult him.”

“I suppose we ought to — he has attended Geoffrey for everything from childhood. But, oh, how very unfortunate! Dr. Tyser is away on his holidays and his locum isn’t at all — You do think that it would be better for him to be seen by an ordinary doctor as well, don’t you?”

“Well, as to that — perhaps you would like me to make a more detailed examination to see definitely if there is any internal trouble and say what I think then? If so — I’m entirely at your service.”

“Oh, I should; I should. But it is so very, so very good of you, Dr. Olivant.”

“Not at all. Your own man is away and in cases of emergency professional etiquette is mercifully elastic. The circumstances naturally encourage me to take a personal interest in our young friend here. Besides, I am scientifically concerned in observing the curious and varied effects of these sensory disturbances. Then we will go inside for a few minutes if you will kindly indicate where it will be convenient.”

“Yes, yes, certainly, Doctor. You had better be at hand, Ophelia. Dr. Olivant may require something bringing.”

“That I will, mum,” promised Ophelia, one might even say with an anticipatory gloating.

“Now, Mr. Tilehurst, we are going into the house,” said the doctor; “suppose you show me the way,” and obedient to the suggestion Mr. Tilehurst did lead the way towards the front door almost naturally. Dr. Olivant turned to throw a weighty nod of approval towards Miss Tilehurst at this achievement.

“I’m so, so terribly sorry that our afternoon has turned out like this, Mr. Carrados,” apologised Miss Tilehurst, stopping for a moment beside her visitors before she hurried on to catch up with the others on the door steps. “You won’t mind my running away I know but I do hope that you will stay and finish your interrupted tea — you will look after him, won’t you, Nora? I’ll let you hear what Dr. Olivant says the minute I can, dear. I know that you are quite as anxious as I am. It’s all so sudden and alarming — but wasn’t it lucky that just the one man in a thousand should be here!”

“Yes; wasn’t it!” agreed Mr. Carrados, but as his hostess was well on her way towards the house, and, further, his remark had more significance than polite assent, it was not surprising that Nora was disinclined to let it pass unchallenged.

“What do you mean by that, Uncle Max?” she flatly demanded.

“Some people don’t believe in luck, you know, Nora — I imagine they prefer to regard it as an intelligent anticipation of contributory circumstances. Perhaps Dr. Olivant is one of them,” he temporised.

“Look here, Uncle, I don’t want a fencing lesson just now, thank you. I want to understand things.”

“That’s what most people really want, Nora. It’s what I’ve been wanting all my life. It’s what I go on for. Generally I have to wait someone else’s good time for it.”

“Well, won’t you help me to understand here — or even let me help you? It’s all simple and straightforward to Miss Tilehurst; I mean she accepts it just as it appears on the surface. I can’t do that because I know that you don’t do curious things without some motive behind and now you’ve started my suspicions and I...It’s very strange that Geoffrey shouldn’t know even me.”

“Are you quite sure that even you know this Geoffrey of yours?”

“That I know Geoffrey — ?”

“Well, very often a girl thinks that she knows a man through and through, only to find out that she doesn’t...It’s even been known to happen with a husband and wife who’ve lived all their life together.”

“No, it wasn’t that,” declared Nora, shaking her head rather sadly. “You didn’t mean that — only you don’t quite trust me...Uncle Max, you are going on with this, aren’t you? You’re thinking and planning and finding clues and putting this and that together. Aren’t you?”

“A little time ago I came up against a locked door, and something baffling, perhaps even villainous, was going on the other side of it,” vouchsafed the provoking Carrados. “This afternoon I have picked up a key; it fits the lock but it doesn’t work the levers — not just yet.”

“And I don’t even know how to begin to set about looking; but I feel as though a shadow, mysterious and sinister, is creeping up. Something has happened to this bright summer afternoon and to this peaceful garden and — I think — to me. It’s that sort of feeling...And you sit there like a heathen idol, turning everything over in your wonderful mind and not letting me share a particle. Uncle Max” — taking hold of his shoulders and all but shaking him in a transport of exasperation— “don’t you understand? I must do something; I can’t just sit down and wait. I can’t have Geoffrey change — I can’t lose him like this. Yes, lose, Uncle Max; we were all but engaged lovers. Of course I know it’s the doctor’s job about treatment and all that, but isn’t one of the first things towards putting him right to find out what it was that put him wrong? Suppose it was done by someone deliberately?”

“Yes, there may be something in that — perhaps more than one might think,” admitted Mr. Carrados.

“Let me help you to do it then. You mayn’t find me such an utter little rabbit as you might think after all. There are damned few things that I feel I’m afraid of, let me tell you, Uncle Max, and I’m quite ready to take the risks if it comes to that sort of business.”

“My dear,” protested the blind man with his incurable air of insouciance, “you seem determined to plunge us both into the thick of battle.”

“Well, even you can’t be in two places at once and sometimes you have had to make use of other people’s eyes to see by. I think I’m up to the intellectual standard of your Parkinson and at any rate you certainly wouldn’t miss me half as much as you would him if anything went wrong...Dear Uncle Max, if the chance comes along won’t you give me a try — can’t you use me?”

“That’s all very well, my dear, but I don’t want to have to fight a duel with Tilehurst when he comes round if I’ve led you into any scrape meanwhile,” he protested lightly. “Thank you all the same child, but seriously you know if there should be any real unpleasantness ahead it would hardly be the sort of work to bring a young lady into.”

“Young lady!” Nora achieved almost a shriek of despair. “Bad language fails me! I always say you are an old dear, Uncle, but you are — oh, you are — you really are — the most utter—”

“Ssh!” warned Carrados. “Someone coming.”

“Yes; perhaps I had better ‘ssh!’” retorted Nora, subsiding.


NIPPER CONTRIBUTES TO THE PROBLEM
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“WILL IT DO in here?” asked Miss Tilehurst.

It was the door of the dining-room she had opened. “The morning-room is so dreadfully hot at this time of day and the drawing-room rather overcrowded.”

“This will do admirably,” he replied, taking a deliberate look round. “Now—”

“There is something you need?”

“A little warm water in a bowl, sponge, towel, and the tincture of iodine if you have any.”

This simple list of requirements was passed on to the palpitating Ophelia and in a commendably short time — scarcely more than sufficient, indeed, for Dr. Olivant to stroll across to the window and, having ascertained that it was not inconveniently overlooked, commend the prospect — a tray containing them appeared. The doctor turned to Miss Tilehurst with his nicely discriminative lady-side manner.

“Now I shall ask you to withdraw for a few minutes, Miss Tilehurst. After I have attended to these superficial trifles I shall put our man through a pretty thorough examination.”

“I quite understand,” replied Miss Tilehurst delicately, though, of course, she was yearning to be of some use. “There is the bell by the mantelpiece. You will not hesitate to ring if there is the slightest — ?”

“Now my dear sir,” directed Olivant, as they were in the process of becoming alone, “I think if you sit down there”— “there” being a severe mahogany chair whose suitability consisted in its position, well out of the line of vision from the door— “it will do nicely. Yes, we will have your coat off for a start. Capital.”

The door being now closed and the window reasonably safe — especially as Olivant, with his back that way, stood between it and his patient — the process of sponging away the traces of injury began and this naturally brought the two heads close together.

“O.K.?” dropped from the elder man’s lips, but so circumspectly that one might have been in the room and still not heard the whisper or seen any facial movement.

“O.K. And you?”

“Lapped it. But how the hell have you got yourself in this state? You weren’t to have any bumps — it was to be all mental. Had a spill actually?”

“Nothing like. I simply thought it better...And then that little s — Mae — oh well, well can all that backwash. I’m here, aren’t I?”

“I see. Temperamental. Still, let me tell you, my young friend, it might easily have queered my bit of business. However...want anything doing?”

“Nit. But how about the two extras? They’re outside calculations.”

“Dropped ins. Man called Carrados; blind. Girl, Nora Melhuish. They’ll drift back after a while. They don’t matter.”

“Not so sure. She looks like being a snag. Side line I hadn’t thought to handle.”

“Oh-ha?”

“T. was damned close about her, I must say. Neither Nickle nor I had an inkling. We’re evidently some distance on, but where? As soon as I pick up I shall be expected to do something.”

“Well, that oughtn’t to be difficult for you.”

“It wouldn’t if I knew where to leave off but it’s so infernally easy for me to overact the part in a case like that. Anyway, I shouldn’t be sorry if Nora vanished. She’s safe to be the sharp one — the old geezer wouldn’t have tumbled to it if I’d turned up cross-eyed.”

“I’ll tell J., but we can hardly yank the girl out as well. It would raise fire and brimstone.”

“I’m not asking you to. But that’s how it stands. You can vamoose now — no question of having to get me out. We’ve arranged for messages.”

“Right-o. Closing down now...Yes, I think we’ll be satisfied with that” — this resumption of Dr. Olivant’s hearty self-confident voice coincided with the completion of the use of sponge and towel and the application of iodine to his patient’s scratches. “Now suppose we move across to this couch for the next part of our job. I shall want a little more removed to get on with that. Then you can lie down quite comfortable and it won’t take long...You do understand? Oh capital! Capital!”

* * * * *

“He is with Geoffrey in the dining-room now and they don’t expect to be very long. It will be such a relief for me to know that there is no internal complication to fear. I do hope that Nora has been attending to you, Mr. Carrados?”

“Steadily, Miss Tilehurst. And I have been capably responding. One of the great advantages of eating is that it enables you to disguise emotion. To the cynical observation that speech is given us to conceal our thoughts it might be added that eating and drinking enable us to hide our feelings. I think that is why food is an institution almost whenever human beings have anything to say to one another. A man has sufficient time to pull himself together under the excuse of even so simple an action as drinking from a cup of coffee.”

“If he didn’t there’d be a spill,” said Nora. “In fact there always is when it happens on the stage. The startled man blowing out his drink is one of the surest laugh-getters of the modern drama...Don’t think me unfeeling, Miss Tilehurst dear — it’s only my way of keeping it up. I must be doing something or saying something very fast and Mr. Carrados is considerately giving me a lead.”

“Mr. Carrados...lead...dog,” automatically responded some obscure process in Miss Tilehurst’s sorely tried brain. “Nora! Nipper!”

“Nipper? I haven’t seen him at all since I came. Why, where is Nipper?”

“No; that’s it. He went with Geoffrey this afternoon. But he didn’t come back with him.”

“Your little terrier, eh?” remarked Mr. Carrados. “Yes, Nipper may have involved a certain difficulty, mayn’t he?”

“He would never have left Geoffrey of his own free will, whatever it was that took place. He always recognized his footstep long before we even heard it and ran out of the house to meet him. What can have happened to him?”

“I think I can tell you that,” volunteered Mr. Carrados quietly. “You must be prepared for another shock, Miss Tilehurst, although, of course, it doesn’t compare with the other. Nipper is no more.”

“You mean — dead?” “Yes, dead, I am sorry to have to tell you. He was found less than an hour ago in Birling Wood and though his collar had seen removed the man who found him recognized the dog as yours.”

“But — an hour ago! You were here then, Mr. Carrados. How could you possibly know of such a thing happening?”

For an answer the blind man raised his hand in the direction of the house and nodded. Miss Tilehurst turned to see Ophelia coming along the path towards them. She carried something white in her bent arms and the simple girl was crying.

“Oh, mum-it’s poor Nipper! Mr. Batts, the keeper, has just brought him to the back door. He says he found him, not a hour ago, under a clump in Birling Wood, because his own dog knew there was something there and as good as said so. I thought it sounded queer too, mum, but Mr. Batts did say that his dog stood and pointed at the bush and there when he looked was Nipper. At least he guessed it was yours through seeing it about with Mr. Geoffrey although the collar was gone, so he brought it round as he thought you’d better know what had happened.”

“Dead, killed; run over, I suppose, and then thrown aside to save any unpleasantness.”

“Yes, mum, Mr. Batts said he reckoned it was one of them hemmed stink kettles on wheels and if he had his way they’d pave the roads with broken bottles ‘stead of tarring them. And if you please, mum...”

“Yes, Ophelia?” said Miss Tilehurst, gently stroking dead Nipper and smiling sadly. “What is it?”

“If you please, mum,” wailed Ophelia, bringing her resolution to the boiling point so that a rush of words welled over, “it wasn’t true what I said just now about that there green dish and Nipper. It was me that broke it — not ‘im. There” — with obvious relief— “I hope he’s heard me say it!”

“Oh, Ophelia!”

“Yes, mum,” acquiesced Ophelia to the pained tone of reproach, in penitent agreement.

“Well, leave it here now and go back. There’s nothing to be done by talking and Dr. Olivant may be wanting something more. And, oh, Ophelia, ask Mr. Batts if he will kindly wait for a few minutes longer as I would like to see him. Isn’t it unfortunate?” she continued, to the others, “It would be bad enough at any time but coming just at this moment—”

“Poor doggie,” said Nora, surrendering the form to Carrados who had stretched out his hands for it. “I never thought about it but I suppose we must all have been fond of old Nipper.”

“Yes, I’m sure you were,” agreed Miss Tilehurst, “but I was thinking more of Geoffrey at the moment. He isn’t one to make a fuss of his affections but I know that, without becoming maudlin as so many doggy people unfortunately do, he thought a great deal of his faithful little companion. He’s sure to ask for him as soon as he begins to speak again and I dread to think how it may upset him. Would it be better to tell him now so as to get it over — or not yet? What do you think?”

“On the whole I should say that it would perhaps be unnecessary to tell him,” replied Mr. Carrados.

“You mean until he asks?”

“Exactly — until he asks. When he does course that will be another matter.”

“I expect you are quite right. Then perhaps we ought to bury the little body now — it would be dreadful if he should happen to come upon it without knowing. But I can’t just now—”

“We could hide it for the time — somewhere — the tool-shed,” suggested Nora, seeing that the usually decisive Miss Tilehurst was becoming painfully uncertain. “Then Draycott could dig a grave when he next comes gardening, couldn’t he?”

“Yes, but Draycott only comes two days a week you know, and he won’t be here again until Wednesday. I don’t know — in this weather—”

“Then why shouldn’t uncle and I get it done while we are only waiting? I can’t go until I know what the doctor says — oh, but if he is — I mean if he isn’t—” Nora began to flounder.

“We cannot possibly go until we hear, no matter how long the doctor may be, Nora,” reproved Mr. Carrados gravely.

“No, of course we can’t,” accepted Nora. “And it will be such a relief to be doing something vigorous like digging. We shall find a spade all right. Mayn’t we as well, Miss Tilehurst?”

“But your clothes, your shoes, my dear,” protested the more experienced gardener. “It would simply ruin those flimsy leathers.”

“I will do the actual digging, Miss Tilehurst,” undertook Carrados, and rather wanly, since only one thing in the world seemed to matter then, Miss Tilehurst stroked Nipper’s chalk-white back for the last time and said it would be a weight off her mind if they really would undertake the disposal while Geoffrey was safely out of the way.

“In the rough grass beyond the espalier would be the most suitable place I think,” she added. “Shall I run down and show you?”

“I know where you mean quite well,” replied Nora, “and I’m sure you’re only worrying if you are away from here for a minute. We’ll get on all right, never fear.”

* * * * *

Miss Tilehurst had not long to wait; in fact she met Dr. Olivant coming down the steps as she was making for the hall, to take up a useless vigil outside the dining-room door, after she had stood for a moment absently following Nipper’s last progress down the garden. On his side there was no inducement for Olivant to linger once he had played his part. He had now to cope his carefully built-up fabric and when that was done the sooner he made himself scarce the better.

“Ah, Miss Tilehurst,” he exclaimed, with a jauntiness appropriate to the character of the report he brought, “I think now that I can set your mind at rest completely.”

“Oh, Doctor — completely,” she said quickly. “Does that mean that he is really all right again — that he can speak and answer?”

Dr. Olivant made a deprecatory gesture and looked quizzically reproachful.

“Well, no, perhaps not quite all that just yet,” he admitted, “but what I meant was that you need have no fear — absolutely no apprehension whatever — as regards the future. I have gone thoroughly over our young friend in there — by the way he seems quite content to sit quietly alone and so you’d better let him — and he is definitely uninjured. With the exception of the trifling facial bruises that you have seen he has not been touched; his condition is purely the result of mental disturbance — he has received a shock to put it simply.”

“We have just found out that our little dog that went with him has been killed and the body thrown aside — a man who knew the dog has kindly brought it here. Do you think — ?”

“Very likely; very likely indeed. Nothing more probable,” replied the doctor, looking extremely sagacious. “These reckless drivers! Full speed along a narrow winding lane — no warning. Your nephew sees the inevitable a yard ahead. He hears the despairing death cry of his unfortunate dog and barely escapes by the merest chance himself — the luck of being flung into the hedge and clear of the rushing moloch instead of into the road and beneath it. Yes, there we have the case in a nutshell I think, Miss Tilehurst. Is it any wonder that he emerges from that hedge with his mind temporarily seared?”

“Temporarily, Doctor? You still think that he will get over it before very long then?”

“I don’t think, my dear lady; I know. Such cases are — to use rather a vulgar boast — my speciality, and I can absolutely guarantee it. You will find that gradually the normal faculties will come back. Probably he will begin to write — very shakily and unrecognisable at first — when he wants to communicate with you. As we saw just now he is more disposed to write than to speak when the occasion requires.”

“I see. And when he does speak will it be the same as with the writing — not coming back suddenly restored?”

“All experience points that way! Semi-coherent speech at first — stammering and broken you understand — but sufficient to make himself understood and to indicate his requirements. You mustn’t be disconcerted if the voice sounds rather strange to your ears at the start — it’s only a matter of time, like the writing.”

“I won’t mind I can assure you. And in about how long — ?”

“Ah, that’s more difficult to say. These cases vary. But I should expect that you will notice a material improvement within a few days and in somewhere about a week you may have quite a surprising transformation — quite surprising.”

“That will not seem so very long. And is there absolutely nothing for me to do to help? No matter what, if it only contributes to his recovery ever so little.”

“Nothing beyond what I have already indicated. Nothing active that is to say but a great deal passive. Let him have entirely his own way in what he wants to do. Don’t seem to notice him; don’t watch him — in fact look at him as little as possible. It’s all a reminder that something is wrong, and reminding him of what has happened is the one thing that must be avoided. He’ll make absurd mistakes at first no doubt — not know his way about even in places where he is quite familiar; pick up things that don’t concern him and, of course, fail to recognise his friends — though as to that I shouldn’t make a point of having people in to meet him.”

“Oh, certainly not. I should dislike it myself. And his business, Doctor? We must apply, I suppose, for leave of absence now?”

“Ah, his business to be sure. In these charming rural surroundings one forgets that there is such a thing as business. I shouldn’t wonder — What does he do, by the way?”

“He is in the office of the paper mills here. You may have noticed them as you drove by. It is where they make the Bank of England note paper.”

It appeared, however, that Dr. Olivant had not noticed them as he drove in; indeed — and this was the single flaw in the impression left by that delightful man — he did not seem to be aware that special paper was required for the issue of Bank of England notes, ever to have even heard of the celebrated Tapsfield mills, or to have the least interest in the subject of the firm’s importance. One point only caught his attention and that was when Miss Tilehurst spoke of the responsibility of Geoffrey’s position.

“Just so — responsibility,” he commented. “That impression may persist; it is a curious fact, Miss Tilehurst, that a man’s vocational claims are often the predominant subconscious impulse. It is quite on the cards that your nephew will set off on Monday morning in the usual way and turn up at the office. Let me see — are you on pretty good terms with the important people down there?”

“Oh yes. I meet them all occasionally. They’d do anything to help us I am sure.”

“Very well. As this happens to be Saturday it gives you a day’s grace. I should go round and see the chiefs to-morrow. Tell them all about it and what I have said. If your nephew should go to the works the very best thing would be to give him free rein to potter about and try to recall his routine. Of course he can’t do anything there at first but the association of the place will be helpful.”

“I see. Yes; I quite appreciate that and I am sure that there will be no difficulty in arranging it. They are most considerate and of course they value Geoffrey’s services very highly.”

“Oh, quite so — naturally. Well, Miss Tilehurst, I think that is about all—”

“But, Doctor, aren’t we to do anything to discover the culprits? A harmless dog is killed, an inoffensive man’s reason, if not his life, endangered. Surely someone ought to be called to account—”

“Yes, yes; not unnaturally I thought of that and then there arises just this difficulty: do we put our patient’s recovery or our own feelings first — I say our own feelings for whatever may have happened (and we cannot exclude, my dear lady, the possibility of contributory negligence) the last thing in your nephew’s interest is to recall that disastrous occurrence. Once bring in the police and what is inevitably bound to follow? There will be calls and interrogations and cross-questionings as one wiseacre after another gets what he considers ‘a clue’ until the excellent chance that our patient has of making a quick recovery — is blown to atoms. But of course it’s for you to say—”

“No,” replied Miss Tilehurst very decidedly. “Oh no; I could not allow that for a moment. We might make discreet inquiry for ourselves but Geoffrey shall not be worried.”

“Then I can confidently leave his future in your hands: and now I must see about my own interrupted progress, A trying afternoon for you, Miss Tilehurst, but he’ll go on all right; he’ll steadily improve, never fear.”

“If I don’t fear, Dr. Olivant, it is entirely due to you. I think you must have been sent direct from heaven.”

“Oh, I shouldn’t exactly call it that,” protested Olivant modestly. “At all events I have no idea of getting back there to-night. Then good-bye, Miss Tilehurst — or possibly au revoir It occurs to me that I may be passing this way back in about a week’s time.”

“Oh, would you? I should be so very glad — only next time you must really let me accept it as a professional visit. That quite relieves my mind about not saying anything to that dreadful locum meanwhile. No, Doctor — I am coming into the lane to see you off...Oh, the others — my visitors, you know — do you care to see them before you go, or — ?”

“I hardly think it is necessary — we scarcely spoke. My apologies, if you don’t mind, when you rejoin them.”

“Certainly I will. By the way, Mr. Carrados is particularly interested in crime and obscure cases. He has quite a unique reputation for a blind man, I understand. If he should happen to speak to me of what took place—”

“An amateur sleuth — as I believe they are called — eh?” Dr. Olivant relaxed to the extent of a grimace of good-humoured if contemptuous amusement. “Wonderful fellows, provided everything happens their way, if we are to believe the magazine story writers. Well, the less stir and talk there is in any quarter, the better for our patient, but I quite see, Miss Tilehurst, that it may be difficult for you—”

They passed, by the little side gate, into the lane, still talking.

* * * * *

The soil beyond the espalier fortunately was light and easily dug but, even so, Mr. Carrados, divested of his coat and with cuffs turned back, more than once bewailed his pliant good nature in taking on the energetic office.

“Alas, poor Nipper; a dog of infinite zest and understanding. A hundred times hath he buried the bones of others here and now we bury his — pest on it,” he declaimed between his efforts. “This grave-digger business is ill suited to the day, Nora. Why didn’t you suggest the dogs’ cemetery in Hyde Park where he could have been put away in style and to our material comfort?”

“Probably because I didn’t know of it. Is there such a place really?”

“Certainly there is, and a very singular institution though I dare say it’s full up now. Remind me when I am next showing you the sights of London and I’ll take you...Will this about do, quotha?”

“Oh yes, I’m sure it’s deep enough now. As you’ve had all the work so far I’ll do my share by filling it up again. Poor old Nipper. And that’s the end of him...Uncle Max, was Nipper run over by a motor car and Geoffrey nearly run over and frightened out of his senses? I am sure that’s what she thinks and it does look like that, doesn’t it?”

“Not altogether, Nora. The dog was killed by the single blow of a heavy blunt weapon. The man...the man is more complicated.”

“Oh! You mean that someone killed the poor little thing deliberately? But why should anyone? Why, Uncle?”

“A great deal may turn on that. He might have attacked in defence. But there is an immeasurably subtler line of implication that is dangerously attractive.”

“Yes, yes?”

“He could always recognise Geoffrey’s step, you know; and, like me, he had a nose that was fatal to deception.”

“Oh, but that’s no good since Geoffrey would still be the same to Nipper. I mean it brings us no nearer to what really happened, does it?”

“Perhaps a little. Geoffrey was first chloroformed, I think. The hand that picked Nipper up to dispose of him had certainly touched chloroform just before. Drugged; does that bring us nearer by taking us further away, I wonder?”

This, needless to say, was not very helpful to Nora who was all for other people being explicit.

“That’s very profound I dare say, but I simply don’t understand anything from it. And I feel that it’s all getting rather horrible — like a forest in a nightmare and whichever way I turn I’m bound to get more and more lost in it. What is there to do, my wonderful Uncle?”

“Wait,” he replied, and she was startled by the feeling — almost bitterness — in place of his usual tempered suavity. “Wait for them to show their hand more plainly. That’s a fine thing to have to recommend, isn’t it, when just the one clue that may spell all the difference between failure and success is on the point of slipping through our fingers.”

“The one clue?”

“The Harley Street specialist who is so familiarly at home in an East End fence’s den — where is he making for when he goes from here?”

“You want to know that, Uncle Max?”

“It might ultimately lead us to the answer. Now it’s too late to have a hope of following. If only your brother had been at home I could have put him on to it with a fair chance of shadowing our ingratiating friend to the trysting place with his report of progress.”

“Motor bike! He must make for the Stanbury fork. Dark blue Lemartine. One could overhaul him.”

“Yes, but Tom is somewhere among the Alps just now and there’s no one else in this fascinating Sleepy Hollow of yours that we could get in time — even if there is anyone at all who would do it.”

“Oh blow!” exclaimed Nora in sudden irrelevance, “there’s Miss Tilehurst — I suppose she wants me to do the polite by saying good-bye or something silly. Go on filling up, won’t you, old dear? Back as soon as I can,” and without offering the necessary opening for the proverbial word that is inserted edgeways, she flew up the garden leaving Mr. Carrados still painfully reviewing the circumstances that were leading to the calamity of Olivant’s secure retirement.

* * * * *

The engine of the car in the lane gave a few preliminary skirls as the blind man threw back the last spadeful of earth; another minute passed and then the sound grew constant. Nora had not yet returned so presumably she had been pressed into remaining to grace the good fairy Olivant’s bouquet-strewn departure. Mr. Carrados had no wish to figure in the flourish but, as the measured drone of the unseen Lemartine traced its progress along the lane beyond the wall, he picked up his coat again and sauntered up the path with a passing thought of his usually scrupulous appearance.

“Ah, Ophelia,” he said, recognising her presence as he neared the house, “you are the very person I’m wanting. Do you think you could bring a clothes brush out and perhaps — ? You see the state I’ve got myself in, burying poor Nipper.”

“Why to be sure I will, sir,” replied Ophelia, surprisingly varying her formula. “I’ll trim you up like one o’clock if you don’t mind waiting a couple of jiffies. I’m looking for the mistress now. That Mr. Batts doesn’t half give me the shivers. He’s in the kitchen there with his pocket full of ferrets and they keep getting out and them and the cat does nothing but put their backs up and swear at one another. Says he can’t wait no longer.”

“The keeper? Oh, he oughtn’t to go until Miss Tilehurst has seen him. I think you’ll find her just out in the lane there with Miss Melhuish. If you run across I’ll have a word with Mr. Batts myself meanwhile and keep him until you come back. He should know a lot about trapping vermin.”

“Right you are,” said Ophelia, with the easy manner which, we are told, is the universal hall mark of good breeding. “The missis may be there but I don’t know about Miss Nora. Not two minutes ago she went through the other gate like a streak of greased lightning and if she isn’t at Turnpenny Cross by now she might be.”

“She went out—” considered Mr. Carrados.

“Now that’s rather odd—” but even as he stood, from the road beyond and then from the lane itself there came a possible, if rather fantastic, answer to his deliberation. It approached as a crescendo hum, gathering into a husky roar as it swept by, and in less than ten seconds the beat was faintly drumming the air in the direction of Stanbury Junction. For just a moment a gauntletted hand had shown above the level of the wall in a gesture that conveyed both hail and farewell.

“Mr. Carrados! What on earth can it mean?” Miss Tilehurst was hastening back towards the house from the gate, to meet her only remaining guest who was reversing that process. “Did you see — bless us, I should say hear? That was Nora, tearing like a wild thing down the lane on her brother’s motor cycle. I wouldn’t have recognised her she was so got up if she hadn’t waved — and do you know I actually believe that she was wearing Tom’s leather trousers!”


A MINE IS COUNTERMINED
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MR. CARRADOS’S APPEARANCE at “Orchard Close” had been in the nature of a week-end visit and on the Monday following Miss Tilehurst’s eventful Saturday afternoon tea-party he returned to his own house in Richmond.

So far as he was concerned the circumstances of what might be called the Geoffrey Tilehurst case had progressed little beyond the elementary coincidental. Geoffrey had gone out for a ride and returned suffering from complicated loss of memory. At the same time there had appeared on the scene the soi-disant Dr. Olivant. Dr. Olivant was either a medical man curiously in touch with Julian Joolby — that bizarre figure of exotic reputation — or else an impostor masquerading as a doctor. It would be easy to establish by the Medical Directory whether there was, so far as the current issue went, anyone of that name with an address in Harley Street but the evidence would not be quite finally conclusive. Dr. Olivant had, in fact, been faced with the alternative of personating a specialist who could be referred to at any time or of inventing a fictitious one who might be less convincing but who would be more elusive. That he had returned to a sequestered house in an outer London suburb (as Nora had been able to establish) meant little or nothing yet. That house had still to be investigated.

So far it was difficult to suggest what had necessitated Olivant’s function in Tapsfield. The result of his framed-up appearance at Brookcroft had only been to put about what any genuine doctor could have established. The measure of disguise suggested that he had been there before or intended to go again or else that there was a chance of encountering someone while on that lay who might recognise him in his fictitious character. Certainly he had gained a first-hand knowledge of the house and grounds; was Mr. Carrados rating the incidentals too high and this nothing but the prelude to a commonplace burglary?

A coincidence is the intersection of two lines, neither of which need possess in itself the least significance. When three lines meet at the selfsame point of time or space the laws of chance suggest the probability of some conformable agency. “I suppose this is getting frightfully complicated?” once remarked an interested outsider for whom Mr. Carrados was investigating a case, when one baffling circumstance after another was brought to light as the quest proceeded. “Not at all,” was his reply. “On the contrary it is becoming transparently simple.” One or two lines might establish nothing but when a dozen or a score could be “extended” it was inevitable that they must disclose a centre of origin.

The episode of Nipper’s despatch was just one of these detached pointers. In itself it went for little but its line of direction might lead to something and in any case it was the tertium quid suggesting that the other incidents were unlikely to be fortuitous.

Nipper had been handled by someone who just before had been associated with chloroform. The dog had not been chloroformed itself for, as Carrados had settled, the head was wholly free from any touch of contact. Mr. Batts was also eliminated as a possible conveyer when the opportunity offered.

The supposition that Geoffrey had been chloroformed was a reasonable hypothesis at that stage of the disclosure. Had the dog been brought upon the scene five minutes before he was, the point could have been settled very naturally, but by the time that Mr. Carrados’s nose had made him a present of that piece of information all chance of such a test had been shattered — quite unintentionally as it happened — by Olivant’s effectual treatment of his patient’s injuries.

If Geoffrey Tilehurst, Dr. Olivant and Nipper were all connected by an impending theft from the Tapsfield mills it should be possible to deduce — if not the actual plan in detail — at least a theory into which all the existing facts would fit and no construction that did not reconcile all that had happened was worth exploring. Tilehurst was naturally the crux, for the parts played by the other two were obviously contingent to his function. Was it possible that this responsible mill employee had been laid out and doped and was now existing in a mentally inert state by which he became an unconscious tool in the hands of those who had the key to his position? The basis was almost good enough to answer to the test but Carrados knew of neither drug nor process that could be relied on to work satisfactorily in practice under such tenuous conditions, and although Joolby might feasibly have access to some useful family hoodoo it was scarcely an assumption on which to conduct a serious investigation.

It would have been a simple enough move to warn the firm, but Max Carrados’s interest lay in the phase of crime rather than in forestalling it, and on that score he had little tangible as yet to lay before a directorate of level-headed business men who would as likely as not regard him as an officious meddler. After all, what did it amount to? A dog had been run over through straying on the road. A man had received some sort of nervous shock that had upset his mental balance for the time being, and the good Samaritan who had come to his aid had a voice which the caller thought he recognised as having heard in a second-hand shop some time before and he might not be on the Medical Register. A curious tale with which to convey a serious warning that it all pointed to a sensational robbery!

On the other hand there was Scotland Yard, which would have lent a very attentive ear indeed, but it had always been the blind man’s humour to take the official branch into his confidence after he had found out all he wanted rather than in the course of that process. One other detail was not without its influence. On the Sunday afternoon Mr. Carrados again went across to Brookcroft and, somewhat to his amused chagrin, found that Miss Tilehurst did not consider it wise that her nephew should be submitted to the possible excitement of a meeting. Olivant had played his delicate part commendably well and although Nora flatly called it desertion of herself, of Geoffrey, and of the case, Uncle Max good-humouredly accepted the taunt but provokingly declined to be either goaded or cajoled into upsetting his arrangements.

“After all, there are two ends to every stick,” he reminded her, “and it’s quite on the cards for mine to be the one that next waggles. You did finely the other day and it’s going to be of very great use, but for heaven’s sake, my dear, don’t get yourself into any scrape following things up — only if you do, remember that I’m the chap you’ve always got to fall back on.”

“I’m not going to promise anything after the perfectly fetid way you’re running off,” she retorted. “Still, it’s pretty obvious that I shall stay here and do what I can for poor Geoffrey in the circumstances.” It occurred to the hearer, who was accustomed to glean much of his knowledge from the infinitesimals of tone, that there was a spice of “It is my duty and I will” in this praiseworthy resolve which fell short of the ecstatic resolution of the Saturday Nora. It was an unwelcome suggestion but was this frank high- spirited niece of his becoming slightly calculating?

* * * * *

Mr. Carrados was justified in his assumption that it was his end of the stick that might register the next movement, but it was Nora who supplied the action. And if the sudden and unannounced arrival of Miss Melhuish at “The Turrets” contained any element of surprise for him, his habitual imperturbability enabled him to pass it off with disarming lightness.

“This is uncommonly nice of you, Nora,” he said, before she had had the chance to embark on any explanation; “I was just wondering what to do next. The dogs’ cemetery of course as soon as we’ve had some sort of refreshment. I’m glad you’ve taken me at my word about it.”

“Don’t,” she begged, and immediately his face responded to the need of another sort of mettle. “Miss Tilehurst isn’t here now. I came because I was frightened.”

“That’s even nicer of you, my dear,” he replied, and took a seat on the couch close to her. “I expect the pair of us can down it.”

“Uncle Max,” she said, with a childlike directness that put such courtesies aside. “Did you know?”

At this, every instinct in him threw up a guard. There was always the chance of giving something away by taking too much for granted.

“Did I know?” he repeated, conscientiously searching his mind. “Surely, Nora, that’s a little vague. Did I know — what exactly?”

“If you do know there’s no need to ask,” she replied sharply. “It can refer to nothing else — that he is not Geoffrey.”

Possibly she had looked for an exclamation, either of incredulity or of assent according to his knowledge, but Mr. Carrados merely continued to look pleasantly interested.

“I did not know — I could not really know because I had never up to then met him. I could only admit that such a thing might be, although the chances were a million to one against that explanation. So that is it, actually? How did you find out?”

“I think I must have known all along — without knowing that I knew, if that doesn’t sound too silly. You see, Uncle, it isn’t anything to do with anything, being in love with a person — no matter how soppy it may sound to you in your wisdom. It’s just a sort of Itness to do with one another and it won’t work under any form of substitution. At first when I missed something that ought to have been there, I thought that it was just a rather contemptible streak of disillusion that Geoffrey should have been so terrified by anything that could have happened as to be scared into that condition, but of course if Geoffrey really had been it would have only made me care for him all the more.”

“And then?” prompted Carrados, for Nora seemed to be in danger of losing herself in retrospection. “Something definite happened?”

“I had seen Geoff — him once or twice and tried to get him out of that awful apathy but on each occasion he seemed to fight rather shy of me. Then yesterday I met him in the road — he’d been to the mill, I found — and he more or less had to walk with me unless he bolted for it.”

“Do you mean that up to then you hadn’t been close to him?”

“I don’t seem to have been, when I think it over,” she assented. “You know that on the Saturday I was with you all the time, and since then it’s always been in the house where he likes to keep in the shade and that poor dear tries to make everything go on as though nothing unusual had happened, and at the same time gets between him and anyone else who’s there, like a troubled old hen with the last survivor of a brood of chickens.”

“Yes, I think Olivant must have been pretty word-perfect with his piece. I must find out where he was educated.”

“Well, as I say, we walked along the road on the way back. He doesn’t speak yet — he doesn’t try to, but I knew from his aunt that he has written a few words once or twice, just as that man said he would begin by doing. So I thought I’d try that.”

“Yes?” encouraged Mr. Carrados.

“I suppose it must sound terribly sloshy to you, Uncle Max,” faltered Nora.

“Never mind that, my dear. I have always understood that under the most sportswomanlike jumper a tender heart might be beating.”

“I just wrote, ‘Am I still the same to you, dear?’ and gave him the piece of paper. He took it and seemed to read it in that dreadfully detached way he has towards everything and then very slowly and shakily — all straight lines and angles you know — he scrawled, ‘Dear. Dearest,’ underneath the other.”

“That was fairly satisfactory at all events. It indicated a sufficiently reciprocal superlativeness of feeling.”

“The words didn’t matter in the least. I only tell you exactly what took place for you to see that I had a perfect opportunity of noticing...On the Friday — the day before everything happened — we had been playing tennis and in some way Geoffrey jagged a finger nail so that it kept catching in his things whenever he touched it. You know how beastly that feels and it was on the first finger of his right hand, so I took a little pair of nail scissors that I carry in my bag and filed down the corner of the nail for him until the notch was taken out and as smooth as ever. It was hardly anything, unless you looked for it of course, but one corner of the nail was down close and quite unlike the rest...and as I watched him write I found that I was looking at that finger-tip and suddenly it flashed on me that the nail I saw was just the same length all round and it couldn’t possibly be the one I had altered.”

“Good,” commented the blind man, coming to his feet and beginning to walk about the room and in and out among the furniture; “that’s the sort of thing that takes my eye: It could not possibly be — and it couldn’t! As evidence I don’t suppose that it would be worth mentioning to a jury, who would be perfectly satisfied to convict a man who has been ‘picked out’ of a dozen on the strength of a small brown moustache and a conspicuous limp, and yet it puts everything else behind it. Forgive me!”

“For just a moment I found myself groping among the background of my mind, trying to drag out a possibility that it might have been another finger or the other hand although I knew perfectly well that it wasn’t. Then I looked up and saw his face and although every line and every feature was the same I realised all at once that he wasn’t in the least like Geoffrey.”

“Did he see that you had guessed?”

“I hardly know. I heard your voice saying: ‘Keep your wits about you and don’t give anything away!’ and I pulled myself together. It was all over in a second or two and I got away as soon as I could then and that’s the last I saw of him. Oh, Uncle Max, why ever didn’t you tell me?”

“How could I, child? I didn’t know myself. I only took into consideration that it might be remotely possible. It was no good putting the idea into your head if it was a false scent but I dropped a hint or two that might back you up if you struck that line on your own initiative. It was really too much to hope for. Consider: of all the hundreds of thousands of pairs who have been said to be ‘as like as two peas’ not one in a thousand could really pass for another. And yet how beautifully it rounds everything off as no other theory could — the presence and exact role of our providential medical friend, the behaviour and deficiencies of the fictitious Tilehurst, and the necessary immolation of the unfortunate dog that couldn’t have been hoodwinked by mere externals.”

“That’s all very well and I have no doubt that it’s frightfully intriguing and all that,” said Nora with some impatience, “but it doesn’t happen to be the one thing that seems of any importance to me to be doing.”

“Implying the real Geoffrey Tilehurst?”

“Naturally — what else? Where is Geoffrey now and what are they doing to him?”

“At all events they are scarcely likely to have harmed him. They took the trouble to drug him to bring off the coup with a minimum of violence. Probably he is being held somewhere until the business is through when they will clear off and release him.”

“Or leave him gagged and bound somewhere so that they may get a longer start. The tender mercies of this particular gang are not likely to be very fastidious, I take it?”

“From what I know of the gentleman who is presumably acting as managing- director of the firm I shouldn’t describe them as rabid humanitarians,” he admitted. “The one thing you can rely on is that they won’t do anything unnecessary that is palpably to their own disadvantage.”

“That’s very consoling,” she retorted; “isn’t it? Well, Uncle Max, here I am. What do you propose to do to rescue Geoffrey before they happen to find it to their advantage to hold him up between themselves and a splash of C.I.D. bullets?”

“I think you exaggerate the risk, my dear,” he protested mildly. “Geoffrey is as likely as not to be very well treated wherever he is, and I dare wager that he’d be perfectly willing to stick it for a few more days if that will mean our netting the whole gang with evidence that will convict them.”

“Perhaps he would, Uncle Max, but we can’t ask him that and in the circumstances I’ve got to do what I consider the best thing for his interests. Get Geoffrey clear and then asphyxiate the lot and welcome.”

“But, my child, if Geoffrey is to be got out at this immature stage it blows the gaff completely. Half of the crowd will vanish, including all the worst, and we shall have no proof at all of the real depths of the conspiracy.”

“Sorry, Uncle; I know how attractive that part of it is to you, but Geoffrey’s safety is more important to me than unearthing a plot to bomb the Houses of Parliament.”

“Of course, of course,” he hastened to assure her; “so it is to me — er, theoretically. The only point of difference between us is that I see the extreme desirability of doing both. Secure the offenders in the act and Geoffrey’s release automatically follows.”

“It might. On the other hand there might be one of those regrettable hitches where the experiment is perfectly successful only they unfortunately fail to revive the subject. As it is, I have a certain amount of leeway to make up for assuming that Geoffrey had been thrown into a blue funk — perhaps I shan’t be quite so heroic about my own nerve until I’ve shown some.”

“Well, you made up a fair share when you got us that house in Maplewood Avenue, I should say,” he reminded her. “A good deal may depend on what goes on there before we are through with it.”

“I wanted to ask you about that — the house I followed Olivant to. Have you found out anything yet?”

“Nothing at all, for the sufficient reason that so far the action hasn’t reached there — the first move must come from Tapsfield. Of course if I had given Scotland Yard the tip they would have picketed the place but I saw no reason to make the Yard a present of the facts until I had a pretty complete case to gloat over them about. So that without letting it go out of my own hands I could only cover your end. I may decide to let Inspector Beedel in sooner than I had intended now — this dual Tilehurst business considerably modifies the outlook. And, apropos egad — that secluded old roomy house — er, yes; it might be as well to.”

“Go on, Uncle Max,” said Nora pleasantly. “I like to watch your exceptional mind at work. Apropos the disappearance of Geoffrey, and that big old lonely house, you were saying — ?”

“Saying, Nora? Only that if one is to do any good there it will be necessary — in due course — to get considerably more assistance.”

“Exactly what I was thinking as you spoke, dear. Both thoughts. I’m glad that there are points of the case where we have the same ideas. Don’t think me presumptuous, Uncle, but it enables me to leave that part in your hands with every confidence.”

“My dear,” said Mr. Carrados, bringing his involved perambulation to a close in front of her, “I feel in a way responsible for letting you into this and no doubt that makes me seem fussy—”

“That’s quite all right, Uncle,” replied Nora cheerfully. “Mother would be ever so much obliged to you, I’m sure. If you — at the other end — happen to see her before I do again I know that you’ll be able to satisfy her that I’m not likely to get into mischief.”

“I don’t doubt that I shall,” he agreed, with a rueful acceptance of the position. “I only wish I could satisfy myself as well while I’m about it. But you aren’t going already?”

“Yes. It is rather a disappointment, isn’t it? But I take it that the ordinary social amenities are suspended for the nonce — whatever a nonce may be — and you’ve given me what may be rather a bright idea.”

“Then in return perhaps you will give me just an ordinary one — as to what it’s your intention to be up to now?”

“Well, I don’t quite know yet or of course I should value your advice immensely. You see, Uncle Max, I rather take after you in one thing that I’ve noticed about your work — we both like to keep an open mind and to be decided by the requirements of the moment.”

“And you are determined to tell me nothing—”

“There’s nothing really to tell...But isn’t there a sort of Right by First Discovery? And, well, in a way I was the one to discover that house that he went to, wasn’t I?”

* * * * *

“It seems to me, Joolby,” said Mr. Nickle, picking his words with the air of elegant disdain which had the double effect of sometimes making the commonplace sound almost impressive and of always making the cripple secretly hate him rather more than before, “it seems to me definitely to put the final lid on. If you take my advice you’ll cut your losses, call everything off, and get Vallett out of the way so as to red herring the trail before they sight you.”

“If I took your advice, Nickle, and chaps like you, I should be pushing a little truck about Limehouse selling firewood,” replied Mr. Joolby. “Your trouble is that you see blue whenever you hear a whistle round the corner. This is going through, whatever happens.”

“Amiable lunatic,” murmured Nickle, turning again to the cypher message.

There were four of them present in Mr. Joolby’s back office behind the shop in Padgett Street and to judge by their morose looks things were becoming none too rosy for the Tapsfield undertaking. Joolby himself swelled and fumed in a venomous mood against gods, men, and devils; Nickle stretched his “I-told-you-so” pose to its most offensive power and the other two, mere hirelings of crime on the dealer’s long waiting list, bit their lips gloomily and exchanged looks of mutual support and mutual instigation.

“That’s all very well, governor— ‘whatever happens,’” said the more assertive of the two at this grandiose challenge, “but what about we blokes as’ll be left in it? You’ll take bleed’n’ good care to have plenty of time to do a guy when the fuse blows out, but it’ll find Snooky and me stuck in a jam all right and no one’s going to cut across and drop the signal.”

“And how am I going to ‘do a guy,’ you foolish fellow, if it comes to wrong?” demanded Mr. Joolby, glowering heavily. “You talk as if I could hop, skip and jump and leave everything behind me. Aren’t I chained to the ground like what none of you aren’t? Aren’t I so tied to my house and shop here where I have thousands of poundsworth of stuff — though, mind you, I can’t sell it — that I should starve if I left them behind me. Was there ever such monkey chatter!”

“All the same, governor, what he says is right,” put in the other, anxious to back up his friend now that the first step had been taken. “You’re here, aren’t you, if it comes to a bunk but we’re there, cut off so to speak, and if anything slips, like what that bloke makes out in his letter, we shan’t have half an earthly. Any reasonable risk’s neither here nor there, governor, but it’s no use blinkin’ a blinkin’ moral.”

“‘If it go wrong,’ ‘if something slip,’ ‘is that a cop?’ ‘Mammy come and give Bertie his dummy,’” bellowed Joolby, wrought almost to frenzy by the renewed thwarting of his cherished plans. “Suffering Jesus! Am I the only one in the crowd with guts enough to cross a road in the dark or to walk past a police-station in the daylight? Isn’t this the chance of a lifetime? Have either of you ever made a couple of quids at once in your puff before — pinching goods from the back of delivery vans and smooching lead off empty houses? And now in less than a week you’ll have enough to keep you in beer to the end of your natural. Doesn’t that make you brave enough to face even a chained bulldog?”

“That’s right enough, governor, and if there wasn’t—”

“Oh my God! I’m going out to breathe the pure air of Shadwell,” exclaimed Mr. Nickle, flinging himself from his chair in an access of fastidious irritation. “It’s like being in a gory squirrel cage with you three going round and round and getting nowhere.”

“How is there anywhere to get but here?” demanded Joolby with stubborn insistence. “It’s going on just as ever, don’t I tell you, Nickle?”

“Comlade Blonsky want look-see,” announced Won Chou stolidly. As usual he gave the impression of knowing exactly what was going on without being there to see it, and although the ingenuity of his observation posts discounted the latter part of the assumption the former was probably correct enough.

“All right,” replied his master, with a painfully uncouth gesture of resignation, for the deputy was the last person he could have wished to have to deal with then, and he was feeling very tired. “Make show glad come in.”

“Thank heaven even for Bronsky,” remarked Nickle, pausing in his door-ward progress. “Time brings strange revenges!”

If Won Chou gave the impression of knowing everything without the least interest in what it was, Mr. Bronsky’s bearing was plainly that of a man who had been kept too long in the dark and was now determined to receive his proper meed of due attention. The glossy attire might be slightly less resplendent than when he first appeared, but his entrance had lost nothing of its thick-skinned suggestion that he was there to push his way in and to the front whether he was welcome or unwanted. The kiss of fraternal love had no longer any place in his greeting, in fact the greeting itself was reduced to the most perfunctory word and nod in the host’s direction. Social distinctions were indicated by entirely ignoring the presence of both Nickle and the other two worthies.

“What is this which I hear of things going not well, Joolby?” he demanded, coming to the point at once. “I was definitely to have been keep inform of any of the sort happening.”

“Ah, comrade, sorry that I didn’t notice you had come in — forgive the apparent discourtesy,” intervened Nickle in his most offensive vein of politeness. “Well, I can only imagine that the omission has been through some underling mistaking his instructions — though possibly our not hearing anything detailed ourselves until now may have had something to do with the unfortunate position.”

“Psss! Tsss!” fumed Mr. Bronsky, recognising that he was at a disadvantage in this sort of medium. He accordingly took off his hat and put it on again, sat down at the table with his back towards as many of those present as possible and began to drum loudly and persistently with his fingers.

“I beg your pardon?” remarked Nickle, raising his eyebrows; “I didn’t quite catch your remark,” but as Mr. Bronsky merely drummed with increased vigour, what is sometimes called “an awkward pause” was all that resulted from this brief passage.

“You have the letter, Nickle,” said Mr. Joolby with conspicuous mildness. He seemed to have exhausted all his fighting spirit. “Let him hear what Vallett says about it.”

“It is a message in code,” explained Nickle, shelving for the time being the acuter symptoms of resentment. “Joolby here sees in it a promising augury of success; everyone else thinks it means that if we don’t get out now we stand an excellent chance of getting about seven years a little later. However, I’ll decode the essential part and then you can decide which view appeals to you the more.”

“How has this message you say is from Vallett come?” demanded Mr. Bronsky with all the importance of one propounding something really vital.

“What the hell does that matter — comrade?” replied Nickle. “Naturally we have our channels and this has come in quite the usual manner. If you think — but perhaps you would raise that valuable point after I have finished. Vallett writes: ‘I spotted the girl N.’ — by that he means a Nora Melhuish who lives near— ‘to be the chief danger from the beginning. She is mixed up with a man called Max Carrados who is evidently taking a hand in the game though I don’t know yet exactly in what direction.’”

“Ten thousand million tevils!” exclaimed Mr. Bronsky, springing to his feet and glaring wildly round at each one in turn. “What did I tell you, Joolby? Max Carrados again, and you would have it that he came to buy some of your junk rubbish. He was here that day I come and now he appear on the scene there. And you believe that all he wants are foreign stamps or is it dried ferns to stick into an album! Oh goddam, nobody can say I never warn you!”

“Quite so,” commented Nickle. “Well, to resume the tale: ‘To-day something missed a cog and whatever it was N. is now all but satisfied that G.T. is not the authentic.’”

“She smell a rat?” propounded Mr. Bronsky. “We think he must mean that,” assented Nickle, with suspicious gravity. “Unless you can cut N. off before she spreads, the big noise may happen any minute and even then I shall have to make some quick tricks to get clear. This is a pity because in all other directions it was going good and I was fixing for next Saturday when there will be a full stock and conditions easy.’ There you have it, Bronsky.”

“You shall do as you likes but I am done with it,” declared the comrade without a shade of hesitation. “If it is as he says that this girl knows and is about there — why in name of thunder did you not have her taken care of before this happen?”

“Well, you see, Bronsky, for one thing we aren’t in Bolivia here — not even in Chicago. People will talk so in the country — especially if it’s a young girl — that we might just as well have floodlit the village while we were about it.”

“All the same, Mr. Bronsky’s in the right,” chimed in one of the others. “You must either put this here girl away or else call off the whole business.”

“Precisely,” agreed Nickle. “And as we can’t do that it is called off in the general interest.”

“It is not called off,” spat out Joolby, gathering himself together in a last stand for the glorious hazard that in the course of weeks had become his passionate obsession. “It is not changed one line, one inch, one minute. All this talk about recognising and risk and whatnot else is nothings but funk and fiddle. It is clear the girl did not be sure or she would have said so out and Vallett must have gone then. If she think there is something queer she is only puzzled what it is and days will go while she is making up her mind what has happened. I tell you these big jobs always has their touch and go and it is the side that does not get the jumps that comes away with the parcel.”

“Howsoever, I cannot be in it now it has come to this,” declared Mr. Bronsky, siding with the majority with characteristic firmness. “It would bring ill name with Commission. After all, Joolby, this is only detail — in the one matter of paper. There will yet be other ways—”

“There are no other ways,” retorted the other harshly. “It was a perfect scheme and everything hung together. It still is and I’ll carry it through myself and be damned to your wet trousers! Remember, Nickle, this was to be in my hands and so long as Vallett stays there—”

“Vallett will not stay there after to-day,” Nickle interrupted coldly. “It’s sheer madness to let him stay and be taken like a rabbit. I got him there and I’ll make it my job to get him away to-night. So put that in those dry trousers of yours, Mr. Joolby, and sit on it.”

“You are all against me, so?...and it would have been the most terrific smash...” muttered the cripple, falling back into his chair and seeming to grow less before their eyes as the realisation of failure closed in upon him. “You may as well go away now. I do not want you.”

“Well, governor, what else could you expect?” genially put in one of the hirelings, good-naturedly hoping to impart a tinge of cheerfulness to the general leavetaking. “Come to look at it as a reasonable man — blimey, hadn’t you better see what the perishing blighter wants before he cracks the ruddy contrivance?”

Joolby turned listlessly towards the telephone on his desk — he did not appear to have noticed the calls up to then — and with his slow elaborate movements got the receiver to his ear.

“What?” they heard him say, and above the top of the desk — caught by the intensity of that one word — they saw his face change as he listened and the lethargy drop from it in such a startling fashion that all four stiffened where they stood, frankly waiting for dropped crumbs of enlightenment.

“Yes; yes; yes. Of course she will. Go easy and notice nothing. Here, hold on a minute, though. I want you to repeat what you’ve just said to Mr. Nickle here. Nickle, get this slick and tell them what it means now.”

“My everlasting Lincoln and Bennett!” faltered Nickle, after he had complied, listened for a moment, and then hung up the receiver; “this — this is really one beyond the limit! George Larch says that Eliza there has suddenly gone sick and sent a cousin in her place to carry on until she gets over it.”

“Go on, go on,” blared Joolby, swelling and gasping in his chair as Nickle paused and looked round to gather their attention for his dramatic climax. “Tell them what he said then.”

“The ‘cousin’ is Nora Melhuish from Tapsfield — Soapy recognised her for a cert — and now she’s walked in of her own free will and all we have to do is to shut the door and keep her.”

“No need to call it off, you see,” croaked Mr. Joolby, enjoying his little triumph quite good naturedly. “It still goes on, eh, Nickle?”

“Why the hell not?” replied Nickle, with a shrug that might mean anything. “Joolby, I really begin to think that you must be under divine protection — by ‘divine’ in your case of course I refer to the devil.”


THE STAGE IS SET
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“GEORGE, DEAR,” SAID Mrs. Larch, as her husband put his head in at the door of the dining-room to see what was going on there, “do come in for a minute or two and make it a bit human.”

“Why certainly; what is it, old girl?” he inquired, amiably complying.

“It isn’t anything particular,” she confessed. “Only this place — it’s like a bloody prison.”

“Well, for the matter of that it is one,” he replied — still naively pained to hear Cora swear, even as it always came to him as a faint shock to see her drink gin and water. “That young fellow down there—”

“Oh, don’t talk about it,” she said with a deprecatory shudder. “The way one thing’s led to another till we’re mixed up in raids and kidnappings and Bolshie plots — ! Thank goodness we’ve nothing to do with what goes on down below. Let his Chinks and dagoes do his dirty dungeon work if he wants it done, I say. It’s not what we’re paid for. Nothing was said to you about keeping anyone shut up in a cellar when you took it on to come here, was it, George?”

“Not a thing. There was to be more room and it would be safer in a new place for a week or two — that was all I ever heard. I don’t like it any more than you do, Cora, but there seems nothing for it now we’re here but to hang on for the time and chance it.”

“You may well say chance it, lad. From what I see and what I hear it seems to be getting a pretty near thing which side touches down first, but the old geezer’s dead set on going through whatever turns up, and God knows that if it comes to a general bunk he’s bound to be the hindmost.”

“Except that he’d throw everyone else out to the wolves to make time to do a getaway,” George amended. “He’s always been very lucky at that so far, has Joolby.”

“Lucky! He has nigger’s own luck if you ask me about it. This thing was absolutely down on the rim over what natty Nora had spotted up there, and then, lo and behold, if my lady doesn’t coolly walk in to rescue her boy, for all the world like Glory le Roy in a Wild West three-reeler. That gives you the laugh, doesn’t it? As if she could have put it across the cat that she was Eliza’s cousin.”

“Well, she could have put it across me for that matter if Dodger, who’d seen her up there, didn’t happen to call round to do with the business,” admitted George simply. “All these finches seem to get themselves up in the same way nowadays, till I can’t tell one sort of tart from another. But I suppose there’s something you go by.”

“There’s certainly something I can tell Nora Melhuish by from any cousin Eliza Higgs is likely to have, let alone one who’d be willing to come round here to carry on while Eliza was moulting. All the same, it’s none too pleasant for me. I’m used to Elizas. I understand their little ways and if they don’t understand mine they pretty soon get to. But this Hilda Kelly as she calls herself knows just how things should be properly done and that puts me at a disadvantage. Now would you say that those chairs ought to be left up to the table between meals, George, or pushed back, and should the cruet be kept on the sideboard or put away in the cupboard? I’m blest if I know.”

“I’m damned if I do either. But what does it matter?”

“It doesn’t. That’s just the silly part of it — running the place for a crowd of crooks and roughnecks. But she would know, and if it’s not done à la Ritz she’d put it right after me and make me feel a mut. Wouldn’t say anything of course — just show me how it should be.”

“Well it can’t be for long now,” suggested George soothingly. “After this we’ll—”

“And then there’s another thing,” volubly continued Mrs. Larch, to whom the relief of possessing George’s ear was scarcely less of a luxury than in the rag-and-bone shop days, “and I like it rather less than all the other. She’s not to be out of my sight for so much as a tick, if you please, unless I pass her on to that half-baked Chink, and all the time I’m not so sure that someone else isn’t told off to keep an eye on me — and perhaps on you too, George, for that matter.”

“They’re welcome,” said George, with the proud consciousness of innocence. “What I say I’ll do I do. Joolby knows well enough that I’ve never double-crossed anyone.”

“At all events we can go in and out and that’s more than Hilda Kelly is to be allowed to. Mustn’t answer the door, mustn’t touch the telephone, mustn’t stir out of the house — I ask you now, George, what’s likely to be the end of this sort of thing when her people get the wind up? And if the cops begin to take notice what does it look like on a night like this, when everyone else is sitting in their shirt-sleeves with the windows wide open, and all these are shut up as if we expected a siege — well, I ask you?”

At this, George looked dutifully about and with a wise shake of the head admitted that from this point of view it might certainly strike the unprejudiced outsider as “a bit rummy.” The place was the dining-room of the old-fashioned, well-retired house in Maplewood Avenue, a spacious, heavily furnished apartment, sufficiently well lit by a single cluster electrolier but with its windows — although they were overlooked from nowhere but its own secluded grounds — not only all scrupulously closed on that torrid summer night but with the curtains drawn, and shuttered. It had been a simple enough matter to keep Geoffrey Tilehurst secure without any elaborate precautions; a cellar, closed by a substantial oak door, and a man deprived of everything faintly resembling a tool could be thrust in and safely left to his own devices. But in Nora’s case the fiction of liberty was outwardly kept up and though from the moment of her quixotic intrusion she was shadowed at every step and had not the remotest chance of slipping away if she repented of her boldness, she was even yet unable to decide whether her identity had been discovered or whether the spying and restraint were not merely commonplace details of this very queer household.

“One thing,” added George, after the peculiarities of the situation had been sufficiently admitted, “it’s going to be the last time I’m mixed up in what isn’t strictly on the level. If we get clear this once with anything like tidy, old girl, it’ll be that little cottage with the pigs and poultry for a moral.”

“Oh, my dear lad, that cottage!” exclaimed Mrs. Larch, somewhere between laughing and tears. “I wonder how many times we’ve paid a pretty price for it already!” and then on a common impulse this curiously simple pair of habitual criminals were in each other’s arms and exchanging fond kisses for all the world like honest lovers.

“Hullo, turtle doves,” remarked Nickle, stumbling in upon this idyll and accepting it with saving coolness. “Seen anything of Toady since dinner?”

“He was in his own sanctuary about five minutes ago with that latest Alsatian Bolshie. Arranging for the end of the world, I suppose. Did you want him?”

“No, it can wait. It’s rather amusing, you know. I’ll tell you the very latest.”

“If it’s one of your funny stories, Mr. Nickle,” interposed George rather hastily, “perhaps we’d better go—”

“No, that’s all right,” said Nickle with a comprehensive smile. “This is something that really happened just now — not what the barmaid said about the bathing suit to the bishop. I was going across the Triangle down there and who should I run into but our interesting invalid, Eliza Higgs, making her way towards the Rialto Picture House, with an equally young lady friend, both very superbly dressed for the occasion.”

“Well I never!” contributed Mrs. Larch.

“Oh yes, I assure you. Jewels flashed and silk garments rustled. Well, seeing that further disguise was useless Eliza capitulated and at the inducement of a strawberry ice — supplemented may I perhaps say by the attraction of my society — permitted herself and friend to be lured into Cushing’s Comfy Corner Café where under skilful innuendo she broke down at her third sundae and gave away the whole transaction.”

“She would,” was Mrs. Larch’s tart comment. “That’s Eliza Higgs all over.”

“Oh well; we mustn’t be too harsh. The young lady who dropped down on Eliza from the clouds — she’d evidently been watching for the chance — assured her that it was all a joke, in fact that she’d made a bet she could act as a servant for a week in a strange house without anything being spotted. Then she offered Eliza five Bradburys and what she was wearing at the time to co-operate and Eliza, we may imagine, simply leapt at it.”

“It was a mean thing to give it away though,” remarked George severely. “After taking the money.”

“Possibly Eliza misunderstood some of the facts. From what she dropped, apropos of what I had said, I gathered that she may have assumed that I was in the secret, on Hilda Kelly’s side, from the start,” admitted Nickle glibly. “However, it didn’t really matter either way. We knew pretty well how it stood already.”

“Still, I think that Hilda might have hit on something better in the way of a fairy tale than what she did,” speculated Mrs. Larch. “She seems quite a sharp girl in general.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” maintained Nickle impartially. “Of course since it tore one’s inclined to say that, but as things stood what likelier tale could she put up at short notice? She might have got away with it, too, if it hadn’t been — Oh, all right; I’ll take it.”

The interruption was a telephone call and Nickle crossed over to the small table by the door while the other two, the subject of Eliza talked out, waited to hear if there was any new development. Most of the calls that came were dead matter, for in the directory their number still appeared against the name of the former tenant and less than a dozen intimates were in a position to get through to them.

“It’s ‘Soapy,’ talking from somewhere down there,” rapped out Nickle, covering the mouthpiece as he spoke back into the room. “Get Joolby if you can, one of you.”

Mrs. Larch nodded to George and hurried out. But Joolby’s progress was slow even on the level and this entailed a flight of stairs — or possibly the Alsatian Bolshie was difficult to get away from. At all events the conversation was over and the receiver hung up again before the cripple dragged his trailing feet through the doorway.

“What’s this?” he said, the quickened beat of his throat betraying the stress of his exertion. “Is Dodger there speaking?”

“He was,” replied Nickle, “but he’s gone. He seemed to be pressed for time and I gathered that telephoning at all was rather risky.”

“Well, where was he talking from?”

“God knows,” said Nickle with a shrug. “Some wayside shrine one would imagine. He is scarcely likely to have rung us up from the village pub and in any case there’s no idea of calling on him from our end.”

“Well, what was it?”

“He says it’s all right for Saturday still. Nora M. doesn’t seem to have done any harm so far but he’s getting jumpy about that fellow Carrados. He can’t make out what’s going on in that direction but he wishes you could do something. That’s all.”

“Oh, it is, is it? That’s quite satisfactory, isn’t it, Nickle? And he’s getting jumpy about Max Carrados, is he? Strange that I’m the only one who never seems to get jumpy, isn’t it? I suppose it has something to do with my physical peculiarities, for even as a boy I don’t remember ever to have gone in much for jumping. Well, as regards Mr. Carrados I have already arranged, as he suggests, to ‘do something.’”

“The deuce you have!” said Nickle, staring his curiosity. “How is it to be wangled?”

“All in good time, my friend; you won’t be left out of the performance. Now go down and help Won Chou and Jules to get things ready. They know what will be needed. And you bring Hilda up to me here, Mrs. Larch. I want to have a little quiet talk with my new maid-servant.” He waited until they had gone and then looked significantly at Mr. Larch. “You understand all right, don’t you, George?”

“Oh yes; I understand all right, Mr. Joolby,” replied Larch in his transparent way. “And so long as it doesn’t go actually to extremes—”

“It shan’t go actually to extremes, George.” Mr. Joolby’s voice sounded positively sympathetic.

“I know that it may have to be cut rather fine and stretched rather far at a pinch of course, Mr. Joolby. That’s in the nature of the business we are on. But I rely on you to give me the nod in time to get Cora clear off whatever happens. I can take my own whack as it comes — as I always have done.”

“Of course, George, of course. Women and children first — that’s what the Bible says, isn’t it? But not extremes on any account, eh? Well, well!”

“You know what I mean well enough, Mr. Joolby. I mean bloodshed. I never have—”

“Here is Hilda, sir,” announced Mrs. Larch, reappearing at the door. “You said you wanted to see her.”

“To be sure; to be sure,” assented Joolby, plainly in his most benevolent mood. “And you two had better stay as well now you are here. One can’t be too careful, I understand, in dealing with emotional young females.”

“As you please, sir,” replied Mrs. Larch, remaining between Nora and the door, while George, painfully wishing that he could be away at the more congenial occupation of forging bank-notes, dropped discreetly further into the background.

“So you are our new help, Hilda Kelly, eh, girl?”

“Yes, sir,” she answered rather feebly. It was the first time Nora had encountered Joolby face to face, and at the sight of his monstrous swelling infirmities she realised with a tremor of dismay that unless she could fight it down she might suddenly become faint, or sick, or something discreditably weak, if the ordeal went much further.

“And Miss Nora Melhuish, of Orchard Close, Tapsfield, also?” continued her employer. “Well, well” — as Nora found herself unable to combat this thrust in her agitated plight— “there’s no great harm in having two different sets of names, and nearly all of our aristocracy have at least two separate addresses. Some of the most illustrious characters in history have found it convenient to change their identity from time to time. I have myself, and I dare say that Mr. Larch there has been described as alias this or alias that on certain state occasions.”

“I don’t see what my private affairs have to do with my employment here so long as I do the work,” she managed to retort, hoping to be let off farther questioning on this tacit admission.

“Very reasonably put,” conceded Mr. Joolby, still pleasantly tickled by what was going on, “and that brings me to another matter. Hearing that your cousin Eliza was feeling indisposed you came here to take her place so that we should not be inconvenienced, didn’t you? Very thoughtful and considerate indeed; so different from what one usually hears of the domestic servant classes.”

“If you don’t mind I should like to get on with my work, sir,” she put in, as unconcernedly as she could. “All this has nothing to do with my duties.”

“Your work, eh?” replied Joolby, his mood suffering a remarkable transition as he proceeded. “Why, yes, of course; that’s what you’re here for, isn’t it? But part of your duties, properly considered, consists in taking instructions and answering your employer’s questions and so on, eh, doesn’t it? Well, Miss Hilda Nora Kelly Melhuish, in the short time that you have been here among us have you discovered anything unusual or irregular in the conduct of this establishment?” Then as she stood irresolutely dumb at this the cripple unexpectedly swung one of his wooden props and brought it down with a terrifying crash on the bare table lying between them. “Answer me, girl; have you?”

“No, sir,” she protested faintly.

“You haven’t, eh? Then let me tell you that your eyesight is very little better than your Uncle Max’s, Hilda Nora. You must have made very poor use of your opportunities here, for, you may as well know now, our business consists in imitating the paper currency of certain foreign countries — countries unfriendly to England and more or less actually at war with us if the truth was known. It’s a political business but none the less it’s technically illegal and so if it got about we should all get into trouble. You follow that?”

“Well, I suppose it’s forgery in fact,” she replied.

“Forgery! What do you know about forgery, girl? If I sign my own name on a telegram it may happen to be forgery in point of law. Think of that.”

“But these are bank-notes you say.”

“Well, what does it matter after all?” suggested Mrs. Larch on a note of persuasion. “I mean to say, there’s nothing really wrong about imitating things like that — it’s only that they’ve made laws about it. It isn’t as though you hurt anyone or did them out of something — which I certainly wouldn’t hold with. It stands to reason that one bank-note’s as good as another so long as people only think so; at least George’s are, in fact they’re better than the real ones if it comes to that. I often say it’s the people who go kicking up a fuss when they find that they’ve been slipped a soft one who deserve to be put in the cart. Why can’t they pass it on quietly to someone else and then no one would be a penny the worse off?”

“Well, it seems rather queer—” protested Nora, beginning to be a little reassured by the trend of the conversation.

“Never mind what it seems; I didn’t have you up to listen to what you think but to tell you what to do,” retorted Mr. Joolby, taking over the conversation. “No doubt you thought you were very clever to get in here, didn’t you? Well, we thought we were even cleverer to get you, so it wasn’t very difficult you see. Now your Uncle Max Carrados has been interesting himself in our affairs much more than is good for him during the last few days. You say that you have noticed nothing going on wrong here. So why not tell him that and persuade him to drop it. Eh? Eh?”

It sounded too good to be true. All she would have to do would be to — 

“Why certainly. I’ll go at once and tell him that I’ve seen nothing at all wrong here.”

“You will, eh? Very good. But you won’t have the trouble of going. He may be here any minute now.”

“Max Carrados here?” she exclaimed. “What is he coming here for?”

“It would appear that you wrote and begged him to come at once,” deliberately replied Mr. Joolby, and looking at his face — which she had avoided doing to the extent of her power — the girl suddenly knew that the Thing before her was crudely and inhumanly evil. He was without pity, beyond restraint, and impervious to remorse; all the time he had been playing with her fears and enjoying the thought of the worse terrors he yet had in store for her. Oddly, the revelation helped her. “The message was rather ambiguously worded,” he continued with meaning, “but it suggested a good excuse for him to call and it was sufficiently — shall I say disturbing — to make sure that he’d be a little anxious. Oh yes, he will come all right. In fact I can assure you that he is on his way now.”

“So you forged my writing also — it’s not only bank-notes it seems! And you think that Max Carrados will walk into a trap like that — or that I would do anything but tell him the whole truth the minute I see him?”

“The whole truth, so far as you are concerned, is that you have found nothing wrong going on here,” he reminded her. “Convince him of that and all will be well for both of you...The little matter of our private activities that I mentioned just now was strictly confidential and you had much better dismiss it entirely from your mind.”

“Yes; why should you have mentioned it at all?” she asked suspiciously. “Why need you?”

“I needn’t. But I want you to understand that we really mean serious business, and that having very heavy risks to face we aren’t going to stick at anything.”

“You mean that I should league myself with you in trying to deceive Mr. Carrados and the authorities? Is it likely?”

“I think it is quite likely when you have considered a little; so likely that you’ll strain every nerve and try every artifice in your power to do it. You are very young to — to meet with an accident, Nora Kelly, and it would hardly be a pleasant thought that you had drawn Max Carrados into a trap with you. Ah; I fancy that must signify our myopic friend’s arrival.”

“That” had been the resounding clamour of an ancient bell somewhere below, for, side by side with its electric lights and telephone, the venerable mansion still retained the campanological features of its Victorian prime. Mrs. Larch exchanged glances with her employer and significantly withdrew. These details were not lost on Nora (as, indeed, they were intended not to be) but surely her sagacious Uncle Max could be trusted not to be taken in by a ruse so transparent?

“It’s no good, Mr. Joolby,” she challenged. “You think that you can frighten me with silly talk like that? You seem to forget that we are in London. Why, I have only to scream out to bring half a dozen policemen in. And I am quite sure that Max Carrados won’t walk in here without making it certain that if he doesn’t soon come out again the C.I.D. will smash down the door if need be to find out what has happened. I know him well enough for that.”

“People don’t scream out here, Hilda Nora,” he replied, and his level assurance struck her coldly. “If they did nobody outside would hear them.”

“It’s no good talking like that,” confirmed George Larch. “He won’t be given the opportunity to arrange anything; he won’t even know where he is coming. The person who gives him the note will deliver it when he’s alone and he must come at once and be guided here if he is to come. No, Miss Melhuish, if Max Carrados does come here nothing but your doing exactly as we tell you will get either of you out again. And that’s the best advice you’ll have in this house.”

“You hear what he says,” directed Joolby. “That’s the moderate view of the situation. Ah, here’s Mrs. Larch coming back. Now we shall know just how we stand.”

“A Mr. Carrados is below, sir,” reported Mrs. Larch, as indifferently as she might have announced the vicar calling. “He says he would like to speak with the young person employed here if it’s convenient.”

“Ask him to wait a few minutes. And be sure to see that he has something to amuse himself with. Now, girl, you haven’t much time to make up your mind. Which is it to be?”

“Just whatever I like,” retorted Nora. “You can’t bluff me into anything and I fancy that Max Carrados will be able to take care of himself if he’s come here. That’s all.”

“All, is it?” snarled Joolby, beginning to display the familiar symptoms of his ire. “Oh no; not quite all yet, I think, Nora Hilda. Just open that door, George, and let’s see if we can’t find another argument why she should listen to reason.”

The door thus indicated was the second one in the room — hitherto unused and not yet mentioned. It led into a small ante-chamber and so out again on to a passage and the stairs, this having been in the house’s ampler days either a dressing-room or a service pantry as the conditions called for. This was the door George Larch now crossed over to and threw open and in the pause between the action and anything more happening a dreadful fear began to close in round Nora’s heart while her knees grew as flimsy as stubble. What would emerge from that darkened room to confront her?

“Geoffrey!” was wrung from her lips as a figure, urged on by someone behind, stumbled into the light; “oh, my dear, how terrible you look. What are they doing to you?”

Geoffrey Tilehurst stood cowering and blinking in the unaccustomed glare but he seemed to make no effort to reply nor did he respond to her instinctive gesture of compassion. Then as he came further into the room — pushed forward by Won Chou — she understood. He was gagged and his hands tied behind him.

“What’s this, Won Chou?” demanded Joolby, as though mildly surprised. “Who ordered like so fashion?”

“Make much noise,” indifferently replied Won Chou. “Tellee shall do: do do.”

“In that case it would appear to be his own fault,” approved Joolby coolly. “Guests must conform to the rules of the house. Remove the gag now and let us hear what he has to say for himself — perhaps he has learned to know better.”

“Nora! You are here to save me?” painfully mumbled Geoffrey, when Won Chou — none too gently as evidenced by a bleeding lip — had complied. “For God’s sake don’t believe anything they say. Only get me away from this dreadful place where I’m being—” A menacing gesture from another man who had silently appeared cut off the word and Geoffrey shrank back as though he knew only too well that the threat was no empty promise.

“Oh, Geoffrey, what can I do, only tell me,” she begged— “We had no idea that anything like this — we thought that you were just being kept out of the way. Even now I don’t understand—”

“Come, that will do,” interrupted Joolby with an impatient growl; “talk, talk, talk — that’s all it ever comes to with your kind of cattle. Do you still think that you are playing at charades, girl? Can’t you see the sort of men you have to do with? You ‘don’t understand — !’ No, I do not think you do, but we will very soon explain it...For the next three days we must be left undisturbed and to make sure of that there is nothing on earth that we are going to stick at. You and this man” — with a sweep of the minatory crutch— “must remain in our hands that long because you know too much. This Carrados has nosed into our affairs and so he must be reassured and headed off. We can’t keep him as well — at least we’d rather not — because he’s too influential it seems and he’s set inquiry afoot, and before our time was up there might be the hell of a disturbance. Now you have it.”

“But what have I — ?”

“What you have to do is to convince him that he’s been mistaken. If you do that you have nothing to be afraid of. At the end of three days you can both walk out — the best guarantee is that we have nothing to fear from you then and it would be inconvenient to have to leave someone to keep you. If you refuse — well, you see your friend there? A little more strain — a very little perhaps — and I’m afraid — I really am afraid, Miss Kelly — that his rather disturbed mind may be permanently unbalanced...As for yourself, I scarcely like to put into words what will probably happen to you before you get away. These crude Eastern races are so primitive in their ideas of the use they make of female captives.”

“Oh, you fiend!” she flung back; “you unutterable brute! You would never dare—”

“Dare! I dare?” he retorted, dragging himself nearer to her and raising his form to the full on his props almost with a savage grandeur, “Look at me, brute that I am; look, look, girl, and then think! What is there that men can do to me now that nature hasn’t done already!”

“Nora,” besought the unfortunate Tilehurst, pitifully whining in his distress, “don’t drive them to do worse than I’ve had already. Get me away on any terms for God’s sake before I — I — Do anything they ask you.”

“Oh, you poor, poor—” she cried out in her pain, immeasurably shocked at his pathetic deterioration, Then turning to Joolby again: “If I do as you want—”

“No harm will come to either of you meanwhile and at the end of three days you will be free.”

“Tell me exactly what I have to do.” At a sign the prisoner was led away again and the door of the ante-room closed on his humiliation. George Larch alone remained to lend Joolby whatever support the developments might entail and the moment was almost reached towards which so much preparation had been directed.

“When Carrados comes up you must receive him naturally and convince him that it’s all been an unfortunate misunderstanding about us here,” said the cripple, in reply to Nora’s admission of surrender. “Don’t try any half-and-half shillyshallying. Make no error about it, girl: you’ve got to succeed and to do it thoroughly.”

“It isn’t an easy thing to deceive Max Carrados. No matter what I say he may not—”

“Agggh!” he snarled impatiently, “it won’t be an easy thing to watch your young man being put through a course or to find yourself strapped down, will it? You’re clever enough in your way, I’ll be bound, and the fellow’s blind anyhow. You came to spy on us here, didn’t you? You’ve — let us say — been in every corner of the house and gone through all the papers. Well, it’s — what?— ‘a bloomer.’ You have found simply an old fellow who has made a little something by years of hard work in his secondhand shop and is now retiring into private life and doesn’t want to be troubled. Eh? Eh?”

“I must succeed,” she whispered, more to herself than in assent. “God help me!”


NORA TELLS THE TALE AND CARRADOS SUPPLIES THE MUSIC
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“HERE YOU ARE, sir,” announced Mrs. Larch, piloting Mr. Carrados solicitously into the room and then standing off to survey, as it were, her achievement in getting him safely there with some pride, “No more nasty stairs to climb up. And there is Hilda.”

“Uncle Max!” exclaimed Nora, in her very brightest manner. “So you really have come then?”

Like many blind men of ingenious mind Mr. Carrados prided himself on his ability to get about by himself and to tell the truth he was occasionally a little unceremonious in his rejection of sympathetic assistance.

“Let me find my own way; I’ll manage to do it somehow,” he would remark as he put these well-intentioned people aside. “If I do knock my shins it will teach me to remember the position of something for ever,” and though none of his closest friends could recall the occasion when Mr. Carrados had knocked his shins they all might have instanced rather odd little touches of clumsiness or unaccountable lapses in his form which had at the time seemed surprising. Inspector Beedel, whose Yard record was not unaffected by their acquaintanceship in the past, had his own views of these failings.

“When Mr. Carrados makes a break,” he had been known to say, “it’s about time for some blighter to hop it.”

On this occasion, however, there was nothing drastic to deplore. Smiling away Mrs. Larch’s proffered arm the blind man stretched out his hands right and left and — more than anything from a matter of habit one would judge — touched the door and wall here and there as though to learn thereby the points of his location. Certainly he narrowly escaped a minor disaster at the telephone table which lay in his path but with an exclamation of annoyance at the contact — a mere brush — he neatly verified its position and nature. And if this was a wily snare on the visitor’s part to surprise a betraying sound from anyone who lurked, it failed signally in its object. Mrs. Larch could not restrain a little gasp of dismay when she saw what nearly happened but Mr. Joolby and George from their well-retired positions — the former seated, the more active man standing — were both too wide-awake to betray their presence.

“Well, my dear,” admitted Mr. Carrados in answer to his niece’s greeting, “I gathered that you might not be altogether sorry to see me. So” — with a reassuring laugh— “here I am.” A mild amusement at the possible humours of the situation characterised his manner.

“Now I’ll leave you two quite alone, if you’ll excuse me, Mr. Carrados,” tactfully remarked Mrs. Larch, with an admonitory glance at the two figures in the background. “Being a gentleman, I can hardly expect you to understand, perhaps, but as it happens I’m rather busy.”

“Oh, but I do understand,” he gallantly assured her. “I get rather busy myself sometimes. You mustn’t judge me merely from an idle visit.”

All very pleasant, no doubt, but every one of the five people in the room had, in the vulgar phrase, “other fish to fry,” and Mrs. Larch’s cue was to get out of the way without delay and give them the opportunity to be at it. This she accordingly now did closing the door with perhaps a little unnecessarily elaborate evidence of her departure, and uncle and niece were left “alone” together.

“What a very agreeable sort of person, Nora,” he blandly observed, discovering for himself a suitably placed chair and occupying it. “Made me feel that I was giving no trouble at all in calling.”

“Oh yes, she is,” eagerly confirmed Nora. “And it’s all the more because I feel so dreadfully ashamed of the trick I’ve played on them here. Uncle Max, you know we really have done it!”

“Ah?” he endorsed vaguely. “I guessed that there had been something of a fiasco from your hasty note, but — I could see that you wrote rather in a flurry — you know you left it all rather ambiguous. Indeed, from one thing or other you said I half thought that you might be in some sort of” — discreetly lowering his voice— “danger!”

“Danger!” she laughed, in great high spirits; “what a perfectly priceless notion! No, indeed, old dear; the only danger about here was the danger of making a great goose of myself, and so my first thoughts flew to you as the readiest means of getting me out of an awkward situation.”

“Why of course,” he agreed. “Always fall back on Uncle Max — if you remember I particularly put you up to that whenever you get yourself in any mischief. And in the present case I feel more or less responsible for I have half an idea that it’s partly my fault your being here. Now as we are quite alone suppose you tell me exactly how you are situated?”

“Well, Uncle, it’s really been a ghastly mistake from the very beginning. Of course I can’t pretend to say what may have been going on anywhere else and certainly from one thing and another there seemed to be enough to make you suspicious. But these people at all events are as innocent of crime — it really makes me want to laugh — as district visitors, and I feel that we ought to do — well, to do anything we can to make up for perhaps getting them suspected.”

“Um, yes; perhaps we ought, now that you’ve settled it,” he admitted, with just a shade of lingering reluctance. “By the way, who are the people, Nora?”

“Well, there’s Mr. Joolby, of course. It’s his house I believe and he is more or less — an invalid. He has a shop, an antique shop, somewhere else in London, I understand, but I think he’s retiring now and that’s why things are rather upset and haphazard yet as he isn’t really settled. Then there’s Mrs. Larch, the housekeeper — you’ve seen her already.”

“The agreeable lady?”

“Ye-es. Oh, but they are all quite pleasant and agreeable people really.”

“All? There are others then?”

“I mean those who happen to call — visitors. They’re quite ordinary, respectable people, you know. I think that they mostly have to do with Mr. Joolby’s business — I mean his shop of course.”

“Not the sort of people who’d commit burglaries or plan elaborate forgeries?”

“The very idea! One or two of them may be rather foreign-looking perhaps but I suppose a good many people are what one would consider eccentric characters who have to do with the antique business.”

“Yes, I imagine so: Bohemian and all that. And the providential gentleman whose name doesn’t seem to figure on the medical register — Dr. Olivant. He came here if you remember.”

It was unfortunate that Mr. Carrados should have recalled this. So far it had been quite plain sailing among airy generalities but Dr. Olivant was a specific case and had to be dealt with concretely. For a moment Nora had to think; luckily the inspiration accorded her was on lines that admitted a certain amount of hesitancy when explaining the facts to an old-fashioned uncle.

“Why yes, to be sure he did, didn’t he?” she admitted, with careful deliberation. “Well it’s — it’s rather mysterious about him until you know the circumstances. He realty has been a doctor and a specialist and he is quite qualified to give advice, only Olivant isn’t his proper name. He’s — been — been struck off the register. He’s a little queer they say, and at times forgets about what has happened.”

“Tshk, tshk; sad, sad,” commented Mr. Carrados sympathetically. “And such an imposing presence.”

“Yes, it does seem a pity, doesn’t it? Illegal operations, you know. So of course it’s rather a delicate subject with him.”

“Naturally; naturally. How little we know after all, Nora, of the tragedy that may be going on about us under the quiet prosaic surface! And as he came here, I suppose that the doctor has turned his hand to the antique business also, has he?”

“Well, he had to do something for a living I imagine. Of course he can’t be a doctor any longer, can he? I think he helps Mr. Joolby with the shop in some way.”

“Operates on the damaged articles of virtu doubtless. Well, Nora, you seem to have made pretty good use of your time here.”

“Oh I have; I have. Of course no one suspected me of anything and I have watched them and listened at key-holes and looked at everything that I wasn’t supposed to see in the most shameless manner. That’s why I can be so positive that there’s nothing at all wrong going on here.”

“Then the only thing we can do would seem to be to get out of it as gracefully as possible. There’s no point in your staying on any longer. After all, as a domestic help I have no doubt that — without being in any way critical of your abilities, my dear — Mr. Joolby can replace you without much trouble.”

Mr. Carrados smiled a good-humoured tolerance of the imbroglio in which they had both landed, leaned back in his chair and dropped a careless right into his coat pocket.

“Look here, Nora,” he suggested mischievously, “I have rather a bright idea. We shall cut pretty foolish figures when it comes to explaining, shan’t we? What do you say to slipping quietly out and writing our apologies?”

For perhaps a couple of seconds the girl’s mind poised, while her slanting eyes took in at a flash the essentials of the situation: the unguarded door, so near, George Larch away across the room and Joolby quite literally and negligibly “out of the running.” So much had happened emotionally in the past short half-hour that, as the phrase goes, she scarcely knew which way up she was standing and for the time at least she had entirely lost touch with the vital crux of the situation. It remained for a rather uncanny happening to decide her. Apparently of its own accord the door of the anteroom noiselessly fell open and in the now well-lit space beyond her startled eyes took in the tableau of Geoffrey in his attitude of hopeless terror with the two custodians who had charge standing above him. Almost at once the door was closed again but the reminder had been sufficient.

“No, no; I really couldn’t do that — not as things are,” she protested rather wildly. “Don’t ask me to, Uncle Max, because — well, I shouldn’t like you to think that I can’t stay and face it. And you do understand that everything’s all right here, don’t you?”

“Oh, bless you, yes,” he replied. “All the same I think we could carry it off. It might be the simplest in the end. I’m almost inclined—”

“No, no!” she insisted. “I mustn’t think of it. Don’t, Uncle; please don’t. We could never — I mean it wouldn’t be right in the circumstances; it really wouldn’t. Don’t you see, I’ve bribed and persuaded their servant to let me take her place and if I run away like that they’ll be left quite in the lurch — it isn’t so easy to get anyone at a moment’s notice as you may think and they’d perhaps have to go on for days and days servant-less. That’s the only reason I have for staying; it really is. They’re quite all right here in every way I do assure you.”

“Oh yes; it isn’t that. The boot’s on the other foot in fact; I should like to think that we’d been clever enough to be on the right tack from the start but you’ve quite burst that bubble. Only I wish it had gone the other way for it’s devilish awkward for me as it happens. Inspector Beedel of Scotland Yard is relying on my inquiries in this quarter and now I shall have to call it off and admit that I was mistaken...You seem rather pleased, my dear” — for Nora had given a sigh that unmistakably conveyed relief and satisfaction.

“Well, it is something of an event to find Max Carrados wrong for once,” she retorted, turning it off into an assumption of skittishness. “You know, Uncle Max, it was dreadful to live up to your terrible omniscience.”

“I’m afraid, young lady, you won’t be the only one to enjoy a chuckle when I report to my professional friends,” he confessed. “That’s the worst of a reputation; but it has to be done. We haven’t got a leg to stand on.”

“And you will do that,” she insisted, anxious to clinch the advantage; “you will stop Scotland Yard doing anything about them here for the next three days, won’t you? I mean,” she hastened to amend as she recognised the curious significance of a time limit, “it mightn’t seem reasonable to ask anyone not to do anything, no matter what happened, for ever.”

Possibly Mr. Carrados was considering it from his own way round for he did not appear to notice anything in her stumble.

“Naturally I will,” he replied. “I must, or I may land myself in rather serious trouble. You see, I’m not an official in any sense so I can’t plead privilege and invoke the powers to back me. In the eyes of a jury I should be merely an interfering amateur — and there’s such a thing as defamation. Well, as you won’t be persuaded to come now, when may we expect to see you back from this haunt of ancient peace?”

“Oh, by about Saturday I should think.”

“Ah, Saturday?” he considered. “That will be three days from now, won’t it?”

“Will it? I hadn’t thought. It will be the end of the week, you see, and Mrs. Larch fancied that by then she could find someone to take my place most likely.”

“We must consider that as arranged then.” He “looked” round the room in his usual deliberate way, turning his sightless eyes (as it might seem odd to say his nose and ears) to every point of the compass. “At any rate I’m glad to have seen you in an unusual setting, Nora. I hope your cap’s becoming.”

Nora had played her part — there could be no doubt of its success — but now she was uncertain of what next would be required of her. Her instructions had not gone beyond convincing Carrados — was she to let him go at this point on his assurance of putting things right with Scotland Yard or was some further guarantee required? She shot an inquiring glance in the direction of the two silent witnesses of the curious scene and Mr. Joolby evidently decided that the moment had arrived for his own intervention. At a sign from him George Larch noisily threw open the door of the smaller room (they never fell into the mistake of making it too hard for the blind man to follow what was supposed to be going on) and to the accompaniment of a great business with his sticks Joolby “entered.”

“Hilda, I want you to—” he began, failing for the moment to notice the visitor who was merely standing up in the middle of the room, “Eh, who have we here?”

“Oh, this is my uncle, Mr. Carrados, sir,” explained Nora. “He just called to see me for a few minutes. Now he’s going.”

“Ah, good evening, Mr. Carrados,” said the master of the house, his manner, so far, distant without being actually hostile. “I’m glad I happened to come up in time to see you. You doubtless know who I am, since I think you boast that you never forget a voice and we have met once already.”

“What! Mr. Joolby, the eminent authority on Greek numismatics? To be sure we’ve met. Let me see; the more primitive methods of disposing of one’s enemies by obscure venoms, wasn’t it?”

“Never mind that now,” retorted Mr. Joolby. “This isn’t my shop. I am simply a private gentleman here. Let me tell you that I am not pleased with what has been going on, Mr. Carrados. It seems that you have been making unfounded charges against my character and reputation. People are talking — I see them look after me and whisper as I go along. I don’t know what isn’t being said about me — what slanders aren’t being spread. My intention in coming here was to give up my business altogether and lead a quiet but useful life. I might have put up for something — the Borough Council or what not — in time. Now that’s all done for thanks to you and a lot of money wasted.”

“Mr. Carrados sees that he has been mistaken in what he thought,” ventured Nora, anxious to keep this to the front. “He is willing—”

“Then there’s another thing,” went on Mr. Joolby, impervious to soothing. “This young person who was got into my house on false pretences. There’s no doubt that you sent her here to spy on me; the connection is quite obvious. That’s a serious matter, Mr. Carrados. People have had to pay very large compensation for that sort of thing before now. Not that she could do any harm, simply because there is nothing discreditable to find out, but the imputation is there all the same. In fact it’s questionable if it doesn’t amount legally to a conspiracy to blackmail and the penalty for blackmail doesn’t stop at damages.” With one of his terrifying changes of front he turned suddenly on Nora breathing menace: “Come now, girl, you’ve had the run of the house, you know; you may as well own up to it. What have you nosed out here that’s wrong. Eh? Eh?”

“Oh nothing, nothing, Mr. Joolby,” she protested. “I’ve assured my uncle that we have been quite mistaken and that everything here is perfectly straightforward.”

“And so it is. Everything O.K. and above the board. Well, well—”

“I’m quite willing to admit that a mistake has been made, Mr. Joolby, and to shoulder all the blame,” interposed Carrados. “I shall notify Scotland Yard through my friend Inspector Beedel that I have unfortunately been on a wrong tack and in consequence misled them. After that you will have no further trouble.”

“You will, eh? Well, it’s about the least you can do as things are, isn’t it? Especially as I am considering bringing an action for very heavy damages if I don’t get satisfaction. And how am I to know that you will do as you say after all? I haven’t any guarantee.”

“Well, really, I — I don’t quite know what to say to that,” admitted Mr. Carrados. “What do you suggest for instance?”

Mr. Joolby appeared to consider deeply.

“Suppose you write a letter now to Scotland Yard, admitting that you’ve been mistaken, and let me post it. Then there can’t be any double shuffling. You say you are going to notify them, don’t you? Well, if you are honest about it you may just as well write a letter here and now and tell them.”

“Just as you like, Mr. Joolby, if that will set your mind at rest. As you say, it’s the same thing in the end. Have you a sheet of paper handy?”

“Ah!” pounced Mr. Joolby with an unpleasant spit of laughter, “I thought as much! So that was to be the way, was it? On strange note-paper and written with my pen and ink — then it would not be a very hard matter to write a little differently and repudiate the whole business if it is more convenient afterwards, eh, eh? No, no, Mr. Carrados; the special tablet that you always use and written with pencil if you please the same as usual.”

Apparently not in any way disconcerted Mr. Carrados produced one of the small writing-pads that he invariably carried.

“You seem to be a very well-informed, simple, private gentleman,” he remarked good-naturedly as he began to comply with the injunction.

“You have to be, in the antique line,” retorted the dealer.

“Paper is often the difficulty, I understand,” was the dry thrust. “Well, how will this do, Mr. Joolby? ‘Dear Inspector Beedel, Not too late in the day to admit a mistake, I hope, I am hastening to let you know that I was entirely at fault in my suspicions of the Joolby ménage—”

“No, I don’t like that,” objected the gentleman concerned; “‘Joolby ménage’ is too familiar when you are supposed to be doing your best to get out of the pretty mess you’re in; it doesn’t sound natural. ‘Mr. Joolby’s household,’ or ‘the establishment of J. Joolby, Esquire’ is more what one would expect to be written.”

“True; perhaps I was becoming a little too colloquial. ‘The establishment of J. Joolby Esquire.’ May I, by any chance, add ‘O.B.E.’, some little distinction of that sort? No? A pity but gross oversights were common. Well: ‘From personal observation I am now satisfied that nothing in the nature of what I had suspected had been going on there.’”

Absorbed in the composition of this odd document Mr. Carrados alternately spoke and wrote while Mr. Joolby, offering frequent helpful comment, betrayed the excited state of his mind shuffling here and there about the room to accompaniment of the continual tapping of sticks and the slither of his crippled extremities, indeed to anyone less deeply engaged than the blind man appeared to be it might have occurred that the amount of noise which this performance raised was out of all proportion with the extent of ground covered. The move was not lost on Nora but she felt that it would be madness to intervene with an open warning that must inevitably precipitate a crisis. Even when Nickle and Won Chou casually but very quietly appeared on the scene she clung to a desperate hope that this did not necessarily mean a breach of faith, but as they began gradually to draw in significantly on each side of Mr. Carrados it was no longer possible to doubt some crooked intention.

“Uncle—”

In three swift steps Nickle was by Nora’s side. His attitude and action were an open challenge.

“Keep your mouth shut or—” they said as plainly as though it had been spoken.

“‘Will you therefore please call off any attention — which might prove embarrassing to me — in that quarter,’” continued the writer, still blandly immersed in his task. “‘Now that I am leaving London for a few days—’”

“Uncle! don’t—” The words half unconsciously sprang from her lips as she realised in a flash the possibilities that this opened up and the risk — the fatalness indeed — of the admission. There was no chance of more. Nickle’s strong hand closed instantly over her mouth while his arms held her in a grip that smothered all resistance. Won Chou had already glided forward to add his weight and from his sleeve there appeared a stoppered bottle and a pad that had doubtless been intended for another. Neatly, expeditiously, and without a sound that would not pass for Mr. Joolby’s gasps and clatter, the work was done and the unconscious girl carried away through the open door of the ante-room. Joolby’s twisted grin lengthened.

“But, my dear, I’ve already arranged it all,” protested Carrados, at this point becoming aware of his niece’s neglected interruption. “Thanks, nevertheless — it’s very flattering to find that you are so appreciated on the spot, isn’t it, Mr. Joolby? And I wouldn’t say that I’m not every bit as fond of her on my side. Between ourselves,” he continued, writing a line that concluded the letter, “since our little misunderstanding is now satisfactorily cleared up, I don’t mind admitting that I really came here with an absurd fancy that the child might be in some sort of danger.” He chuckled quiet appreciation. “Sounds absurd now, doesn’t it? Eh, Nora? Here we are, then” — running a confirming finger along the words he had last written—”’ — Now that I am leaving London for a few days and shall not see you before I go I thought it better to put the matter straight at once by letter.’ There, Mr. Joolby, just see if that doesn’t satisfy all your scruples.”

Nickle had now returned, leaving Won Chou, aided doubtless by Mrs. Larch’s practical hand, to cope with any emotional outburst when Nora came round again. There remained Carrados to deal with but even if he should be armed, two useful men — Larch and himself; Joolby didn’t count — could settle the issue of that without the possibility of mischance. He noiselessly closed and locked the door of the ante-room as he came back to secure the next few minutes from the chance of disturbing interruption.

In all good faith Joolby accepted the sheet and half turned away to get a better light so as to make sure that this shifty fellow Carrados had been playing no tricks with the composition...How it happened he never knew and the other two could not quite see as they were close upon the cripple, and behind, but in the second that his attention was directed to the paper something undoubtedly caused Mr. Joolby to stumble back and he floundered into the arms — and incidentally upon the toes — of his fellow conspirators. That was the moment chosen for the room to be blacked completely out and Mr. Carrados’s dry chuckle from the neighbourhood of the door — the general door — made it comparatively obvious to connect him with the phenomenon. He had not attempted to escape; he had simply snapped the light off, locked the second door, and was now apparently enjoying the effect of his manoeuvre. Exactly what that move implied did not at first convey itself to any of the trio.

“What the hell’s happened?” shouted Nickle — the first to find his voice because he was the least involved in the gymnastics. “Do either of you know—”

“Stop him, you fools — don’t talk,” rasped out the more discerning Joolby. “You know I can’t get along. After him, can’t you?”

“Blast that table!” was Larch’s hearty contribution, and the sound of the impact that had immediately preceded the remark indicated his precise condition.

“That will do nicely,” came Mr. Carrados’s unruffled voice across the darkness. “Please all remain exactly where you are or two of your heads may get in line and I don’t want to shoot more of you than need be.”

“Has he gone mad?” whispered George in genuine bewilderment. “He seemed all right up to now.”

“He is still all right, thank you, Mr. Larch.” There was a smile yet in the voice but the tone was no longer that of the conciliatory Mr. Carrados at the table. “Possibly it was the initial jockeying for position that may have misled you. You will surely recognise that it was necessary for me to finesse Miss Melhuish out of the room before we got on to the shooting?”

“Shoot and be damned, you skug!” exploded Nickle. “As soon as we can see, by God! you’ll squeal for this pretty loudly.”

“Doubtless,” was the smooth reply “ — as soon as you can see. But the point of the situation, Mr. Nickle, is that you can’t see, and as I am a trained dead shot by sound, it would almost seem as though it might be I who could enforce the squealing.”

“He has us there,” admitted George Larch. “By golly!”

“Has he!” The scraping of a match against its box-side followed.

Two spurts of light whipped into the black; one upwards from the match, the other across from the door. The match at once went out and Nickle only just saved himself from screaming.

“Damnation!” he yelled, spinning round. “He’s shot the box out of my hand!”

“Quite a safe mark — it was such an explicit sound,” said Mr. Carrados reassuringly. “I was rather afraid that you might strike the match on your trouser seat. That would have been unfortunate, wouldn’t it?”

It fell to Mr. Joolby to break the silence that hung rather heavily over the room after this demonstration.

“Mr. Carrados. I don’t pretend to understand what grievance you think you have, but if you will kindly turn on the light again we can all discuss it amicably and no doubt afford you complete satisfaction.”

“Mr. Joolby,” replied Carrados, determined to be no less civil, “whatever grievance I may think I have we can discuss equally well in the dark. And all my arguments are capable of being put even more forcibly in those conditions.”

“But there must be some mistake—” pleaded George Larch, still hopeful.

“I think there really must — but it is yours...My dear sirs, did you actually imagine that one could not follow every clumsy move you made, with Joolby’s low comedy tramp and the other two stealing in like a couple of hired assassins in a penny gaff melodrama?”

“All this is quite unknown to me—” protested the deeply hurt Joolby.

“But not quite to me. Why, our good friend Larch wears an old family watch that has a voice like an alarum clock to my ears. You, Nickle, use something for your hair that would serve a drag-hunt.”

“You son of a bitch! We’ll get you yet,” snapped Nickle. Of the three he appeared to feel the reverse the most — to him, under Carrados’s caustic tongue, it was a personal humiliation. Larch was ingenuously amazed, while Joolby — to Joolby, wrapped in an imperforable armour of fatalistic certitude, it could be nothing but a passing trial.

“Ah,” replied Mr. Carrados with his unquenchable aplomb, “I have often wondered where I got my nose from.”

“Be quiet, Nickle,” directed his chief. “What’s the use of foolishness like calling a gentleman bad names when he can gun you in the dark and you’re no good even at striking matches? But Mr. Carrados will no doubt remember that whatever happens here, somewhere else we hold two hostages.”

“Mr. Carrados will,” he assented. “And Mr. Joolby will have no chance of forgetting that in this room I hold three.”

“Short of shooting us all in cold blood how’s that going to help you, Mr. Carrados?” asked Larch, coming down to the commonplace of the situation. “It looks like stalemate to me and the sensible thing would be to make it a draw and all call off in good order. As things are what do you think you can do, sir?”

“To be quite candid, Mr. Larch, so far I haven’t given it a thought. But to a man of resource there’s always something. If you happen to be a theatre- goer yourself no doubt you’ve seen a number of ingenious tricks brought off in what I believe are called ‘crook plays’ — the trouble is that one can seldom remember a suitable dodge just when it’s wanted. Now there’s wireless; any amount of plots turn on that, but how on earth am I to use wireless? If only you happened to have a telephone about the room I might manage to call up reinforcements.”

“And do you think that we’d be mugs enough to let you?” contemptuously came from Nickle.

“Oh, I don’t know. You might not — or on the other hand you might. You might be interested in hearing what I should send — at any rate I don’t mind telling you in advance and you can say what you think about it. Something — let me see — like this: Yes, Exchange, quite right, but — one moment — this is special and urgent. I want to get through to Scotland Yard — Victoria 7000 — but I can’t wait for the connection, because it’s a matter of life and death. Ask Inspector Beedel there to send Flying Squad to Max Carrados in immediate danger at source of this message. Yes, B-E-E-D-E-L and C-A-R-R-A-D-O-S. You’ve got that quite all right? Thank you.”

“You bloody fools!” shrieked Nickle, stung by a sudden dreadful inspiration, “we’ve let him phone. He has got through!” In a transport of infuriation his hand went to his hip and the telephone stand crashed to the floor under the impact of his erratic bullet. Another shot and Nickle’s automatic followed his match box.

“It only needed that sensational touch to convince the young lady at the Exchange that she was in the thick of the Real Thing,” remarked Mr. Carrados. “Thank you, Nickle. I might have overlooked it. Now we can all close our eyes and open our mouths and see what the Yard will send us.”

“Well, that about puts the lid on,” summed up George Larch philosophically. “It’s all U.P. this journey.”

“Not quite I think,” ventured a sad, unconcerned voice and before Carrados could move — the dramatic opening of the door barred all chance of interference indeed — the light blazed on again, and Won Chou was revealed standing apathetically before them. “I happen to have met Mr. Carrados in the past and knowing how clever a gentleman he is I took the precaution of cutting the wires as soon as I guessed that he was likely to be busy. Always best with a gentleman so brainful. He got nothing through to anywhere.”

“The hell! And how the blazes did you get here? He locked the door.”

“Little tool,” explained Won Chou, modestly displaying a delicate implement from his inexhaustible sleeve. “Turn keys from other side. Always carry. Very useful.”

“This from the downtrodden brother!” bitterly exclaimed Mr. Carrados, throwing away his pistol and folding his useless arms. “Trick and game to you, Mr. Joolby!” True he might still have put up a hopeless fight, but it had been a battle of wits throughout and psychologically he was beaten.

“And this to remember me by, you swine!” The blind man went down at the blow — a vicious smashing right, delivered with all the pent-up spleen of a practised boxer, and remained down unstirring. Nickle, in one of his uglier moods, considered that he had settled that reckoning.


A SIGNAL OF DISTRESS INTO THE UNKNOWN
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IT WAS SATURDAY morning, the morning of the day when, according to sundry remarks, two things were going to happen, Vallett had promised that by that date he would be prepared to bring off their wholesale raid of the Tapsfield bank-note paper and Nora Melhuish had given Mr. Carrados to understand that on Saturday she would be ready to quit Mr. Joolby’s house and service. Of the two contracts the first seemed immeasurably the more likely to be met for while Vallett was freely at large to mature his plans daybreak found — or would have done if it could have penetrated six feet of earth and several courses of brick and mortar — Nora asleep on a long stone slab which was the chief feature of a cellar that was unpleasantly suggestive of a prison cell or even at a pinch a dungeon. Mr. Carrados himself was there also only he happened to be awake, the sleeping accommodation not being of the class to entice a man of slightly luxurious tastes to somnolence. Nora slept as a young animal will: without any particular regard to which way up she was or what she lay on.

No matter how much Mr. Carrados might “look” around there was very little to see and he had long since investigated every loophole. Of these there was quite literally one: a grated opening, six inches square, above the door; possibly not without its use to ventilate the cellar but almost negligible as a source of light since it gave upon a scarcely less dark passage. The only real illuminant had been one candle at a time from the pair that they had found burning when they came to themselves and discovered their plight — the last of them carefully hoarded by Nora, she alone being concerned, but this had long since burned down to its last flicker.

The cellar itself was long and narrow, brick built and whitewashed, stone flagged, reasonably dry but intolerably fusty. Its smell was that of ancient lees, decaying mushrooms, bad earth, snails and just a dash of drain to spice it. The low stone bench, running all the length, had doubtless in its palmy days stored casks of wines and beer.

For the hundredth time the blind man paced the meagre limits of their cell and for the hundredth time he found that none of his senses brought the faintest ray of inspiration. The solid oak door — he fingered it again — was as though made to resist a ram, the walls built to withstand a siege, and every stone and brick in wall, bench, or floor was as immovable as the face of a rock. They built well in those days of leisure.

The fittings of the door were in keeping with its timber — massive and bolted through and doubly fixed by rust and long disusage. Under his hand a stubborn latch sprung noisily: on the bench Nora turned in her sleep, half rose with a sudden cry and at once began to pour out a wild string of protestation:

“I tell you it’s all right! The people here are absolutely straightforward and honest. They are! They are! You mustn’t think because the man is like a loathsome creature — Don’t you hear, Uncle Max, I swear it’s quite all right and Geoffrey isn’t here only if you don’t — Oh, that filthy dream again. Nightmares are bad enough but when it comes to night-toads — !”

Uncle Max walked unerringly to where she was, sat down and put a firm arm protectively about her.

“There, there,” he said, as simply as though she had been a child of nine, “I’m here with you, little woman. This place certainly is enough to give anyone dreams about reptiles — not that there are any here as a matter of fact,” he hastened to assure her. “But you’re awake now and all right, my dear.”

“I’m awake,” she said, making some attempt to shake her hair straight, “but I don’t know so much about the all right. Have they brought us any water yet? Gosh, but I know now what it feels like to be marooned in the Great Desert.”

“Not yet,” he replied, trying to make his voice sound cheerful without being too sanguine. “It must still be pretty early.”

“It may be early for to-day but it’s jolly late for yesterday and they didn’t bring us any all day. Nor the night before — or the year before it may have been: I’m losing count of time here. Any food?”

His arm tightened on her shoulder in compassionate pressure. There was no need to say it.

“Oh well, I don’t suppose that I could eat any now if there had been. My throat must be like a roll of emery paper.” Suddenly she discovered by the feel that she had been covered with two rugs as she slept and she turned on him with a show of affectionate indignation. “Look here, Uncle Max, cheating again! It isn’t fair spreading your rug over me when I’m asleep and I won’t have it. You know you promised.”

“I found that I didn’t need one,” protested Carrados. “I only had to think of that infernal Chink putting it across me and I went beautifully warm all over.”

“You poor old dear! It does annoy you to be had, doesn’t it?”

“It does indeed. And when it involves me in letting someone else be had as well, it’s positively vexing.”

“Don’t worry, darling. It isn’t you who’ve let me in, but me you. If I hadn’t been so large-headed with that fantastic slavey idea of mine you wouldn’t have been here.”

“I don’t know, Nora,” he speculated. “I should probably have got myself in somehow simply for the fun of seeing if I couldn’t get out again.”

“Oh...the fun, is it?” she queried. “Had you been having many quiet chuckles to yourself before I woke up then? I could do with an occasional laugh myself to keep my throat from congealing.”

“So far, I must admit, the humours of the situation haven’t been conspicuous. For all practical purposes we are exactly where we were when we found ourselves here on Wednesday night. Except—”

“Except for being ‘A day’s march nearer home,’ I suppose you mean? A day? Wednesday night? It seems years. What exact day is it as a matter of fact, if you happen to have been counting?”

“Saturday — Saturday morning early. About six o’clock I should reckon. It’s easy enough to keep count of the time but I’d give something considerable to know just where we are in the matter of location. You’re sure you don’t recognise anything about this place? Long narrow cell — that thundering door — the grid over it?”

“They never let me explore, don’t you fear. I hadn’t an earthly. But why shouldn’t it be just a cellar under Joolby’s house? I should think that the most likely.”

“It may be — very probably it is. It conforms to the period and the general feel of the place but so might thousands of others. You see, we were both unconscious for quite a time and we may have been carted anywhere. A cellar under the house is the most reasonable assumption but there’s just the element of doubt. That’s the rub: we can’t be certain.”

“Does it matter where we are? We’re here right enough.”

“It only matters if we can get a message out. Then, under some circumstances, depending on what form our medium took, it might be vital.”

“Get a message out?” She fastened hopefully on the faint omen of the phrase. “Any chance of it?”

“Well, frankly, I don’t see a glimmer. However much we may dislike this cellar one has to admit that with all its faults it certainly is not jerry- built. It doesn’t seem to have the semblance of a weak spot throughout and they haven’t left us the faintest substitute for a tool in any shape or form.”

“Did they take even your penknife?”

“Even my penknife! Good heavens, child, they took my braces and sock suspenders. What a pity young ladies don’t wear corsets nowadays; I’m sure Mr. Larch would have been too delicate to remove them. I suppose you don’t happen to have metal parts about any of your fittings, Nora?”

“Nothing at all but artificial silk and elastic, I’m afraid. Not even a hairpin...Uncle Max, don’t mind telling me now...does that mean...it’s pretty hopeless?”

“Oh, lord bless you, no,” he replied, with a jerk into cheerfulness that was rather too debonair to be convincing. “It’s never hopeless in this life so long as-”

“So long as you keep on hoping?” suggested Nora tartly. “That’s a very bright thought for the day, old dear, but somehow it would appeal to one more from the Wayside Pulpit than dwelt on in this putrid hole. And, oh my God, I am vilely thirsty! I know now what it feels like to be shipwrecked on a raft — two days after the last drop of water has been served out.”

“Have you tried gnawing a bone button? I don’t find it much good myself but I have known people who think there’s something in it.”

“I did that yesterday. I was wildly hungry then but there isn’t much solid nourishment to be found in a bone button, Uncle. Nor illusion of a bubbling fountain. No, paradoxically enough, the button stunt is a wash-out. But I’m ready to sell my immortal soul for two gallons of ditch water at this moment.”

“Child, child—”

“It’s only my idea of fun, Uncle. I must do something to keep my spirits up — even to talk about a long drink may be slightly refreshing. It should at least make one’s mouth water only I suppose the apparatus is out of order...If ever I get out of here I shall go to see the Niagara Falls. They ought to be well worth watching.”

“This won’t do,” thought Max Carrados; “she will wear her resistance out. All this ‘Water, water, everywhere’ business is the very worst—”

It was not easy to find a subject strong enough to distract her from the other and he had to come down to one that was equally painful if less dangerous.

“What you told me about Geoffrey is very puzzling-”

“Puzzling!” The feeling in her tone left no doubt that he had found the subject.

“Appalling as well, of course, but I was only referring to one side of the queer proceedings. If you remember, I said that Geoffrey would no doubt be closely kept but hardly ill-used. There seems no point in systematic terrorism — apart from sheer cruelty, which isn’t common, and certainly wouldn’t be business.”

“It was pretty effective in getting me to do all they wanted. I can’t imagine acting like that if it hadn’t been for poor Geoffrey’s pitiable begging.”

“It was effective in getting you to do what they wanted,” he considered; “yes, Nora. But they must have been at Geoffrey for days to reduce him to a state like that and they could scarcely have foreseen what was going to develop until the Wednesday—”

“That knocking — you said you thought it might be him. Have you heard it again lately?”

“No, not since Thursday. It was two or three walls away...They may have moved him.”

“Uncle Max...you don’t think...they’ve killed Geoffrey?”

“I certainly do not, my dear. These people talk blood and thunder if it suits their book but they have no earthly object in killing anyone — intentionally.”

“Intentionally. Intentionally? But — what is it, Uncle Max? You are keeping something back. You know more than you have told me.”

For a few moments Mr. Carrados did not reply. Then he ceased the rather aimless pacing of their prison that he had taken up again and sat down on the bench beside her.

“Listen quietly, my dear,” he said, taking her hand, “and be the brave girl that I’ve always known you.”

“I don’t feel awfully heroic at the moment,” she confessed. “But I am Captain of the Tapsfield Guides, aren’t I? I must live up to that. What is it?”

“I said nothing about it yesterday, Nora, because it might have been premature, but I think the time has come...Since Thursday afternoon this place has been deserted. We are alone here.”

“Alone?”

“Except for Tilehurst possibly, though even he has given no sign. But the others who were in the place — wherever it is — and were moving freely about up to Thursday afternoon, have gone. There isn’t a step, there isn’t a movement, above us.”

“But why should they — what are you driving at?”

“Who can say why? Anything may have happened. With the exception of Joolby himself — and he’s playing a desperate game — they are all birds of passage and must be prepared to fly at a moment’s notice. Some of them may even have been arrested. But gone they have.”

“He said they must have three days’ grace. To-day — Saturday — is the third. Can they have — ?”

“Secured the stuff and cleared? That is quite possible.”

“Then they would have no further interest in keeping us shut up here?”

“No further interest...but...”

“But? But what?”

“There may have been some misunderstanding among them. We — safely out of the way — are the least pressing factors in their plans. Someone who was to have released us when the rest were clear may have — oh, well, anything. But the fact remains. For more than a day and two nights no one has come near. We are abandoned; perhaps, among a wild scramble to get away, forgotten.”

“Then if there’s no one about they can’t stop us trying to get out?”

“My child,” he reminded her pityingly, “look at that door — those walls. Do you imagine that I haven’t thought of escape every moment of the day and night almost? But they haven’t left us a scrap of metal — not even a lump of stone. Nothing but our teeth and nails. Not in a year could we break out of here.”

“Then shout, scream — anything to call attention. People must be passing somewhere near. They’re bound to hear us in time—”

He shook his head sadly. “If there had been a footfall within reach of our shouts, Nora, you may be sure that my ears wouldn’t have missed it. But we are muffled in the depths of the earth here; perhaps far from a road; not even on an outside wall. Five minutes of shouting and our poor dry throats would crack and madness begin to stare us in the face. No—”

“But what is to become of us?” she entreated wildly. “What are we to do?”

“Wait,” he replied, trying by his own calmness to stem her rising agitation; “wait with all the patience we can muster and reserve every ounce of strength — we may need it. That is why I have told you now — to prepare you for the trial. Sooner or later the search must begin. In our absence suspicion will be raised—”

“Why should it? I had left a good excuse at home for being away and in that letter you said that you were going.”

“I know I did. It was the final touch to make Joolby think he was safe, though the countermine misfired. But my secretary will realise that I had made no preparations of the sort — I had appointments fixed for every day — and Parkinson will not be satisfied. They will—”

“But it may be days — or weeks. Uncle, we can’t stay here — I won’t — we’d starve to death — we’d die of thirst—”

“Nora, Nora,” he coaxed.

“I must have water,” she insisted, growing more frantic as an understanding of the full horror of their situation sapped away her natural courage, “ — I can’t die here of thirst — it’s terrible — it’s getting worse and worse—”

“My dear,” he pleaded. “I don’t care if I do go mad — I mayn’t know what it’s like then — but I’m not going to wait here until I die of thirst — and I can feel that I am doing — my tongue’s all thick and choky — and my throat feels closing up.” She broke from him and sprang to her feet. “If you won’t do anything I will! I’ll make someone hear me.”

Carrados had not the heart to restrain her by force, and no other form of argument would apparently have any chance of success. At all events, when she had worn herself out there might be some hope for the return of reason. Meanwhile she had flung herself against the impregnable door and was beating on it furiously with her bare hands, in turn commanding, threatening, pleading, until her poor frayed voice was past any further effort:

“Open the door! Open it, do you hear? I won’t be smothered here. I won’t die like a rat. Mrs. Larch, Won Chou, Mr. Nickle, Joolby — Joolby, you toad, you beast, you swine, come and let us out or you’ll damned well hang for it. I’m going to — yes, I’ve written an account accusing you of murder and I’ve hid it where you can’t find it but someone else will and they’re sure to hang you.”

There was no answer from the echoing space outside. She bent down, tore off a shoe and began to hammer furiously on and about the door with it.

“Damn and blast you all! — hiding round there and laughing at us, aren’t you? When we do get out you’ll pay for this; we’ll kill the lot of you sooner or later, see if we don’t, you yellow mongrels...No, I don’t really mean that. If only you’ll come now we’ll give you a thousand pounds — two thousand — five thousand pounds — and get you all let off whatever you’ve done. Oh please, please, Mr. Joolby—” The mood ran out, her voice trailed off and she turned away from the door baffled and broken.

“There, I’ve knocked the heel off my shoe and done no good at all. It’s hopeless — I knew it all along — it was that that strung me out. Just hopeless.”

But Max Carrados had risen from the bench as Nora sank down there in utter despair, and was running his hands up and down the wall against the door post, where some of her wild blows had fallen. He fixed on a spot and tried it several times with bare knuckles.

“I thought it sounded curiously,” he speculated. “Not so hopeless perhaps, my girl, as it happens. Egad, there may have been a divinity that shaped your ends — your pedal end — when you went off in the tantrums. Anyhow you struck the one inch that may — well, it mayn’t, after all, so don’t think too much about it.”

There was small need to tell her that. Huddled up in a corner on the bench Nora was taking no interest at all in what went on. Reaction, after the hysterical burst that had given her energy to lash out, was exacting the usual payment.

“Oh for a tool — a little bit of a thing of any sort,” he continued desperately, as he again fell to tapping the spot time after time to confirm the blessed suspicion. And then the thought — the flash of inspiration: “Nora! that heel — they never reckoned on that. It should be like a rasp. Come, my dear, buck up and do your bit. What did you do with it?”

“Somewhere on the floor,” she replied, just stirred enough by the vigour of his mood to understand but without energy to bear any share in whatever it was that was going. “What’s the use of a heel — these walls—”

He found the heel readily enough without her help and, as he had expected, it was bristling with pointed ends of nails — in its way quite a useful file for working on a suitable material. Up the wall, where the door post stood, ran a couple of inches or so of plaster between the brick and wood. It was on this strip that Carrados now worked with patient skill, filing, crumbling, wrenching and tapping it out bit by bit until he had a sufficient space of the fabric underneath exposed to identify it. It was a lath as he had hoped and once he had bared an end it was an easy enough matter to break out a piece and reach what he had been seeking.

“Wake up, Nora my girl,” he called across, trying to keep the exultation out of his voice until the thing was sure. “I think you’ve done the trick. It was a pipe you struck.”

“I don’t want a pipe,” she muttered supinely. “I don’t even want a cigarette. I’m just done and finished.”

“Oh no, you’re not,” he assured her, going over and pulling her up; “not by several long chalks this journey. Come, you have a say in this. It’s a lead pipe and with our little friend here I can be into that pipe within a few jiffies. But—”

“I thought there was a catch somewhere,” she mumbled.

“I don’t,” he declared, “but there is just the possibility that there may be. A lead pipe ought to mean water but in these old places one can never be quite sure. They used all sorts of stuff for anything...So it may be the gas. What do you say?”

“Say? How?”

“If there’s water in the pipe we get it. If there’s gas it gets us.”

“A good job too,” she replied. “One way or the other.”

“So be it. It’s quite a level chance — in fact it’s good odds in our favour.” For the next few minutes there was nothing to be heard but the soft, regular abrasion of the metal; then he dropped the heel with an exclamation.

“Our trick this time, Mr. Joolby, I think. Water! Nora, your hanky!”

That brought her up quickly enough and the next moment she was squeezing the saturated cambric into her mouth and fancying that the tepid, insipid stuff (it must have been in the pipe for days and nights) was the most delicious nectar she had ever tasted.

“More!”

“Nice stuff, water; eh, Nora?” he remarked, complying.

“Why don’t you file it away a lot?” she demanded, pointing to the slight incision he had made. “I want to wallow in it galore.”

“No need for us to drown ourselves out. This is direct from the main and we might have some trouble in stopping whatever we set going. If we make a big hole and the door fits tight you can calculate how soon in a little place like this—”

“Go on; what are you waiting for? I want more and more — gallons! buckets!”

He had been soaking his own handkerchief for the second time — alternating his turn with hers — when all at once he broke off and fell into an attitude of poignant attention. A finger of one hand closed the newly made leak, those of the other rested on the pipe lower down, as delicately-perceptive as the antennae of a butterfly — so significant of alertness that one might have said they were listening.

“Wait; wait,” he cautioned, without relaxing his poise; “there’s something going on here; some movement on the pipe. Somewhere, somebody else is in communication with it. Who? Where?”

“I know,” exclaimed Nora with a sudden light. “It’s because of the water famine. They did it at Tapsfield; they do it all over the shop. Someone goes round listening at those little trap-door affairs in the road to catch you wasting any.” Just about a week before she had used the self-same words to warn Miss Tilehurst of the risk and now in all unconsciousness she repeated herself exactly.

“It is! It cannot be anything else — direct from the main at this hour. My God! Nora, listening! Think, child — I can get him; can he get me? Can he understand? Do you see: our message! Hope, hope, just a tiny flickering light — someone somewhere listening!”

He was not wasting the precious seconds now. Almost at Nora’s first words he had searched for and found the heel and as he spoke he tapped the pipe sharply with the butt of it in a never varying sequence: short, short, short; long, long, long; short, short, short — time after time repeated.

“What is it you do?” she asked in a half-awed whisper. “What are you sending?”

“S O S; S O S; S O S,” he explained, rather absently under the intense concentration of listening, touching, feeling for a movement in reply. “Can he hear me? Will he understand?” The seconds passed and nothing came: after all, was it likely?

“Has he gone — was it just the last movement that I heard; or was he only adjusting?” ran his thoughts as he never ceased the tapping. At any rate— “Nora, my dear,” — this time aloud— “the next minute will probably settle our business for good or bad. If you ever prayed in your life before, pray for an answer now, child.”


THE MAN AT THE OTHER END
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WHENEVER A HOUSE in Maplewood Avenue came on the market — a not infrequent occurrence in point of fact — the house agents were wont to dwell on the rural and secluded amenities of the neighbourhood, rather than draw attention to the architectural, domestic or social attractions of the “property:” wisely, no doubt, since the one could be convincingly adduced, whereas a tolerant if not absolutely apologetic course was desirable when skilfully leading a client on past a too detailed examination of the others. Certainly at six o’clock in the morning the Avenue wore as tranquil an air of detachment from a city’s bustle as could be found within the ten miles radius. It was yet too early for dust-carts, milkmen, road sweepers and other kindred sleep-disturbers to be about while the intrusions of the official custodians of the law were, if leisurely in point of motion, in all other respects comparable to the proverbial angels’ visits.

Such was the appearance Maplewood Avenue presented to the couple who turned into it, in pursuance of their rather mysterious ends, on the morning of the Saturday that was to be the climax of at least two adventurous enterprises. At that moment the only sign of life — other than vegetable — that the Avenue presented was a large Persian cat seated beneath a sycamore and a full-throated bird pouring out its string of melody from the precise apex of the tree, exactly above the spot where the cat was sitting.

“Now there ought to be a trap somewhere just about here,” said the senior of the two intruders, when in due course their progress along the road had brought them to a part somewhere about midway along the thoroughfare. A substantially built, no-longer-young, level-headed-looking, workman of the capable if mildly pragmatic type, his status was sartorially proclaimed, for in addition to wearing the chaste blue uniform provided by the Metropolitan Water Board his official cap was embellished with the word INSPECTOR, clearly rather than aesthetically displayed within a neat oval. His underling, a mere youth who just escaped the category of “hobbledehoy” by virtue of a couple of months’ mild discipline, did not appear to let his superior’s rank and authority overawe him. On this not unattractive early morning round at least his usual title of respect was “uncle” or “dad” with an occasional lapse into an even freer style if the occasion seemed to permit it. The inspector received it all in the best of parts as became a man who was prepared to give and take, with the full assurance that if the need arose he could assert the dignity of his badge in a perfectly conclusive fashion. Both carried an implement of their craft, that of the inspector being a listening-rod — outwardly nothing more than a serviceable walking-stick with an overgrown head — while his underling had a sinister-looking tool that combined the unpleasanter qualities of a small harpoon and a native spear. Actually its industrial use was to impale and open trap doors but it bore little suggestion of this pacific function.

“It must be somewhere just about here,” reiterated the inspector argumentatively. “See anything of it, ‘Orace?”

“Not a trace,” replied Horace, alternating his interest between the bird and the cat in a speculation as to which would afford the better cock-shy. “Reckon they must have tar-sprayed and gritted it over, same as we found that one in Badger Lane. Miaou! Miaou!”

“Well, dash my nob if the cat isn’t sitting right atop it!” exclaimed his chief, now that his attention was turned in that direction. “Puss, puss. Come along, Thomas, we’ll trouble you for that spot for a couple of minutes.” Whereupon the Persian, rightly concluding that in the circumstances it was no use waiting any longer for the thrush to fall straight into its mouth, got up and walked away in a decidedly cutting manner.

“Keeping the place warm for us,” grinned Horace.

“Picking it out to be cool for itself more likely. They’re funny in their ways, you might perhaps think, but they have their own ideas,” moralised the inspector. “Now I suppose you never take any particular notice of cats, ‘Orace?”

“Can’t say as I do. Except now and then to have a whang at one.”

“Sometimes I wonder what you do take any notice of — except the whistle and short skirts,” speculated his superior. “But no doubt ideas are germinating.”

“I follow Chelsea,” maintained Horace.

“Well, I should say that’s harmless. But speaking of cats, there’s a good deal to be learned about women from them, ‘Orace. Not in a spiteful sense, mind you, but they’re very alike in many ways — cats and women.”

“You let some of them hear you say that and they’d scratch your eyes out.”

“That being a case to wit,” pointed out the inspector. “But it doesn’t follow: it all depends — not on the woman as you might think but on the chap and his manner of putting it. Now if you made such an observation, ‘Orace, no doubt, as you say, you’d carry away traces of it, but if it was done diplomatic—”

“Same as you would, for instance?”

“Approximately,” admitted the inspector modestly. “At any rate I’ve known very few who wouldn’t admit, between ourselves, that most others had a fair streak of the feline.”

“I’m sure,” sniggered Horace. “Regular old Don John you must have been in your time, I reckon, Uncle.”

“It’s not that at all,” protested the inspector earnestly. “Don’t go away with an erroneous impression of that sort, ‘Orace, or I shall be sorry I allowed you to talk of your own affairs so freely. I regard the subject from a scientific, you might almost say Darwinian, standpoint. Now — there’s no particular hurry, lad; it’s no one’s time between now and seven — now to give you an instance. When I was about your age we had a farm and one Michaelmas we left it and moved away to another, a dozen or fifteen miles off, that the old man had taken. Of course all the stock went by road and the house cat — a jenny it was — was put into a basket and driven in the trap along with one or two particular things and the women. No doubt its feet were buttered as soon as it was let out but the next morning it was gone and sure enough it turned up again — we heard this afterwards from a neighbour who was there — at the old place, pretty nearly dead beat but evidently come back with the intention of staying. Well — this is the point, ‘Orace — that cat was seen to look into every room in the house and when it understood that they were all empty and no one living there, dash my nob if it didn’t turn round and disappear again and the next day after that it was back at the new place and stayed on there quite content for ever...Do you get anything from that, ‘Orace?”

“Everyone knows that cats can find their way back when they’ve never seen the road. An aunt of mine—”

“You’ve missed the point, my lad, but I didn’t expect any better. Pigeons will do as much — for hundreds of miles if it comes to that — but there’s nothing to be learnt — nothing that is to say on the human plane — from the behaviour of pigeons. Well, what about getting on with it now? This is the last road of the round and then we may as well drop down into the High Street and get a snack to carry us on till breakfast. I know a place not so far off where they make coffee of coffee and not chicory and ground peas.”

“Suit me all right,” assented Horace. “As a matter of fact my internals have been complaining out loud for the past half hour. Reckon they thought that me throat must have got cut or something.”

The inspector had taken up a position of ease, leaning against the sycamore from which the thrush had lately sung, while he proceeded to write up his report-book. At this avowal he looked across at his subordinate meditatively.

“It’s symptomatic how most young fellows always seem to be thinking about their stomachs nowadays, if you come to notice it, ‘Orace,” he remarked confidentially. “They don’t seem to have any what you might call reserve of endurance somehow. Did I ever happen to tell you how me and another signaller were cut off in a tower outside a little place called Binchey for the best part of a week and all the time we only had—”

“You did and that,” replied the unimpressed Horace. “You told me at full length the first day I came on this job and you’ve referred to it now and then since at stated intervals. Don’t gloat so much on that there war, Father William, and the deeds that saved the Empire. It’s over and done with and we’re never going to have another — not so long as it rests with me anyhow.”

For a moment the inspector seemed to be in doubt whether the point had not been reached when it was desirable for him to explain to Horace the precise obligations of their respective positions. He put the temptation aside on the reflection that there is generally more than one way of attaining an objective. With the butt end of an admonitory pencil he indicated the unopened trap.

“Well, for the love of Moses get on with your job, boy,” he directed severely. “I don’t want to be kept messin’ about round here all morning.”

That was the chap all over, thought Horace bitterly, as he spiked open the lid and dropping the business end of his harpoon on to the connection inside applied his ear to the handle. Talk about his own blinking affairs for half an hour and then suddenly turn blinking well round and...Fat lot of good expecting anything to be worth while in a blinking shop where...

“Come, come, ‘Orace,” said the inspector, leisurely elastic-banding his book and putting it away, “you aren’t supposed to be fishing down that hole, you know. Is it O.K. there?”

“Nowhere in sight of it, if you ask me,” replied Horace, diffusing an atmosphere of gloomy satisfaction. “There’s something going on somewhere here that’s beyond me.”

“H’m,” said the inspector, either with or without a special meaning. “That’s queer.”

“Yes, it’s— ‘ere, what d’ya mean— ‘queer?’”

“Well” — the inspector was satisfied now that he had restored correct relations and was mildly satirical— “I was only thinking that it must be queer, lad, if it’s something past your comprehension. What’s this miracle like?”

“Better have a squint yourself,” suggested Horace, withdrawing his implement and resigning the position. “Listening posts are more in your line by all accounts, inspector.”

Still smiling inwardly, the inspector stepped across and dropping the end of his rod into the cavity bent down and applied an ear to the bowl-shaped amplifier. Presently he twisted his head round a fraction so as to include Horace in his view and by a return to ordinary conversational terms indicated tactfully that so far as he was concerned their little difference might be regarded as settled.

“It’s a rummy thing that we should have been speaking of signalling just now,” he remarked tentatively. “If such a thing was credible I should have said that someone was talking morse along the pipe at this very moment.”

“Oh,” replied Horace, leaning against the tree in turn and languidly rolling a cigarette — doubtless equally prepared to let bygones go by but, as the aggrieved subordinate, inclined to be more guarded. “And wha’ d’z ‘e happen to be saying?”

“Nothing that you might call coherent — just the same word all the time: ‘sos, sos, sos,’ over and over again if I understand it right. Half a minute though; that ‘sos’ stands for something surely?”

“Yes it does — sossages. And very nice too for breakfast.”

“Tchk! tchk! Can’t you never leave off thinking of food even in your sleep, ‘Orace?...Still going on: ‘sos, sos, sos.’ Why, of course — where are your wits, lad? It isn’t ‘sos’ at all; it’s ‘S O S.’ Signal of distress a sinking ship sends out. Now whatever—”

“Why, of course,” contributed Horace, refusing to be impressed. “The Clacton Belle must have drifted in somehow and now she can’t neither reverse nor turn round in the supply pipe. Why ever didn’t you think of that at first, Uncle?”

But the inspector was not to be put off by the cheap witticism of irreverent youth. He had not lived for fifty years and gone all through the war without discovering that very queer things do occasionally turn up in real life. For a moment he thoughtfully balanced a spanner undecidedly in his free hand; then kneeling on the pavement he struck the metal connection below half a dozen times in measured succession.

“What’s the game — what does that mean?” demanded Horace, intrigued into drawing nearer and looking on in spite of his blasé bearing.

“‘R U’ — code. ‘Who are you?’” explained the other, returning to the listening attitude again. “Now we shall see where we’re getting.”

“Seems to me this isn’t M.W.B. routine at all,” suggested the flippant observer. “You must have got through to the picture house this time, Dad. ‘Snatched from Death’s Jaws’ in seven snatches—” He stopped short at that for the inspector’s right hand had suddenly shot out in a compelling gesture of warning and repression.

“Get this down, lad,” he said, with a note of sharp authority that admitted no discussion. “You have a bit o’ paper and a pencil, haven’t you? ‘C-a-r-r—’”

“Right-o,” was the brisk assent, as the boy discovered a news-sheet and a stub of pencil in his pocket, and folded the paper to afford a white space of margin, “‘C-a-r-r.’ Carry on, sergeant.”

“‘-a-d-o-s.’”

“Carrados! Why, that’s the name of the bloke—” He turned the page in an excited search for a heading. “There’s something here about a mystery of his movements. You don’t mean to say—”

“Shut it, you pup!” snapped the inspector fiercely. “Can’t you attend two minutes? Here — take it: ‘T-r-a-p-p-e-d p-h-o-n-e n-e-a-r-e-s-t p-o-l-i-c-e r-e-l-e-a-s-e u-r-g-e-n-t l-i-f-e d-e-a-t-h.’”

“My Gawd!” murmured Horace, experiencing a mental display of coloured lights. “That’s the stuff to—”

“‘A-m e-n-l-a-r-g-i-n-g l-e-a-k y-o-u l-o-c-a-t-e g-u-i-d-e p-o-l-i-c-e l-a-r-g-e r-e-w-a-r-d.’”

“Phew!” whistled Horace softly, drawing in his breath with an ecstatic foretaste of this shower of gain and glory. “Large reward!...Is that all, inspector?” he concluded meekly.

“‘A-c-k-n-o-w-l-e-d-g-e i-f g-o-t’ — you needn’t put that last bit in the message. You know how to telephone, don’t you, Horace?”

“‘Course I do. I was in the yard office before I came on here. And you don’t need a number for police; you—”

“That’s all right, lad. Slip down into the High Street as quick as you can cut and put that through from the nearest kiosk. Here’s a couple of pennies—”

“Don’t need ’em for police.”

“Take them all the same — you never know and we’re running no risks; in fact you’d better have a few more to be on the safe side. Keep your mouth shut no matter who you meet and for the love of Moses don’t stop to get your breakfast on the way, there’s a good lad. This is going to mean a gold watch and a week’s outing at Southend with full pay for both of us or I’m a Dutchman.”

“Garn!” The prospect, added to the certainty of having a tale to tell that would thrill and fascinate young lady friends for many a bright month to come, was reducing Horace to a state of giggling bliss. “A silver lighter and a day on Hampstead Heath more likely!”

He set smartly off towards the shops while the inspector, humming a marching air as an emotional outlet to the suspense, proceeded to note the promised development in the volume of waste and to verify the direction. He was still testing the flow at intervals along the road when, some five minutes later, a closed motor car came along and slowing down as it went by turned in at one of the gardens. He did not fail to make a careful mental record of all its details.

The motorists must have been noticing on their side also for very soon — they certainly could not have been right up to the house — two men came out at the gate in question and stood admiring the day, as proprietorial gentlemen will when the rising sun, as seen from their own demesne, seems to be an individual asset produced for their especial service. Both were observable figures; one a personable individual of foreign cut, the other — obviously in spite of his well-wrapped-up form — a pronounced cripple. Presently they happened to notice the waterman trying the road at no great distance away and — what more natural? — strolled down to take a friendly interest in his doings.

“Morning, inspector,” affably remarked the cripple — he had not failed to observe the badge— “rather early for your job, eh? Nothing wrong with our supply up here, I hope, eh?”

“Nothing at all, sir,” said the inspector. “Just an ordinary routine round. We do them regularly.”

“Ah, to be sure. I thought perhaps you might be calling here and there to see the taps and so on, eh? One likes to know—”

“No need for that, sir, when it’s all O.K. We don’t want to give any more trouble than we have to. Shouldn’t be here myself only I’m waiting for my mate to knock off now for breakfast.”

“Breakfast, eh? I’ll see about mine since you remind me. And if I was in your place I don’t know that I should be hanging about my job a minute longer than I had to. You get nothing extra for that, inspector, eh?”

With this pleasantry he swung off again and the pair disappeared into the gateway. The inspector slowly proceeded to fill and light his pipe and then, throwing the implement into the hollow of his arm, began to stroll casually up and down the roadway, never very far distant from that house — waiting for his mate. He had a particularly guileless face and mild speculative eyes that seemed to be quietly considering.


LAST LAUGHTER
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WHEN THOSE TWO excellent, if not exactly good, companions, Messrs. Joolby and Bronsky, approached the house after their interlude with the water-inspector they stood for a moment surveying its uncompromisingly reticent front before making up their minds to enter. To do the cripple justice all the reluctance was on his associate’s part for, at the sight of a quietude which might equally be either ominous or reassuring, Mr. Bronsky displayed a tendency to hang back and comb his impressive beard in characteristic discretion. Meanwhile the chauffeur who had driven them there — a subordinate member of the band — had garaged his car and was loitering about the drive in the expectation of further instructions.

“You are sure it would be quite all right?” questioned Mr. Bronsky for the third time since they had left the vehicle. “I have grave misgivings.”

“It’s both quiet and all right.” Joolby’s whole frame, balanced on his props, was pulsing and throbbing with suppressed fires as he regarded the other askance. “Why shouldn’t it be all right, eh? eh?”

“I did not like the affairs of yesterday to be plain-speaking between ourselves, Julian Joolby,” recriminated Mr. Bronsky. “There was air of something in the wind that did not mean nothing. You was not where you said you would and the others could not be found, did not know, or would not say anything. In short, it was dubious behaviour.”

“That’s soon explained,” said Joolby, becoming comparatively amiable as he saw that there was nothing serious to rebut, “only I’m sorry that you should have been put out by it, Bronsky. As a matter of fact I had to go off at a moment’s notice to arrange our connection at the coast. Fellow owning the bungalow wanted to crawfish. I left a message with Jake and I hear that one of his brats was run over and so he forgot everything.”

“But however the others?”

“Same as with you. They found out that I had gone somewhere, couldn’t get in touch, and that put the wind up and they began to imagine everything. The consequence was that you didn’t find them either. That’s all right, Bronsky; these little hitches are bound to crop up but a couple of hours more will see everything brought in and us well on our way with it.”

“I hopes so. All same I begin to think it would have been more good to have met you at the other end; only I—”

“Only you wanted to see that we were really going your way when we’d got the boodle, didn’t you?” supplied Joolby with rough good-humour. “Now it seems to me that we’re the first here and, what’s more, I don’t mind laying a farthing bun to a penny tart as that slut Cora’s skipped it. Well—” he instanced a crude proverb based on the assumption that in certain circumstances a riddance is no loss which, being obscene in the extreme, had the effect of somewhat raising Mr. Bronsky’s spirits.

Mr. Joolby’s surmise proved to be right. When they let themselves into the house it soon became evident that not only were they the first there, but everything pointed to the place having been left unattended for an appreciable period. Noticing one thing after another that showed neglect they climbed up to the dining-room on the first floor, where they had last sat, and there on the table were the uncleared remains of Thursday’s lunch, plain evidence of someone’s dereliction.

“There you are!” panted Joolby, waving a stick towards the table as if it had been a conjurer’s wand and would cause everything to disappear by magic. “What did I tell you, eh? eh? The bitch never came here yesterday at all. Must have cleared off on Thursday soon after me and the others left. Anything might have happened. Fortunately,” he added, with an eye towards the effect of this disclosure on Mr. Bronsky’s disquieted nerves, “fortunately it didn’t.”

“No, but it could have might,” contended Mr. Bronsky. “A woman can never be trusted to do the right until she understand that whatever she do it will be wrong.”

“Everything pretty well as usual down below, boss,” reported the third man, who had been sent to investigate the cellars meanwhile. “That’s to say the three cullies is there sure ‘nuf, but there’s a goodish drop o’ watt’r coming under the No. 4 door. Blind guy says he thinks a pipe must have burst or su’thing and he’s kind of sore that he and the skirt haven’t had nothin’ since Thursday.”

“Of course they haven’t — with no one here how the hell could they? Well, they’ll have to go without an hour or two more. But I won’t have it any longer with George and his shirty bit — there’s no room for a — madonna in the outfit. I don’t half like the business of a water-pipe bursting and that inspector fellow nosing about outside. If I hadn’t smoothed him over pleasant he might have wanted to come in and go right through the place and how’d we fix that up at a moment’s notice? If it wasn’t that we’ve only a few hours to go—”

“Someone coming round, boss,” interrupted the third. “He gave the taps all right. Shall I go down and see to it?”

“Yes, yes,” replied Joolby; “we’re coming down as well. It’s time they were all here. Which is this one — look over the stairs, Bronsky.”

His progress, as usual, was slow and by the time they were on the landing the arrival had been admitted. The comrade leaned over the banisters and sent down a fraternal greeting.

“It’s the little persecuted brother,” he informed Mr. Joolby. Ana to the victim himself: “God be with — No! no! I mean: To Hell with order, comrade!”

“Whichever you prefer, comrade,” replied Won Chou politely.

“You came along the back street way, didn’t you?” asked his master when they were all in the hall together. Won Chou nodded. “Any signs that side of Larch or Nickle?”

“Not see. By the way, when George does get here you may find that he has got a grunch about you.”

“Oh, has he? Well, for that matter I happen to have a grunch about him to balance it and unless I’m mistaken mine will have bigger teeth than his will. He got a grunch!” The misshapen thing spat venomously.

“I have been hear of your outdoing that evil fellow Max Carrados just then,” observed Mr. Bronsky to the little brother as they stood about, waiting, with their various degrees of unconcern or the reverse, for the arrival of the others. “Freedom shake you with the hand for the occasion.”

“I shake myself with the hand,” was the modest assent, and he quite literally did so. “I have owed Mr. Carrados one for several years.”

“Is that what?” asked Bronsky.

“When I first met him — in Shanghai — I tried to do a small stroke of business between us. I offer to sell him my little sister Hwa for eighty trade dollars.”

“Eh? Well?” Even at that distracting moment Mr. Joolby found himself taking a passing interest in so human a theme. “What happened about it?”

“Knock me down,” admitted Won Chou simply.

Mr. Bronsky gave utterance to a “tsssk!” of disgust. “He had not the rightness,” he pronounced with decision.

“No; all my people say it was too cheap; in fact I got a hundred and ten later. That was before I had education at the mission college, of course. Afterwards I learned that it was far better not to sell them — outright.”

“Well, anyhow, it was time that Carrados was roped,” summed up Joolby. “He was passing the ice too free; Bronsky here got the idea that he was a plaster-of-Paris almighty and could do anyone and knew everything...Did he talk Chinese to you, Won?”

“No.” And then, without a flicker in his eye: “Did he talk Sudanese to you, Joolby?”

“Eh? What’s that?” demanded Mr. Joolby, beginning to glower ominously. Fortunately, perhaps, just then there was the sound of a car outside and the humbler member of the crew, who had small interest in these personal feelings, put his head inside to announce the arrival of “the others.” These proved to be Nickle and George Larch who very soon appeared, both burdened with several packages which from their laboured movements had every appearance of being weighty.

“Ah, here we are at last,” said Joolby with obvious satisfaction. “You’ve brought the lot, I suppose? Carry them through into the yellow room at the back for the time, you two. You had no trouble, Nickle?”

“Easy as toffee. We came Herriot Lane and there wasn’t a soul to be seen. I’ve just run the car in loose. What about it?”

“Leave it there handy. We’ll keep it in reserve and have it follow. Go now and see that both are filled up with enough spare juice for a double journey — we don’t want to have to take in anywhere and leave our number. And make sure that everything’s running smooth: there’s got to be no tinkering this excursion.”

“Say a matter of ten minutes.”

“Eight o’clock’s plenty of time. You take first car, cruise, and pick up Vallett and his load near the windmill on Keystone Common not later than two. That gives you five hours to slip into Seabridge at dusk. We’ll be there for you.”

“All serene,” undertook Nickle, hurrying out again. Joolby followed the stuff into the yellow room behind and waited for Larch to bring in the last package.

“Now look here, George, this won’t do,” he said roughly, when he was satisfied that all he had expected was there. “Orders are orders and what I say goes or you or any other man will find dam’ quick that he’s up against it. Your wife was to be here in charge all yesterday, seeing to those three below. Well, what happened?”

“I know all about that, Mr. Joolby,” replied George in his usual temperate, respectful way, “and I’m taking the responsibility for what did happen. You’ll remember how I always told you that Cora must have the first chance to get away if anything went wrong—”

“Well, well,” interrupted Joolby impatiently, “what’s that got to do with your precious wife being kept on ice? Nothing went wrong anywhere.”

“No, but you thought it would,” said George, keeping his temper with admirable restraint. “I don’t pretend to know what it was but something came through and on Thursday night you fancied anything might happen. When the rest of us were going about our jobs you and one or two others had quietly put on your roller skates and were lying doggo near the coast, waiting to get the tip and ready to do a bunk for safety.”

“Does it sound likely?” The usual symptoms of resentment at being crossed began to suffuse the monstrous swelling body. “Haven’t I got my shop and goods to consider — all I possess? How could I — as you say — skate off and leave everything I have behind? That’s the way you talk, you foolish fellow.”

“You sold your shop and stock a week ago, Mr. Joolby,” steadily replied George. “At least all the heavy stuff and I don’t doubt that you have the valuables put away somewhere handy. I tell you it won’t do, it isn’t the square thing — leaving Cora without a chance, to take the first concussion. If I’d known as much—”

“Oh, to hell with you and Cora!” Joolby exploded passionately. “You talk as if the piece was a bleeding Aphrodite in a tissue-paper chemise. I’ve had the sjambok put across the hams of better women than her for a dam’ sight less than she’s done. If you can’t keep your Cora in line, Larch, you’d better clear and make way for men with more guts.”

“Oh, so it’s that, is it?” speculated George, regarding his employer gravely. “I thought you were beating up for a split as soon as I’d finished your job, Mr. Joolby. Well, I’m quite ready to go — in fact after what you’ve just said you couldn’t possibly keep me—”

“I’ve paid you up for all....”

“You have — at your price — and I hope it’ll be the last money I shall ever earn in that way.” He started to leave the room quietly enough, but as he reached the door a sudden impulse brought him in a couple of strides to Joolby’s side and for a moment his placid eyes blazed as he stood with a fist drawn back and the cripple shrinking before it.

“No, you are quite safe after all,” he said, turning away and dropping his hand. “Things like you burst if a man treads on you.” Without a word to any there he marched from the house with head erect and — as it happened — left the grounds by the back gate; so that, all unknowingly, he passed out of the lane at the exact moment when a high-speed car, unusually well manned, whirled into it at the other end.

“Julian Joolby,” said a disapproving voice, and sheering round — always an awkward move — Joolby saw that Mr. Bronsky had looked in by another door and been a witness of the last stage of the quarrel; “Julian Joolby, when will you learn to snaffle your violent emotion?”

“Eh? Oh nonsense: that was all bunko,” he replied, developing his malicious grin. “I put that across to work George up. Now he’s clear out of it and a good job too, between us.”

“Yes, yes, but is it safe?”

“Of course it’s safe or d’y’a think I’d have done it? He’s made the plates, hasn’t he? He’s done the actual work and if he tried to cross us now we could frame it for him to get the heaviest sentence. George knows that all right; besides he has his perishing Cora to think of. His sort never gets you shopped; and in the end they always go quietly. Now, don’t you see, he’s out of any shares? All in good time I shall work Nickle and Vallett out too. It’s the sensible thing to do when it comes to cutting up big money.”

“You have right, I believe. Yes, it’s tamgod smart. I had not thought of that,” admitted Mr. Bronsky, shedding warm approval. It did not occur to him to speculate whether ultimately he also might not be involved in his fellow conspirator’s squeezing-out process.

“All cars as right as rain,” reported Nickle, discovering the two still in the back room. “Do I take these along?” — he indicated the stack of parcels. “By the way, what’s the matter with old George? He went out looking as if he’d swallowed some hot thunder.”

“Said he had to go to see a man about a rabbit. I think it was all an excuse to get a cooling drink,” replied Mr. Joolby in high good humour. “No, Nickle, the plates go in the second car. We decided to separate so you will only carry the paper.”

“And Vallett? What about him?”

“He goes on with you and Jim. The two with him make their way back independent — they all know exactly what to do and how to do it. We’re going to make use of those three passengers to cover the run if anyone tries to open on us. Carrados goes with you; Jim attends to him in the car and then you’ll have Vallett later. Now bring up our distinguished myopic friend for a few minutes’ conversation, will you? I’m not going down any more steps than I can help, so if you find the cellar unpleasantly damp you must take the change out of him.”

“You bet I will!” undertook Nickle forcibly. “My infernal thumb pains yet like the very devil. Come along, Jim; you’re detailed to it.”

“But are you sure it is quite prudential, Joolby?” put in Mr. Bronsky with an anxious flutter. “This fellow Carrados—”

“Oh, he’s all over and washed out. These conjuring tricks don’t come off more than once. It isn’t that he’s specially clever in the light, only our lot are so damned helpless in the dark. Besides, he hasn’t so much as a toothpick on him now.”

“But this taking him along when he could be lock up here — ? No, I cannot relish the idea of that, Joolby.”

“It’s safer, take my word,” said Joolby, lowering his voice. “The fact is, I like that water burst less and less and I’ve put things on an hour as it is so as to get away from here as soon as possible. It was just as it happened, of course, but for all we know it may mean someone being sent up along during the day, and that might be considerably sooner than we’re timed for. This way we keep them under our eyes anyhow and I’ve got an idea for using them at the end that cuts the trail finely.”

“Well, it may be as you think,” admitted the dubious Bronsky, “but all the nevertheless I’d sooner rather—”

The return of Nickle and Jim cut short this interesting proposition. Mr. Carrados seemed rather damp and his usually spruce attire certainly conveyed the impression of having been roughly used, but he did not appear to be inordinately depressed himself — not even when Nickle, to give point to his facetious: “Here’s the goods!” propelled him unceremoniously forward.

“Ah, our principal guest,” remarked Mr. Joolby agreeably. “I trust you found the poor accommodation adequate, Mr. Carrados? Owing to your unfortunate visual defect we knew that you’d forgive the meagre lighting provision of our best spare room. In other matters — well, as I daresay you’ve learned by now, we are rather rough and ready.”

“Yes,” supplemented Nickle threateningly, “infernally rough and ready for anything.”

“Scarcely less ready than my companion and myself are — for breakfast,” ventured Carrados. “Ideas of hospitality may vary, Mr. Joolby, but I can’t call to mind any civilized tribe where guests — since you call us that — are denied food and drink for forty hours.”

“That’s been a mistake — I apologise, I apologise,” professed Mr. Joolby, with the air of making amends very handsomely. “It was entirely without my knowledge — for say what you will when you are free again, Mr. Carrados, none of you have been handled any rougher or used any worse than you brought on yourself or the necessity of keeping you safe required.”

“Indeed? I wonder if you expect Geoffrey Tilehurst to subscribe to that?” he challenged.

“Tilehurst!” Eyes glanced from him to meet each other and a knowing smile went round. The blind man intercepted the atmosphere and it gave him a moment’s pause but he was too alertly concerned in other signs just then to turn aside for what mattered very little.

“You ask him how he liked it when you next meet, and see,” continued Mr. Joolby dryly. “Now listen for we haven’t much time to waste — least of all on passengers. I’ve said I’m sorry about the grub but we can’t wait for that now. We’ll take just what we find — most of us haven’t had our own breakfasts yet — and you will get your share of what there is and can eat it as you travel.”

“Travel?” interrogated Mr. Carrados with some concern. “You surely can’t think of taking me? Consider how a blind man would be in the way on a journey.”

“Leave that to us,” was the curt reply; “we’re going to take you for a ride and—”

“Take me for a ride!” The victim seemed to grow even more apprehensive. “Not in the transatlantic — I might say the Chicago — sense surely, I hope, Mr. Joolby?”

Mr. Joolby snapped a raw laugh. “That depends on how you act,” he replied, not sorry to have the opportunity to introduce the menace. “Do exactly as you’re told and you’ll come through all right; lack, and—” He did not resort to melodramatic signs but the hiatus was sufficiently expressive.

“You certainly hold all the cards this hand,” admitted the blind man. “It’s only for me to make the best terms I can as things have turned out.”

This brought in Nickle who had been enduring his chief’s derisive courtesy with rising impatience.

“Make terms, you hear!” he cried scornfully. “I like the beggar’s cheek. Do you think it’s a case of what you agree to or what you don’t, damn your eyes, Max Carrados!”

“You can’t do that, Nickle,” replied Carrados with deadly quietness, “they are blasted already...Doesn’t that inspire you with — I won’t say pity or compunction in your case — but with a sort of vague misgiving? Superstition, if you like, but there has always been an uneasy dread of incurring the just resentment of the sightless. A blind man’s curse—”

“Won’t wash,” interrupted Nickle. “Cut him short, for the Almighty’s sake, Joolby. Can’t you see he’s only playing for time with all this day-of-judgment stuff patter?”

“Rather an ominous phrase in your position, Nickle— ‘Playing for time.’ Suppose I get it for you?”

“This ‘time’ — I do not grasp quite what it imply,” put in Mr. Bronsky intelligently. “It is—”

“Just an idiom, Mr. Bronsky,” explained Carrados, becoming quietly amused in rather an inexplicable way considering his situation. “I almost think that you look like finding out what it means also.”

“That’s enough,” announced Joolby with decision. “You’ve put up all the bluff you know, Carrados, and we’ve got you dog-beaten. Now listen to what you’ve got to do, and this time if you deviate a single hair or try any of your monkey tricks it’s the deep end you’ll go off at. We’re going to take you in the car—”

“I don’t think so now,” broke in the prisoner, with so marked a change of front — so confident an air and smile — that they were paralysed into holding themselves up and letting him run on from sheer amazement. “You have waited too long; I’ve got to like it here. It’s peaceful and almost rural. In the early morning — now for instance — one can scent the copse outside (another homonymous word, Mr. Bronsky; it means woodland — among other things) — you can hear the song of birds: the early birds out to get their foolish worms. Really, they whistle more than they sing...surely you can hear them now?” and, account for it as they might, a series of low sharp whistles at various distances did reach their ears, as though a preconcerted signal was announcing, for instance, that a circle of men had taken up position.

“To hell!” suddenly exclaimed Nickle, making a dash. “The cops are here. They’ll be on us next.” An unnerving peal of the ancient bell and an insistent crash of the heavy door knocker gave point to this expression. Without waiting to think twice Nickle flung up a window and dropped down. A shout, a shot, and the sound of hard wood striking something slightly less solid followed in quick succession.

“Nickle will never make a reliable shot,” confided Mr. Carrados to the little band of paralysed listeners. “He always takes sight too low — fault of British army musketry training. Now, about the door? My friends are evidently waiting.”

Won Chou slid his almond eyes to his master’s face and getting no guidance from that rigid mask went off docilely on his own account to obey the summons. At this critical moment Mr. Bronsky, who from the first suggestion of alarm had been hovering between the expedience of following Nickle’s lead, walking out by the front door in a dignified way, hiding under the table, or fainting, decided to be straightforward and honest. Although the detestable myrmidons of the law were not yet on the scene the good Mr. Carrados would no doubt bear satisfactory witness.

“There would appear to be somethings going on but I do not gather what ensues,” accordingly remarked Mr. Bronsky with convincing detachment. “I understand that this was a peaceful place where a Mr. Joolby merchandises antique wares. I have arrived here soon so as to make early bargains. Mr. Joolby,” he continued, raising his voice as steps approached, and cramming his silk hat more firmly on so as to demonstrate the casualness of his presence there, “if you have any particular articles of choice rarity I would address myself to your negotiations. I am in the desire for buying—”

“Number one man makee say must look-see and come-go every side,” announced Won Chou, a little superfluously it might appear since the official referred to was following him in. There are occasions when members of the force do not trouble to stand on ceremony. But Mr. Carrados, at all events, found it amusing.

“No, no, Mr. Won,” he protested, laughing appreciation; “I’m afraid it’s really too late to get back to talkee talkee chop now. Not after giving us a taste of your college style, if you remember.”

“Mr. Joolby,” insisted the honest customer, rising to a passionate intensity as he realised that Detective-Inspector Beedel was at the door and taking in the situation, “Mr. Joolby, I am wholly a stranger to you, never having seen you formerly to this morning; but I am of the inclination to acquire works of ancient if you have of such for disposition at reasonable costages—”

Having surveyed the room and its inmates the inspector turned to speak over his shoulder.

“Come in, West,” he said to a uniformed policeman behind. “You other two stay out there in the hall. See that no one passes on any pretext in either direction. Well, Mr. Carrados, I’m glad to find that you’re all right, sir. I made a dash for it when the district office passed your news on. You got us a bit anxious.”

“No need, inspector,” replied Mr. Carrados — he had greeted Beedel’s salute with a smile and a nod when he first appeared. “Children, drunkards, and the blind, you know — we have a special indulgence with providence.”

“Providence — why yes,” admitted his friend. “But this lot represent the other place, sir! Now let’s have a look at them. I suppose,” he spoke back as he strolled across to Won Chou, “I suppose we may take it that all are concerned, sir?”

“We can assume that much responsibility I think. I have been assaulted and forcibly detained and can identify all as actively or passively involved. Two others — Miss Melhuish and Mr. Tilehurst — are still confined in the cellars. And then, of course, there is the original business.”

“If they’re in no immediate danger we’ll go through the house when we’ve ticked off this lot, sir. Well, my lad, I think I’ve seen your face before. ‘Snow,’ wasn’t it?”

“Very much no savvy,” courteously replied Won Chou, evidently anxious to afford any information he could but unfortunately only imperfectly acquainted with the language.

“You wouldn’t. Put them on and pass him out to wait in the hall, West,” said the inspector. “Ah, Mr. Joolby, I believe? I’ve often thought that I should like the opportunity of going through your little place. You should have some very interesting old stuff there — one sort and another.”

“I am only a poor man,” touchingly protested Mr. Joolby, “but what little I have has been made by hard work and honest dealing. Still, there may be something you want — no matter how careful one is in buying, unscrupulous persons occasionally impose on one with stolen property. At any rate let us go there and you shall pick out whatever you consider doubtful.” In his anxiety to attract the police away from that spot Mr. Joolby seemed to have forgotten that he was no longer the proprietor of the East End business.

“All in good time, Mr. Joolby,” undertook the inspector. “But that doesn’t come into the charge — so far.”

“What is this charge?” inquired Mr. Joolby faintly.

“Well, suppose we have a look at these now” — Inspector Beedel did not appear to have been taking any particular notice of the surroundings so far but doubtless he used his eyes and had his methods, for at the word he turned abruptly, penknife in hand, and a string was cut, the brown paper ripped, and the contents of one of the parcels exposed before Mr. Joolby could do anything but give an involuntary cry of shattered hopes, and take a single feebly threatening step forward, or Mr. Bronsky get off more than a faint “psssh” and “tsssh” of indignation.

“Books, eh?” observed the inspector picking up the topmost. “Rise and Fall of the Dutch Republic feels a trifle heavy for my taste.” He shook it loosely open and a metal plate fell out and rang upon the floor — a copper sheet engraved, among other details of words and figures, with the name of the Bank of England. “Ah, I thought as much,” commented Beedel as he recovered the plate and satisfied himself about its purpose. “George’s work, I suppose? He’s lucky — for the moment. Well, pass him out too, West.”

“What about — ?” The constable indicated Joolby’s wrists. “He can’t get along without using his hands, inspector.”

“Search him and take everything away. Then let him keep his sticks,” decided Beedel. “Be particular you miss nothing he may have got about him and tell them out there.” He turned to give his attention to Mr. Bronsky.

“I suppose we must call that the rubber, Mr. Joolby,” moralised Max Carrados, as the cripple was being put through this process. “It’s been a very interesting game throughout with its surprising changes of fortune, but the break-up of a party is always a little sad though, isn’t it? I’m afraid that it’s no good to say that you can claim your revenge when we next meet on equal terms; we shall both be too aged to care about it.”

For a second it looked as if the bankrupt plotter was attempting some reply; the muscles of his uncouth mouth were stirred and twisted, but if the impulse had carried to effect, not to retort by words but to spit venomously at his adversary’s face would have been Julian Joolby’s final gesture. As it happened, Constable West caught something of the baleful look and with even this meagre satisfaction just too late the prisoner was hustled away beyond the range of his recrimination.

“It is amusing if it should not be laughable,” suddenly exclaimed Mr. Bronsky, compelled to realise at last that his person was being regarded as no more sacrosanct than those of all the others. “Otherwise the injustice shall put back the day of freedom for a hundred year!”

“Oh, I don’t think you’ll get that long, Mr. Bronsky,” the inspector reassured him. “But it certainly looks like putting back the day of your freedom for about eighteen months or three years. Well, now that the lot’s mopped up I’ll go down and look into the matter of those two you spoke of, sir. Will you be all right here?”

“Perfectly,” replied Mr. Carrados, with a private smile at the ineradicable foible of even those who should know best to regard him as intrinsically helpless. “But if you happen to be too long I wouldn’t say that you won’t find me in the larder. By the way, we are not forgetting Tapsfield and that end of it though? Forgive my mentioning it but I take a kind of proprietary interest in that delightfully restful village.”

“Quite all right, sir — just as well to speak. As a matter of fact I’ve sent a word. Of course after what you’d told me before, your SOS from here put two and two together. I’ve no doubt that at this moment the place looks just as peaceful as usual and it mayn’t be hard to get into the works, but when it comes to getting out and away with it they’ll find that they’ve trod on the live rail.”

Actually Mr. Carrados was neither in the larder nor in the room when the inspector was recalled, for as he was examining Mr. Larch’s consummate work with appreciative touch, a hasty call from the hall beyond brought everyone within hearing scurrying there to lend assistance at this new development. As it happened none was required — at least not what they had thought. Joolby — 

“He must be in a sort of fit,” the constable kneeling at his side explained. “Sitting quietly there and then without a word or sign he rolled clean off the chair and lay here. I can’t make it out — you’d think he’d kick or twitch or make some sort of movement, wouldn’t you?”

Carrados bent over his fallen antagonist, by the policeman’s side, and brought his own face close to the upturned one which now made no motion to retort with venom. (“A damned sight closer than I’d ha’ cared mine to go,” was the frank pronouncement of the constable afterwards. “But then of course he couldn’t see what I did — luckily.”)

“Not now — he’s given his last kick at this hated world,” he said, rising from the contemplation. “I suppose you’ll have to get in a doctor or call up your own man, but it makes no difference really.”

“You mean that he’s — gone?” Inspector Beedel was staring hard and inclined to be a shade incredulous in view of the suddenness of the unfortunate proceeding.

“Yes, inspector; he’s managed to slip through your hands after all Poison.”

“He had no poison about him just now — that I will swear,” warmly protested P.C. West, conscious of Beedel’s rigorous eyes fixed accusingly on him. “I don’t mind saying that I had that in mind and I went through the lining and every seam for the least screw of paper.”

“Besides, he never made a move to reach anything while he was in here,” loyally confirmed one of the other policemen. “Just sat with his hands resting on the top of one of his sticks and his face buried in them.”

“Of course — his stick,” exclaimed Mr. Carrados, enlightened. “Please give me the one he had. Yes, there it is — that little cavity at the top. A tiny phial sunk in and undetectably covered over. An ideal place, you see, because he must always have it with him. Then as he sat, apparently sunk in thought, he worked out the little tube and crushed it up between his strong teeth and heroically swallowed the lot. You will find that his tongue is cut — just as it might very easily be in a fit, which makes it all quite convincing. Mr. Joolby was a connoisseur of the subtler poisons, inspector, and I don’t doubt that he had reserved something very choice indeed for his own consumption.”

“Well I’ll go to Hanover!” apostrophes Beedel, after exploring the stick. Despite a lifelong association with the conventional forms of crime, not even the contents bill of an evening newspaper were more liable to be “amazed” by the least variant of a ruse than was the worthy, and, let it be added, extremely capable inspector.

The net had been fully drawn; every member of the gang had been accounted for and now the outposts stationed in the garden were coming in to take over the work of guarding and escorting the haul of prisoners. Tapsfield was being spoken with over the wire; an antique shop in the East End would be inconspicuously watched by a perhaps rather too noticeably leisured stranger, and George Larch was in the process of being described (and surely we may hope unsuccessfully in his case this once) as “wanted.” Mr. Carrados, his work for the time being done, was following his usual rule of not getting in anyone’s way and in conforming to this excellent precept had withdrawn to the deserted dining-room where in his rather famished state he found sufficient material to interest him. Beedel could be trusted to keep his word in the other directions.

“Uncle Max! Oh, my old darling, I am glad to find you here safe but please do leave me a spot of marmalade.” Nora, of course, and the inspector had kept his word in that direction at least. “A policeman let me out but they sort of shuffed me through the hall. What’s happening now?”

“Nothing, I imagine. It’s all happened I should say. You’ve had your adventure, my dear, and no power below will ever induce me to put you in the way of another.”

“But Geoffrey?” she interposed, paying no heed to that. “I thought I might find him up here before me. I wanted to look round down there but the policeman sent me on. Oh, Uncle Max, do you think—”

“No, I don’t,” anticipated Uncle Max cuttingly; “and I have more than half a doubt whether Geoffrey Tilehurst has ever been in any sort of—”

“I suppose I may come in since I think I heard my name,” and Tilehurst himself appeared, looking of all three there considerably the most presentable.

“Geoffrey!” exclaimed Nora, running over with joy, and she had started across the room when — account for it how you will — she stopped, repressed by the sight of his remarkably sleek trim and a realisation of her own draggle-tailed appearance.

“I say — Nora, you, really you?” he cried, transported in turn, and to do him justice he did not seem to notice anything aversive in her disorder — or, indeed, to notice anything but her excited young face. “How on earth do you come to turn up here? I’m rather out of touch with what’s been going on but it’s like a twist of magic.”

“But surely you could guess that I might still be here,” she said; “after what happened — in this very room — on Wednesday?”

“Wednesday — in this room?” he repeated darkly. “But I haven’t the ghost of an idea what did happen here. I’ve been shut up in a beast of a cellar for the past week.”

“You didn’t come up and see me here in this room?” she faltered. “You didn’t beg me — to — to save you?”

“Not unless I was talking in my sleep,” he declared, looking still more puzzled. “Or am now,” he added.

“Geoffrey: let me introduce you to my uncle, Max Carrados. This is Geoffrey Tilehurst, Uncle Max. Now please go on and tell me all about it — I’ve given it up.” She sat down, helped herself liberally to more bread and marmalade and her eyes ranged incessantly from one to the other in turn as she gorged steadily through the simple banquet.

“I don’t imagine that we shall find that too hard,” undertook Mr. Carrados. “By the way, won’t you join our modest picnic, Mr. Tilehurst? I’m afraid that there’s very little marmalade left by now but the cheese is there and the inner part of this loaf is reasonably edible. As you see, we aren’t standing on ceremony.”

“Thanks very much, but I’m not particularly hungry,” he replied. “Of course I haven’t had any breakfast yet but it must be pretty early still, I should say. If you don’t mind I think I’ll wait for something more — er, regular.”

“You aren’t particularly hungry!” For a moment Nora actually laid down her slice of bread and marmalade. “Geoffrey: when did you last have anything — er, regular?”

“Why, yesterday,” he replied. “Though, as a matter of fact, it was a bit out of the routine. Something went different it seems, but old Chou looked in and foraged me a supply from somewhere. Very decent sort, that Chink; he often came down to bring me things and pass the time in one way or another. And that reminds me, by the by. I wonder if either of you would mind lending me a couple of pounds to settle with him until I get back home? You see, I taught him poker yesterday and somehow or other—”

“Uncle Max! You hear that? Why didn’t we have — er, something regular?”

Mr. Carrados looked slightly apologetic.

“I begin to suspect that Won Chou can’t quite like me,” he suggested. “You naturally come in too on the Chinese family principle.”

“And he was here and about yesterday,” she went on unsparingly, “and you can hear the slightest footfall! Oh, Uncle Max, after all I’ve been led to believe—”

“Human, my dear,” he sought to plead, “human footsteps. That logically excludes panthers, Chinamen and fairies as they are constitutionally inaudible. Against that you may put how I have always maintained that Tilehurst would not be badly used—”

“Yes, you did,” she admitted; “but now what about the dreadful state he was in on Wednesday?”

“That brings us to the point. Mr. Tilehurst, one question please — hypothetical let us say. If a woman — Nora, we will suppose — could save you from a course of torture by submitting herself in your place, how would you decide if it rested with you?”

“Surely you can scarcely ask me that, sir? How could I — or any decent fellow for that matter — accept such a sacrifice from a woman? Especially, as you put it, from one whom he—”

Geoffrey broke off looking ingenuously embarrassed, finding it too emotional to explain the added restriction.

“You see, Nora,” demonstrated Mr. Carrados, “it wouldn’t have worked. Our friend here would have hurled back the — er, dastardly proposal.”

“Of course,” added Geoffrey, anxious not to take too much credit for this heroic pose, “it’s difficult to say what mightn’t happen under harsh conditions. You have no idea what it feels like merely to be shut up in a mouldy cellar for days—”

“No, perhaps not,” conceded Max Carrados tolerantly, “but I daresay we can faintly imagine the sensation.”

“But Geoffrey,” insisted Nora, not to be sidetracked from the main issue, “either you or I are certainly a bit dotty. On Wednesday night they brought you up here—”

“One moment, Nora,” struck in Carrados with his suavest tone; “forgive me — but before you impugn the sanity of either. You say you saw Geoffrey here.” He smiled significantly across at her as he underlined the point. “Did you notice his finger nails then?”

“Did I notice — ?” Revelation came with a crash. “Oh, my gosh! Again! Do you mean he was — ? But why — ? How — ?”

“Why not? It was essential to the plan that you should adopt a certain course and, as we have heard, Mr. Tilehurst here was useless for persuasion. Tapsfield is not too far away. The double was free to come and go, and playing the part he could make just the points that would weigh with you.”

“Look here,” — Geoffrey Tilehurst claimed his turn to speak and addressed himself solely to Mr. Carrados’s attention. “Most of this is pretty nearly Greek to me but there seems to be one thing that’s really important. Did she — that is, was Nora — I mean to say, has your niece come to this infernal house because I — in order to be — well, with some intention of helping me if you understand what I’m driving at?”

“I think I may have a rough idea,” was the genial admission. “But as to that, Mr. Tilehurst, who can say what a young woman does anything for nowadays, if, indeed, most of them have any reason. I can only tell you this — it may help you. When I guessed something of the mad project my niece was embarking on, I said — for of course I felt it my duty to warn her— ‘You are risking your head inside a lion’s mouth.’ What was her reply? ‘Uncle Max,’ she said without turning a hair, ‘what do I care about that? Isn’t Geoffrey’s there already?’”

“And if that doesn’t do it,” thought Mr. Carrados, as he averted his face with the appearance of being moved, “all I can say is — curse you!”

“Uncle Max!” shrieked Nora at this romantic disclosure, “I am sure I never did—” but the time for such maidenly affectations was past. Geoffrey had taken the bit of irresolution firmly between his wisdom teeth and was bolting.

“Oh, you darling darling, did you really care so much?” he demanded hoarsely. “Why, my precious treasure, I’d gladly go through a dozen lions’ mouths to hear that!”

“Why, naturally I cared, Geoffrey dear,” she replied, with infinitely more composure. “I thought we’d settled all that long ago — but of course it’s just as well to ask me.”

“Isn’t it simply wonderful, sweetheart” — by this time he has taken possession of her and was demonstrating his affection regardless of the bread and marmalade involved in the process— “isn’t it simply wonderful that of all the people in the world just we two should be here—”

“Yes, dearest,” she tactfully hastened to agree, “it is. Still you really must remember that there’s Uncle Max over there as well and—”

“I beg your pardon, sir,” apologised Geoffrey, “but you see—”

“No,” amended Carrados sympathetically, “on this occasion I don’t. Never mind us, children,” he added benignly, “we are both, rest assured, quite blind.”

“Both!” exclaimed two rather startled voices.

“Who—”

“I mean the somewhat sunderdressed little fellow over there with the bow and arrows,” he explained, nodding vaguely. “I think he must have crept in after you two...My dears, try to keep him with you always.”

THE END
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The Mirror of Kong Ho (1905)
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First published in 1905, The Mirror of Kong Ho is a series of comic vignettes in which the vagaries of life in Edwardian London are related through the eyes of a visiting Chinaman (the eponymous Kong Ho) in letters back to his home country – a perspective that offers an Eastern ‘mirror’ on Western civilisation. The alien perspective and the traveller’s bemusement fuel the novel’s humorous take on early twentieth century English life and is heightened by the aphoristic and mannered style of the Chinese-English, which Bramah also put to use in his Kai Lung stories. 
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INTRODUCTION
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ESTIMABLE BARBARIAN, — Your opportune suggestion that I should permit the letters, wherein I have described with undeviating fidelity the customs and manner of behaving of your accomplished race, to be set forth in the form of printed leaves for all to behold, is doubtless gracefully-intentioned, and this person will raise no barrier of dissent against it.

In this he is inspired by the benevolent hope that his immature compositions may to one extent become a model and a by-word to those who in turn visit his own land of Fragrant Purity; for with exacting care he has set down no detail that has not come under his direct observation (although it is not to be denied that here or there he may, perchance, have misunderstood an involved allusion or failed to grasp the inner significance of an act), so that Impartiality necessarily sways his brush, and Truth lurks within his inkpot.

In an entirely contrary manner some, who of recent years have gratified us with their magnanimous presence, have returned to their own countries not only with the internal fittings of many of our palaces (which, being for the most part of a replaceable nature, need be only trivially referred to, the incident, indeed, being generally regarded as a most cordial and pressing variety of foreign politeness), but also — in the lack of highly-spiced actuality — with subtly-imagined and truly objectionable instances. These calumnies they have not hesitated to commit to the form of printed books, which, falling into the hands of the ignorant and undiscriminating, may even suggest to their ill-balanced minds a doubt whether we of the Celestial Empire really are the wisest, bravest, purest, and most enlightened people in existence.

As a parting, it only remains to be said that, in order to maintain unimpaired the quaint-sounding brevity and archaic construction of your prepossessing language, I have engraved most of the remarks upon the receptive tablets of my mind as they were uttered. To one who can repeat the Five Classics without stumbling this is a contemptible achievement. Let it be an imposed obligation, therefore, that you retain these portions unchanged as a test and a proof to all who may read. Of my own deficient words, I can only in truest courtesy maintain that any alteration must of necessity make them less offensively commonplace than at present they are.

The Sign and immutable Thumb-mark of, Kong Ho

By a sure hand to the House of one Ernest Bramah.


LETTER I
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CONCERNING THE JOURNEY. The unlawful demons invoked by certain of the barbarians; their power and the manner of their suppression. Suppression. The incredible obtuseness of those who attend within tea-houses. The harmonious attitude of a person of commerce.

VENERATED SIRE (at whose virtuous and well-established feet an unworthy son now prostrates himself in spirit repeatedly), — 

Having at length reached the summit of my journey, that London of which the merchants from Canton spoke so many strange and incredible things, I now send you filial salutations three times increased, and in accordance with your explicit command I shall write all things to you with an unvarnished brush, well assured that your versatile object in committing me to so questionable an enterprise was, above all, to learn the truth of these matters in an undeviating and yet open-headed spirit of accuracy and toleration.

Of the perils incurred while travelling in the awe-inspiring devices by which I was transferred from shore to shore and yet further inland, of the utter absence of all leisurely dignity on the part of those controlling their movements, and of the almost unnatural self-opinionatedness which led them to persist in starting at a stated and prearranged time, even when this person had courteously pointed out to them by irrefutable omens that neither the day nor the hour was suitable for the venture, I have already written. It is enough to assert that a similar want of prudence was maintained on every occasion, and, as a result, when actually within sight of the walls of this city, we were involved for upwards of an hour in a very evilly-arranged yellow darkness, which, had we but delayed for a day, as I strenuously advised those in authority after consulting the Sacred Flat and Round Sticks, we should certainly have avoided.

Concerning the real nature of the devices by which the ships are propelled at sea and the carriages on land, I must still unroll a blank mind until I can secretly, and without undue hazard, examine them more closely. If, as you maintain, it is the work of captive demons hidden away among their most inside parts, it must be admitted that these usually intractable beings are admirably trained and controlled, and I am wide-headed enough to think that in this respect we might — not-withstanding our nine thousand years of civilised refinement — learn something of the methods of these barbarians. The secret, however, is jealously guarded, and they deny the existence of any supernatural forces; but their protests may be ignored, for there is undoubtedly a powerful demon used in a similar way by some of the boldest of them, although its employment is unlawful. A certain kind of chariot is used for the occupation of this demon, and those who wish to invoke it conceal their faces within masks of terrifying design, and cover their hands and bodies with specially prepared garments, without which it would be fatal to encounter these very powerful spirits. While yet among the habitations of men, and in crowded places, they are constrained to use less powerful demons, which are lawful, but when they reach the unfrequented paths they throw aside all restraint, and, calling to their aid the forbidden spirit (which they do by secret movements of the hands), they are carried forward by its agency at a speed unattainable by merely human means. By day the demon looks forth from three white eyes, which at night have a penetrating brilliance equal to the fiercest glances of the Sacred Dragon in anger. If any person incautiously stands in its way it utters a warning cry of intolerable rage, and should the presumptuous one neglect to escape to the roadside and there prostrate himself reverentially before it, it seizes him by the body part and contemptuously hurls him bruised and unrecognisable into the boundless space of the around. Frequently the demon causes the chariot to rise into the air, and it is credibly asserted by discriminating witnesses (although this person only sets down as incapable of denial that which he has actually beheld) that some have maintained an unceasing flight through the middle air for a distance of many li. Occasionally the captive demon escapes from the bondage of those who have invoked it, through some incautious gesture or heretical remark on their part, and then it never fails to use them grievously, casting them to the ground wounded, consuming the chariot with fire, and passing away in the midst of an exceedingly debased odour, by which it is always accompanied after the manner of our own earth spirits.

This being, as this person has already set forth, an unlawful demon on account of its power when once called up, and the admitted uncertainty of its movements, those in authority maintain a stern and inexorable face towards the practice. To entrap the unwary certain persons (chosen on account of their massive outlines, and further protected from evil influences by their pure and consistent habits) keep an unceasing watch. When one of them, himself lying concealed, detects the approach of such a being, he closely observes the position of the sun, and signals to the other a message of warning. Then the second one, shielded by the sanctity of his life and rendered inviolable by the nature of his garments — his sandals alone being capable of overturning any demon from his path should it encounter them — boldly steps forth into the road and holds out before him certain sacred emblems. So powerful are these that at the sight the unlawful demon confesses itself vanquished, and although its whole body trembles with ill-contained rage, and the air around is poisoned by its discreditable exhalation, it is devoid of further resistance. Those in the chariot are thereupon commanded to dismiss it, and being bound in chains they are led into the presence of certain lesser mandarins who administer justice from a raised dais.

“Behold!” exclaims the chief of the captors, when the prisoners have been placed in obsequious attitudes before the lesser mandarins, “thus the matter chanced: The honourable Wang, although disguised under the semblance of an applewoman, had discreetly concealed himself by the roadside, all but his head being underneath a stream of stagnant water, when, at the eighth hour of the morning, he beheld these repulsive outcasts approaching in their chariot, carried forward by the diabolical vigour of the unlawful demon. Although I had stationed myself several li distant from the accomplished Wang, the chariot reached me in less than a breathing space of time, those inside assuming their fiercest and most aggressive attitudes, and as they came repeatedly urging the demon to increased exertions. Their speed exceeded that of the swallow in his hymeneal flight, all shrubs and flowers by the wayside withered incapably at the demon’s contaminating glance, running water ceased to flow, and the road itself was scorched at their passage, the earth emitting a dull bluish flame. These facts, and the times and the distances, this person has further inscribed in a book which thus disposes of all possible defence. Therefore, O lesser mandarins, let justice be accomplished heavily and without delay; for, as the proverb truly says, ‘The fiercer the flame the more useless the struggles of the victim.’”

At this point the prisoners frequently endeavour to make themselves heard, protesting that in the distance between the concealed Wang and the one who stands accusing them they had thrice stopped to repair their innermost details, had leisurely partaken of food and wine, and had also been overtaken, struck, and delayed by a funeral procession. But so great is the execration in which these persons are held, that although murderers by stealth, outlaws, snatchers from the body, and companies of men who by strategy make a smaller sum of money appear to be larger, can all freely testify their innocence, raisers of this unlawful demon must not do so, and they are beaten on the head with chains until they desist.

Then the lesser mandarins, raising their voices in unison, exclaim, “The amiable Tsay-hi has reported the matter in a discreet and impartial spirit. Hear our pronouncement: These raisers of illegal spirits shall each contribute ten taels of gold, which shall be expended in joss-sticks, in purifying the road which they have scorched, and in alleviating the distress of the poor and virtuous of both sexes. The praiseworthy Tsay-hi, moreover, shall embroider upon his sleeve an honourable sign in remembrance of the event. Let drums now be beat, and our verdict loudly proclaimed throughout the province.”

These things, O my illustrious father (although on account of my contemptible deficiencies of style much may seem improbable to your all-knowing mind), these things I write with an unbending brush; for I set down only that which I have myself seen, or read in their own printed records. Doubtless it will occur to one of your preternatural intelligence that our own system of administering justice, whereby the person who can hire the greater number of witnesses is reasonably held to be in the right, although perhaps not absolutely infallible, is in every way more convenient; but, as it is well said, “To the blind, night is as acceptable as day.”

Henceforth you will have no hesitation in letting it be known throughout Yuen-ping that these foreign barbarians do possess secret demons, in spite of their denials. Doubtless I shall presently discover others no less powerful.

With honourable distinction this person has at length grasped the essential details of the spoken language here — not sufficiently well, indeed, to make himself understood on most occasions, or even to understand others, but enough to perceive clearly when he fails to become intelligible or when they experience a like difficulty with him. Upon an earlier occasion, before he had made so much progress, being one day left to his own resources, and feeling an internal lack, he entered what appeared to be a tea-shop of reputable demeanour, and, seating himself at one of the little marble tables, he freely pronounced the carefully-learned word “rice” to the attending nymph. To put aside all details of preparation (into which, indeed, this person could not enter) he waved his hand gracefully, at the same time smiling with an expression of tolerant acquiescence, as of one who would say that what was good enough to be cooked and offered by so entrancing a maiden was good enough to be eaten by him. After remaining in unruffled tranquillity for the full portion of an hour, and observing that no other person around had to wait above half that period, this one began to perceive that the enterprise was not likely to terminate in a manner satisfactory to himself; so that, leaving this place with a few well-chosen phrases of intolerable regret in his own tongue, he entered another, and conducted himself in a like fashion.... Towards evening, with an unperturbed exterior, but materially afflicted elsewhere, this person seated himself within the eleventh tea-shop, and, pointing first towards his own constituents of digestion, then at the fire, and lastly in an upward direction, thereby signified to any not of stunted intellect that he had reached such a condition of mind and body that he was ready to consume whatever the ruling deities were willing to allot, whether boiled, baked, roast, or suspended from a skewer. In this resolve nothing would move him, until — after many maidens had approached with outstretched hands and gestures of despair — there presently entered a person wearing the helmet of a warrior and the manner of a high official, who spoke strongly, yet persuasively, of the virtues of immediate movement and a quiet and reposeful bearing.

Assuredly a people who devote so little attention to the study of food, and all matters connected with it, must inevitably remain barbaric, however skilfully they may feign a superficial refinement. It is said, although I do not commit this matter to my own brush, that among them are more books composed on subjects which have no actual existence than on cooking, and, incredible as it may appear, to be exceptionally round-bodied confers no public honour upon the individual. Should a favourable occasion present itself, there are many who do not scruple to jest upon the subject of food, or, what is incalculably more depraved, upon the scarcity of it.

Nevertheless, there are exceptions of a highly distinguished radiance. Among these must be accounted one into whose presence this person was recently led by our polished and harmonious friend Quang-Tsun, the merchant in tea and spices. This versatile person, whose business-name is spoken of as Jones Bob-Jones, is worthy of all benignant respect, and in a really enlightened country would doubtless be raised to a more exalted position than that of a breaker of outsides (an occupation difficult to express adequately in the written language of a country where it is unknown), for his face is like the sun setting in the time of harvest, his waist garment excessive, and the undoubted symmetry of his middle portions honourable in the extreme. So welcome in my eyes, after witnessing an unending stream of concave and attenuated barbarian ghosts, was the sight of these perfections of Jones Bob-Jones, that instead of the formal greeting of this Island — the unmeaning “How do you do it?” — I shook hands cordially with myself, and exclaimed affectionately in our own language, “Illimitable felicities! How is your stomach?”

“Well,” replied Jones Bob-Jones, after Quang-Tsun had interpreted this polite salutation to his understanding, “since you mention it, that’s just the trouble; but I’m going on pretty well, thanks. I’ve tried most of the advertised things, and now my doctor has put me practically on a bread-and-water course — clear soup, boiled fish, plain joint, no sweets, a crumb of cheese, and a bare three glasses of Hermitage.”

During this amiable remark (of which, as it is somewhat of a technical nature, I was unable to grasp the contained significance until the agreeable Quang-Tsun had subsequently repeated it several times for my retention), I maintained a consistent expression of harmonious agreement and gratified esteem (suitable, I find, for all like occasions), and then, judging from the sympathetic animation of Jones Bob-Jones’s countenance, that it had not improbably been connected with food, I discreetly introduced the subject of sea-snails, preserved in the essence of crushed peaches, by courteously inquiring whether he had ever partaken of such a delicacy.

“No,” replied the liberal-minded person, when — encouraged by the protruding eagerness of his eyes at the mention of the viand — I had further spoken of the refined flavour of the dish, and explained the manner of its preparation. “I can’t say that I have, but it sounds uncommonly good — something like turtle, I should imagine. I’ll see if they can get it for me at Pimm’s.”

This filial tribute goes by a trusty hand, in the person of one Ki Nihy, who is shortly committing himself to the protection of his ancestors and the voracity of the unbounded Bitter Waters; and with brightness and gold it will doubtless reach you in the course of twelve or eighteen moons. The superstitious here, this person may describe, when they wish to send messages from one to another, inscribe upon the outer cover a written representation of the one whose habitation they require, and after affixing a small paper talisman, drop it into a hole in the nearest wall, in the hope that it may be ultimately conveyed to the appointed spot, either by the services of the charitably-disposed passer-by, or by the intervention of the beneficent deities.

With a multiplicity of greetings and many abject expressions of a conscious inferiority, and attested by an unvarying thumb-mark.

KONG HO. (Effete branch of a pure and magnanimous trunk.)

To Kong Ah-Paik, reclining beneath the sign of the Lead Tortoise, in a northerly direction beyond the Lotus Beds outside the city of Yuen-ping. The Middle Flowery Kingdom.


LETTER II

Concerning the ill-destined manner of existence of the hound Hercules. The thoughtlessly-expressed desire of the entrancing maiden and its effect upon a person of susceptible refinement. The opportune (as it may yet be described) visit of one Herbert. The behaviour of those around. Reflections.
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VENERATED SIRE (WHOSE large right hand is continuously floating in spirit over the image of this person’s dutiful submission), — 

Doubtless to your all-consuming prescience, it will at once become plain that I have abandoned the place of residence from which I directed my former badly-written and offensively-constructed letter, the house of the sympathetic and resourceful Maidens Blank, where in return for an utterly inadequate sum of money, produced at stated intervals, this very much inferior person was allowed to partake of a delicately-balanced and somewhat unvarying fare in the company of the engaging of both sexes, and afterwards to associate on terms of honourable equality with them in the chief apartment. The reason and manner of this one’s departure are in no degree formidable to his refined manner of conducting any enterprise, but arose partly from an insufficient grasp of the more elaborate outlines of a confessedly involved language, and still more from a too excessive impetuousness in carrying out what at the time he believed to be the ambition of one who had come to exercise a melodious influence over his most internal emotions. Well remarked the Sage, “A piece of gold may be tried between the teeth; a written promise to pay may be disposed of at a sacrifice to one more credulous; but what shall be said of the wind, the Hoang Ho, and the way of a woman?”

To contrive a pitfall for this short-sighted person’s immature feet, certain malicious spirits had so willed it that the chief and more autumnal of the Maidens Blank (who, nevertheless, wore an excessively flower-like name), had long lavished herself upon the possession of an obtuse and self-assertive hound, which was in the habit of gratifying this inconsiderable person and those who sat around by continually depositing upon their unworthy garments details of its outer surface, and when the weather was more than usually cold, by stretching its graceful and refined body before the fire in such a way as to ensure that no one should suffer from a too acute exposure to the heat. From these causes, and because it was by nature a hound which even on the darkest night could be detected at a more than reasonable distance away, while at all times it did not hesitate to shake itself freely into the various prepared viands, this person (and doubtless others also) regarded it with an emotion very unfavourable towards its prolonged existence; but observing from the first that those who permitted themselves to be deposited upon, and their hands and even their faces to be hound-tongue-defiled with the most externally cheerful spirit of word suppression, invariably received the most desirable of the allotted portions of food, he judged it prudent and conducive to a settled digestion to greet it with favourable terms and actions, and to refer frequently to its well-displayed proportions, and to the agile dexterity which it certainly maintained in breathing into the contents of every dish. Thus the matter may be regarded as being positioned for a space of time.

One evening I returned at the appointed gong-stroke of dinner, and was beginning, according to my custom, to greet the hound with ingratiating politeness, when the one of chief authority held up a reproving hand, at the same time exclaiming:

“No, Mr. Kong, you must not encourage Hercules with your amiable condescension, for just now he is in very bad odour with us all.”

“Undoubtedly,” replied this person, somewhat puzzled, nevertheless, that the imperfection should thus be referred to openly by one who hitherto had not hesitated to caress the hound with most intimate details, “undoubtedly the surrounding has a highly concentrated acuteness to-night, but the ever-present characteristic of the hound Hercules is by no means new, for whenever he is in the room—”

At this point it is necessary to explain that the ceremonial etiquette of these barbarian outcasts is both conflicting and involved. Upon most of the ordinary occasions of life to obtrude oneself within the conversation of another is a thing not to be done, yet repeatedly when this unpretentious person has been relating his experience or inquiring into the nature and meaning of certain matters which he has witnessed, he has become aware that his words have been obliterated, as it were, and his remarks diverted from their original intention by the sudden and unanticipated desire of those present to express themselves loudly on some topic of not really engrossing interest. Not infrequently on such occasions every one present has spoken at once with concentrated anxiety upon the condition of the weather, the atmosphere of the room, the hour of the day, or some like detail of contemptible inferiority. At other times maidens of unquestionable politeness have sounded instruments of brass or stringed woods with unceasing vigour, have cast down ornaments of china, or even stood upon each other’s — or this person’s — feet with assumed inelegance. When, therefore, in the midst of my agreeable remark on the asserted no fragrance of the hound Hercules, a gentleman of habitual refinement struck me somewhat heavily on the back of the head with a reclining seat which he was conveying across the room for the acceptance of a lady, and immediately overwhelmed me with apologies of almost unnecessary profusion, my mind at once leapt to an inspired conclusion, and smiling acquiescently I bowed several times to each person to convey to them an admission of the undoubted fact that to the wise a timely omen before the storm is as effective as a thunderbolt afterwards.

It chanced that there was present the exceptionally prepossessing maiden to whom this person has already referred. So varied and ornate were her attractions that it would be incompetent in one of my less than average ability to attempt an adequate portrayal. She had a light-coloured name with the letters so harmoniously convoluted as to be quite beyond my inferior power of pronunciation, so that if I wished to refer to her in her absence I had to indicate the one I meant by likening her to a full-blown chrysanthemum, a piece of rare jade, an ivory pagoda of unapproachable antiquity, or some other object of admitted grace. Even this description may scarcely convey to you the real extent of her elegant personality; but in her presence my internal organs never failed to vibrate with a most entrancing uncertainty, and even now, at the recollection of her virtuous demeanour, I am by no means settled within myself.

“Well,” exclaimed this melodious vision, with sympathetic tact, “if every one is going to disown poor Hercules because he has eaten all our dinners, I shall be quite willing to have him, for he is a dzear ole loveykins, wasn’t ums?” (This, O my immaculate and dignified sire, which I transcribe with faithful undeviation, appears to be the dialect of a remote province, spoken only by maidens — both young and of autumnal solitude — under occasional mental stress; as of a native of Shan-si relapsing without consciousness into his uncouth tongue after passing a lifetime in the Capital.) “Don’t you think so too, Mr. Kong?”

“When the sun shines the shadow falls, for truly it is said, ‘To the faithful one even the voice of the corncrake at evening speaks of his absent love,’” replied this person, so engagingly disconcerted at being thus openly addressed by the maiden that he retained no delicate impression of what she said, or even of what he was replying, beyond an unassuming hope that the nature of his feelings might perchance be inoffensively revealed to her in the semblance of a discreet allegory.

“Perhaps,” interposed a person of neglected refinement, turning towards the maiden, “you would like to have a corncrake also, to remind you of Mr. Kong?”

“I do not know what a corncrake is like,” replied the maiden with commendable dignity. “I do not think so, however, for I once had a pair of canaries, and I found them very unsatisfying, insipid creatures. But I should love to have a little dog I am sure, only Miss Blank won’t hear of it.”

“Kong Ho,” thought this person inwardly, “not in vain have you burnt joss sticks unceasingly, for the enchanting one has said into your eyes that she would love to partake of a little dog. Assuredly we have recently consumed the cold portion of sheep on more occasions than a strict honourableness could require of those who pay a stated sum at regular intervals, and the change would be a welcome one. As she truly says, the flavour even of canaries is trivial and insignificant by comparison.” During the period of dinner — which consisted of eggs and green herbs of the field — this person allowed the contemplation to grow within him, and inspired by a most pleasant and disinterested ambition to carry out the expressed wishes of the one who had spoken, he determined that the matter should be unobtrusively arranged despite the mercenary opposition of the Maidens Blank.

This person had already learned by experience that dogs are rarely if ever exposed for sale in the stalls of the meat venders, the reason doubtless being that they are articles of excessive luxury and reserved by law for the rich and powerful. Those kept by private persons are generally closely guarded when they approach a desirable condition of body, and the hound Hercules would not prove an attractive dish to those who had known him in life. Nevertheless, it is well said, “The Great Wall is unsurmountable, but there are many gaps through,” and that same evening I was able to carry the first part of my well-intentioned surprise into effect.

The matter now involves one named Herbert, who having exchanged gifts of betrothal with a maiden staying at the house, was in the habit of presenting himself openly, when he was permitted to see her, after the manner of these barbarians. (Yet even of them the more discriminating acknowledge that our customs are immeasurably superior; for when I explained to the aged father of the Maidens Blank that among us the marriage rites are irrevocably performed before the bride is seen unveiled by man, he sighed heavily and exclaimed that the parents of this country had much to learn.)

The genial-minded Herbert had already acquired for himself the reputation of being one who ceaselessly removes the gravity of others, both by word and action, and from the first he selected this obscure person for his charitable purpose to a most flattering extent. Not only did he — on the pretext that his memory was rebellious — invariably greet me as “Mr. Hong Kong,” but on more than one occasion he insisted, with mirth-provoking reference to certain details of my unbecoming garments, that I must surely have become confused and sent a Mrs. Hong Kong instead of myself, and frequently he undermined the gravity of all most successfully by pulling me backwards suddenly by the pigtail, with the plea that he imagined he was picking up his riding-whip. This attractive person was always accompanied by a formidable dog — of convex limbs, shrunken lip, and suspicious demeanour — which he called Influenza, to the excessive amusement of those to whom he related its characteristics. For some inexplicable reason from the first it regarded my lower apparel as being unsuitable for the ordinary occasions of life, and in spite of the low hissing call by which its master endeavoured to attract its attention to himself, it devoted its energies unceasingly to the self-imposed task of removing them fragment by fragment. Nevertheless it was a dog of favourable size and condition, and it need not therefore be a matter for surprise that when the intellectual person Herbert took his departure on the day in question it had to be assumed that it had already preceded him. Having accomplished so much, this person found little difficulty in preparing it tastefully in his own apartment, and making the substitution on the following day.

Although his mind was confessedly enlarged at the success of his venture, and his hopes most ornamentally coloured at the thought of the adorable one’s gratified esteem when she discovered how expertly her wishes had been carried out, this person could not fail to notice that the Maiden Blank was also materially agitated when she distributed the contents of the dish before her.

“Will you, of your enlightened courtesy, accept, and overlook the deficiencies of, a portion of rabbit-pie, O high-souled Mr. Kong?” she inquired gracefully when this insignificant person was reached, and, concealing my many-hued emotion beneath an impassive face, I bowed agreeably as I replied, “To the beggar, black bread is a royal course.”

“WHAT pie did you say, dear?” whispered another autumnal maiden, when all had partaken somewhat, and at her words a most consistently acute silence involved the table.

“I — I don’t quite know,” replied the one of the upper end, becoming excessively devoid of complexion; and restraining her voice she forthwith sent down an attending slave to inquire closely.

At this point a person of degraded ancestry endeavoured to remove the undoubted cloud of depression by feigning the nocturnal cry of the domestic cat; but in this he was not successful, and a maiden opposite, after fixedly regarding a bone on her plate, withdrew suddenly, embracing herself as she went. A moment later the slave returned, proclaiming aloud that the dish which had been prepared for the occasion had now been accidentally discovered by the round-bodied cook beneath the cushions of an arm-chair (a spot by no means satisfactory to this person’s imagination had the opportunities at his disposal been more diffuse).

“What, then, is this of which we have freely partaken?” cried they around, and, in the really impressive silence which followed, an inopportune person discovered a small silver tablet among the fragments upon his plate, and, taking it up, read aloud the single word, “Influenza.”

During the day, and even far into the uncounted gong-strokes of the time of darkness, this person had frequently remained in a fascinated contemplation of the moment when he should reveal himself and stand up to receive the benevolently-expressed congratulations of all who paid an agreed sum at fixed intervals, and, particularly, the dazzling though confessedly unsettling glance-thanks of the celestially-formed maiden who had explicitly stated that she was desirous of having a little dog. Now, however, when this part of the enterprise ought to have taken place, I found myself unable to evade the conclusion that some important detail of the entire scheme had failed to agree harmoniously with the rest, and, had it been possible, I would have retired with unobtrusive tact and permitted another to wear my honourable acquirements. But, for some reason, as I looked around I perceived that every eye was fixed upon me with what at another time would have been a most engaging unanimity, and, although I bowed with undeterred profusion, and endeavoured to walk out behind an expression of all-comprehensive urbanity that had never hitherto failed me, a person of unsympathetic outline placed himself before the door, and two others, standing one on each side of me, gave me to understand that a recital of the full happening was required before I left the room.

It is hopeless to expect a display of refined intelligence at the hands of a people sunk in barbarism and unacquainted with the requirements of true dignity and the essentials of food preparation. On the manner of behaving of the male portion of those present this person has no inducement whatever to linger. Even the maiden for whom he had accomplished so much, after the nature of the misunderstanding had been made plain to her, uttered only a single word of approval, which, on subsequently consulting a book of interpretations, this person found to indicate: “A person of weak intellect; one without an adequate sense of the proportion and fitness of things; a buffoon; a jester; a compound of gooseberries scalded and crushed with cream”; but although each of these definitions may in a way be regarded as applicable, he is still unable to decide which was the precise one intended.

With salutations of filial regard, and in a spirit seven times refined by affliction and purified by vain regrets.

KONG HO. (Upon whose tablet posterity will perchance inscribe the titles, “Ill-destined but Misjudged.”)


LETTER III

Concerning the virtuous amusements of both old and young. The sit-round games. The masterpiece of the divine Li Tang, and its reception by all, including that same Herbert.
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VENERATED SIRE (WHOSE breadth of mind is so well developed as to take for granted boundless filial professions, which, indeed, become vapid by a too frequent reiteration), — 

Your amiable inquiry as to how the barbarians pass their time, when not employed in affairs of commerce or in worshipping their ancestors, has inspired me to examine the matter more fully. At the same time your pleasantly-composed aphorism that the interior nature of persons does not vary with the colour of their eyes, and that if I searched I should find the old flying kites and the younger kicking feather balls or working embroidery, according to their sex, does not appear to be accurately sustained.

The lesser ones, it is true, engage in a variety of sumptuous handicrafts, such as the scorching of wooden tablets with the semblance of a pattern, and gouging others with sharpened implements into a crude relief; depicting birds and flowers upon the surface of plates, rending leather into shreds, and entwining beaten iron, brass, and copper into a diversity of most ingenious complications; but when I asked a maiden of affectionate and domesticated appearance whether she had yet worked her age-stricken father’s coffin-cloth, she said that the subject was one upon which she declined to jest, and rapidly involving herself in a profuse display of emotion, she withdrew, leaving this one aghast.

To enable my mind to retranquillise, I approached a youth of highly-gilded appearance, and, with many predictions of self-inferiority, I suggested that we should engage in the stimulating rivalry of feather ball. When he learned, however, that the diversion consisted in propelling upwards a feather-trimmed chip by striking it against the side of the foot, he candidly replied that he was afraid he had grown out of shuttle-cock, but did not mind, if I was vigorously inclined, “taking me on for a set of yang-pong.”

Old men here, it is said, do not fly kites, and they affect to despise catching flies for amusement, although they frequently go fishing. Struck by this peculiarity, I put it in the form of an inquiry to one of venerable appearance, why, when at least five score flies were undeniably before his eyes, he preferred to recline for lengthy periods by the side of a stream endeavouring to snare creatures of whose existence he himself had never as yet received any adequate proof. Doubtless in my contemptible ignorance, however, I used some word inaccurately, for those who stood around suffered themselves to become amused, and the one in question replied with no pretence of amiable condescension that the jest had already been better expressed a hundred times, and that I would find the behind parts of a printed leaf called “Punch” in the bookcase. Not being desirous of carrying on a conversation of which I felt that I had misplaced the most highly rectified ingredient, I bowed repeatedly, and replied affably that wisdom ruled his left side and truth his right.

It was upon this same occasion that a young man of unprejudiced wide-mindedness, taking me aside, asserted that the matter had not been properly set forth when I was inquiring about kites. Both old and young men, he continued, frequently endeavoured to fly kites, even in the involved heart of the city. He had tried once or twice himself, but never with encouraging success, chiefly, he was told, because his paper was not good enough. Many people, he added, would not scruple to mislead me with evasive ambiguity on this one subject owing to an ill-balanced conception of what constituted true dignity, but he was unwilling that his countrymen should be thought by mine to be sunk into a deeper barbarism than actually existed.

His warning was not inopportune. Seated next to this person at a later period was a maiden from whose agreeably-poised lips had hitherto proceeded nothing but sincerity and fact. Watching her closely I asked her, as one who only had a languid interest either one way or the other, whether her revered father or her talented and richly-apparelled brothers ever spent their time flying kites about the city. In spite of a most efficient self-control her colour changed at my words, and her features trembled for a moment, but quickly reverting to herself she replied that she thought not; then — as though to subdue my suspicions more completely — that she was sure they did not, as the kites would certainly frighten the horses and the appointed watchmen of the street would not allow it. She confessed, however, with unassumed candour, that the immediate descendants of her sister were gracefully proficient in the art.

From this, great and enlightened one, you will readily perceive how misleading an impression might be carried away by a person scrupulously-intentioned but not continually looking both ways, when placed among a people endowed with the uneasy suspicion of the barbarian and struggling to assert a doubtful refinement. Apart from this, there has to be taken into consideration their involved process of reasoning, and the unexpectedly different standards which they apply to every subject.

At the house of the Maidens Blank, when the evening was not spent in listening to melodious voices and the harmony of stringed woods, it was usual to take part in sit-round games of various kinds. (And while it is on his brush this person would say with commendable pride that a well-trained musician among us can extort more sound from a hollow wooden pig, costing only a few cash, than the most skilful here ever attain on their largest instrument — a highly-lacquered coffin on legs, filled with bells and hidden springs, and frequently sold for a thousand taels.)

Upon a certain evening, at the conclusion of one sit-round game which involved abrupt music, a barrier of chairs, and the exhilarating possibility of being sat upon by the young and vivacious in their zeal, a person of the company turned suddenly to the one who is communicating with you and said enticingly, “Why did Birdcage Walk?”

Not judging from his expression that this was other than a polite inquiry on a matter which disturbed his repose, I was replying that the manifestation was undoubtedly the work of a vexatious demon which had taken up its abode in the article referred to, when another, by my side, cried aloud, “Because it envied Queen Anne’s Gate”; and without a pause cast back the question, “Who carved The Poultry?”

In spite of the apparent simplicity of the demand it was received by all in an attitude of complicated doubt, and this person was considering whether he might not acquire distinction by replying that such an office fell by custom to the lot of the more austere Maiden Blank, when the very inadequate reply, “Mark Lane with St. Mary’s Axe,” was received with applause and some observations in a half-tone regarding the identity of the fowl.

By the laws of the sit-round games the one who had last spoken now proclaimed himself, demanding to know, “Why did Battersea Rise?” but the involvement was evidently superficial, for the maiden at whose memory this one’s organs still vibrate ignobly at once replied, “Because it thought Clapham Common,” in turn inquiring, “What made the Marble Arch?”

Although I would have willingly sacrificed to an indefinite extent to be furnished with the preconcerted watchword, so that I might have enlarged myself in the eyes of this consecrated being’s unapproachable esteem, I had already decided that the competition was too intangible for one whose thoughts lay in well-defined parallel lines, and it fell to another to reply, “To hear Salisbury Court.”

This, O my broad-minded ancestor of the first degree — an aimless challenge coupled with the name of one recognisable spot, replied to by the haphazard retort of another place, frequently in no way joined to it, was regarded as an exceptionally fascinating sit-round game by a company of elderly barbarians!

“What couldn’t Walbrook?” it might be, and “Such Cheapside,” would be deemed a praiseworthy solution. “When did King’s Bench Walk?” would be asked, and to reply, “When Gray’s Inn Road,” covered the one with overpowering acclamation. “Bevis Marks only an Inner Circle at The Butts; why?” was a demand of such elaborate complexity that (although this person was lured out of his self-imposed restraint by the silence of all round, and submerging his intelligence to an acquired level, unobtrusively suggested, “Because Aylesbury ducks, perchance”) it fell to the one propounding to announce, “Because St. John’s Wood Shoot-up Hill.”

Admittedly it is written, “When the shutter is fastened the girdle is loosened,” but it is as truly said, “Not in the head, nor yet in the feet, but in the organs of digestion does wisdom reside,” and even in jesting the middle course of neither an excessive pride nor an absolute weak-mindedness is to be observed. With what concrete pangs of acute mental distress would this person ever behold his immaculate progenitor taking part in a similar sit-round game with an assembly of worthy mandarins, the one asking questions of meaningless import, as “Why did they Hangkow?” and another replying in an equal strain of no consecutiveness, “In order to T’in Tung!”

At length a person who is spoken of as having formerly been the captain of a band of warriors turned to me with an unsuspected absence of ferocity and said, “Your countrymen are very proficient in the art of epigram, are they not, Mr. Kong? Will you not, in turn, therefore, favour us with an example?” Whereupon several maidens exclaimed with engaging high temper, “Oh yes; do ask us some funny Chinese riddles, Mr. Kong!”

“Assuredly there are among us many classical instances of the light sayings which require matching,” I replied, gratified that I should have the opportunity of showing their superiority. “One, harmonious beyond the blend of challenge and retort, is as follows— ‘The Phoenix embroidered upon the side of the shoe: When the shoe advances the Phoenix leaps forward.’”

“Oh!” cried several of the maidens, and from the nature of their glances it might reasonably be gathered that already they began to recognise the inferiority of their own sayings.

“Is that the question, or the answer, or both?” asked a youth of unfledged maturity, and to hide their conscious humiliation several persons allowed their faces to melt away.

“That which has been expressed,” replied this person with an ungrudging toleration, “is the first or question portion of the contrast. The answer is that which will be supplied by your honourable condescension.”

“But,” interposed one of the maidens, “it isn’t really a question, you know, Mr. Kong.”

“In a way of regarding it, it may be said to be question, inasmuch as it requires an answer to establish the comparison. The most pleasing answer is that which shall be dissimilar in idea, and yet at the same time maintain the most perfect harmony of parallel thought,” I replied. “Now permit your exceptional minds to wander in a forest of similitudes: ‘The Phoenix embroidered upon the side of the shoe: When the shoe advances the Phoenix leaps forward.’”

“Oh, if that’s all you want,” said the one Herbert, who by an ill destiny chanced to be present, “‘The red-hot poker held before the Cat’s nose: When the poker advances the Cat leaps backwards.’”

“Oh, very good!” cried several of those around, “of course it naturally would. Is that right, Mr. Kong?”

“If the high-souled company is satisfied, then it must be, for there is no conclusive right or wrong — only an unending search for that which is most gem-set and resourceful,” replied this person, with an ever-deepening conviction of no enthusiasm towards the sit-round game. “But,” he added, resolved to raise for a moment the canopy of a mind swan-like in its crystal many-sidedness, and then leave them to their own ineptitude, “for five centuries nothing has been judged equal to the solution offered by Li Tang. At the time he was presented with a three-sided banner of silk with the names of his eleven immediate ancestors embroidered upon it in seven colours, and his own name is still handed down in imperishable memory.”

“Oh, do tell us what it was,” cried many. “It must have been clever.”

“‘The Dragon painted upon the face of the fan: When the fan is shaken the Dragon flies upwards,’” replied this person.

It cannot be denied that this was received with an attitude of respectful melancholy strikingly complimentary to the wisdom of the gifted Li Tang. But whether it may be that the time was too short to assimilate the more subtle delicacies of the saying, or whether the barbarian mind is inherently devoid of true balance, this person was panged most internally to hear one say to another as he went out, “Do you know, I really think that Herbert’s was much the better answer of the two — more realistic, and what you might expect at the pantomime.” *

A like inability to grasp with a clear and uninvolved vision, permeates not only the triviality of a sit-round game but even the most important transactions of existence.

Shortly after his arrival in the Island, this person was initiated by the widely-esteemed Quang-Tsun into the private life of one whose occupation was that of a Law-giver, where he frequently drank tea on terms of mutual cordiality. Upon such an occasion he was one day present, conversing with the lesser ones of the household — the head thereof being absent, setting forth the Law in the Temple — when one of the maidens cried out with amiable vivacity, “Why, Mr. Kong, you say such consistently graceful things of the ladies you have met over here, that we shall expect you to take back an English wife with you. But perhaps you are already married in China?”

“The conclusion is undeviating in its accuracy,” replied this person, unable to evade the allusion. “To Ning, Hia-Fa and T’ain Yen, as the matter stands.”

“Ning Hia-Fa An T’ain Yen!” exclaimed the wife of the Law-giver pleasantly. “What an important name. Can you pardon our curiosity and tell us what she is like?”

“Ning, Hia-Fa AND T’ain Yen,” repeated this person, not submitting to be deprived of the consequence of two wives without due protest. “Three names, three wives. Three very widely separated likes.”

At this in no way boastfully uttered statement the agreeably outlined surface of the faces around variated suddenly, the effect being one which I have frequently observed in the midst of my politest expressions of felicity. For a moment, indeed, I could not disguise from myself that the one who had made the inquiry stretched forth her lotus-like hand towards the secret spring by which it is customary to summon the attending slaves from the underneath parts, but restraining herself with the manner of one who would desire to make less of a thing that it otherwise might seem, she turned to me again.

“How nice!” she murmured. “What a pity you did not bring them all with you, Mr. Kong. They would have been a great acquisition.”

“Yet it must be well weighed,” I replied, not to be out-complimented touching one another, “that here they would have met so many fine and superior gentlemen that they might have become dissatisfied with my less than average prepossessions.”

“I wonder if they did not think of that in your case, and refuse to let you come,” said one of the maidens.

“The various persons must not be regarded as being on their all fours,” I replied, anxious that there should be no misunderstanding on this point. “They, of course, reside within one inner chamber, but there would be no duplicity in this one adding indefinitely to the number.”

“Of course not; how silly of me!” exclaimed the maiden. “What splendid musical evenings you can have. But tell me, Mr. Kong (ought it not to be Messrs. Kong, mamma?), if a girl married you here would she be legally married to you in China?”

“Oh yes,” replied this person positively.

“But could you not, by your own laws, have the marriage set aside whenever you wished?”

“Assuredly,” I admitted. “It is so appointed.”

“Then how could she be legally married?” she persisted, with really unbecoming suspicion.

“Legally married, legally unmarried,” replied this person, quite distressed within himself at not being able to understand the difficulty besetting her. “All perfectly legal and honourably observed.”

“I think, Gwendoline—” said the one of authority, and although the matter was no further expressed, by an instinct which he was powerless to avert, this person at once found himself rising with ceremonious partings.

Not desiring that the obstacle should remain so inadequately swept away, I have turned my presumptuous footsteps in the direction of the Law-giver’s house on several later occasions, but each time the word of the slave guarding the door has been that they of the household, down even to those of the most insignificant degree of kinship, have withdrawn to a distant and secluded spot.

With renewed assurances that the enterprise is being gracefully conducted, however ill-digested and misleading these immature compositions may appear.

KONG HO.


LETTER IV

Concerning a desire to expatiate upon subjects of philosophical importance and its no accomplishment. Three examples of the mental concavity sunk into by these barbarians. An involved episode which had the outward appearance of being otherwise than what it was.
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VENERATED SIRE (WHOSE genial liberality on all necessary occasions is well remembered by this person in his sacrifices, with the titles “Benevolent” and “Open-sleeved”), — 

I had it in my head at one time to tell you somewhat of the Classics most reverenced in this country, of the philosophical opinions which prevail, and to enlighten you generally upon certain other subjects of distinguished eminence. As the deities arranged, however, it chanced that upon my way to a reputable quarter of the city where the actuality of these matters can be learnt with the least evasion, my footsteps were drawn aside by an incident which now permeates my truth-laden brush to the exclusion of all else.

But in the first place, if it be permitted for a thoroughly untrustworthy son to take so presumptuous a liberty with an unvaryingly sagacious father, let this one entreat you to regard everything he writes in a very wide-headed spirit of looking at the matter from all round. My former letters will have readily convinced you that much that takes place here, even among those who can afford long finger-nails, would not be tolerated in Yuen-ping, and in order to avoid the suspicion that I am suffering from a serious injury to the head, or have become a prey to a conflicting demon, it will be necessary to continue an even more highly-sustained tolerant alertness. This person himself has frequently suffered the ill effects of rashly assuming that because he is conducting the adventure in a prepossessing spirit his efforts will be honourably received, as when he courteously inquired the ages of a company of maidens into whose presence he was led, and complimented the one whom he was desirous of especially gratifying by assuring her that she had every appearance of being at least twice the nine-and-twenty years to which she modestly laid claim.

Upon another occasion I entered a barber’s stall, and finding it oppressively hot within, I commanded the attendant to carry a reclining stool into the street and there shave my lower limbs and anoint my head. As he hesitated to obey — doubtless on account of the trivial labour involved — I repeated my words in a tone of fuller authority, holding out the inducement of a just payment when he complied, and assuring him that he would certainly be dragged before the nearest mandarin and tortured if he held his joints stiffly. At this he evidently understood his danger, for obsequiously protesting that he was only a barber of very mean attainments, and that his deformed utensils were quite inadequate for the case, he very courteously directed me in inquire for a public chariot bound for a quarter called Colney Hatch (the place of commerce, it is reasonable to infer, of the higher class barbers), and, seating myself in it, instruct the attendant to put me down at the large gates, where they possessed every requisite appliance, and also would, if desirable, shave my head also. Here the incident assumes a more doubtful guise, for, notwithstanding the admitted politeness of the one who spoke, each of those to whom I subsequently addressed myself on the subject, presented to me a face quite devoid of encouragement. While none actually pointed out the vehicle I sought, many passed on in a state of inward contemplation without replying, and some — chiefly the attendants of other chariots of a similar kind — replied in what I deemed to be a spirit of elusive metaphor, as he who asserted that such a conveyance must be sought for at a point known intimately as the Aldgate Pump, whence it started daily at half-past the thirteenth gong-stroke; and another, who maintained that I had no prospect of reaching the desired spot until I secured the services of one of a class of female attendants who wear flowing blue robes in order to indicate that they are prepared to encounter and vanquish any emergency in life. To make no elaborate pretence in the matter this person may definitely admit that he never did reach the place in question, nor — in spite of a diligent search in which he has encountered much obloquy — has he yet found any barber sufficiently well equipped to undertake the detail.

Even more recently I suffered the unmerited rebuke of the superficial through performing an act of deferential politeness. Learning that the enlightened and magnanimous sovereign of this country was setting out on a journey I stationed myself in the forefront of those who stood before his palace, intending to watch such parts of the procession as might be fitly witnessed by one of my condition. When these had passed, and the chariot of the greatest approached, I respectfully turned my back to the road with a propitiatory gesture, as of one who did not deem himself worthy even to look upon a being of such majestic rank and acknowledged excellence. This delicate action, by some incredible process of mental obliquity, was held by those around to be a deliberate insult, if not even a preconcerted signal, of open treachery, and had not a heaven-sent breeze at that moment carried the hat of a very dignified bystander into the upper branches of an opportune tree, and successfully turned aside the attention of the assembly into a most immoderate exhibition of utter loss of gravity, I should undoubtedly have been publicly tortured, if not actually torn to pieces.

But the incident first alluded to was of an even more elaborately-contrived density than these, and some of the details are still unrolled before the keenest edge of this one’s inner perception. Nevertheless, all is now set down in unbroken exactness for your impartial judgment.

At the time of this exploit I had only ventured out on a few occasions, and then, save those recorded, to no considerable extent; for it had already become obvious that the enterprises in which I persistently became involved never contributed to my material prosperity, and the disappointment of finding that even when I could remember nine words of a sentence in their language none of the barbarians could understand even so much as a tenth of my own, further cast down my enthusiasm.

On the day which has been the object of this person’s narration from the first, he set out to become more fully instructed in the subjects already indicated, and proceeding in a direction of which he had no actual knowledge, he soon found himself in a populous and degraded quarter of the city. Presently, to his reasonable astonishment, he saw before him at a point where two ill-constructed thoroughfares met, a spacious and important building, many-storied in height, ornamented with a profusion of gold and crystal, marble and precious stones, and displaying from a tall pole the three-hued emblem of undeniable authority. A never-ending stream of people passed in and out by the numerous doors; the strains of expertly wielded instruments could be distinctly heard inside, and the warm odour of a most prepossessing spiced incense permeated the surroundings. “Assuredly,” thought the person who is now recording the incident, “this is one of the Temples of barbarian worship”; and to set all further doubt at rest he saw in letters of gilt splendour a variety of praiseworthy and appropriate inscriptions, among which he read and understood, “Excellent,” “Fine Old,” “Well Matured,” “Spirits only of the choicest quality within,” together with many other invocations from which he could not wrest the hidden significance, as “Old Vatted,” “Barclay’s Entire,” “An Ordinary at One,” and the like.

By this time an impressive gathering had drawn around, and from its manner of behaving conveyed the suspicion that an entertainment or manifestation of some kind was confidently awaited. To disperse so outrageous a misconception this person was on the point of withdrawing himself when he chanced to see, over the principal door of the Temple, a solid gold figure of colossal magnitude, represented as crowned with leaves and tendrils, and holding in his outstretched hands a gigantic, and doubtless symbolic, bunch of grapes. “This,” I said to myself, “is evidently the tutelary deity of the place, so displayed to receive the worship of the passer-by.” With the discovery a thought of the most irreproachable benevolence possessed me. “Why should not this person,” I reflected, “gain the unstinted approbation of those barbarians” (who by this time completely encircled me in) “by doing obeisance towards their deity, and by the same act delicately and inoffensively rebuke them for their own too-frequent intolerable attitude towards the susceptibilities of others? As an unprejudiced follower, in his own land, of the systems of Confucius, Lao-tse, and Buddha, this person already recognises the claims of seventeen thousand nine hundred and thirty-three deities of various grades, so that the addition of one more to that number can be a heresy of very trivial expiation.” Inspired by these honourable sentiments, therefore, I at once prostrated myself on the ground, and, amid a silence of really illimitable expectation, I began to kow-tow repeatedly with ceremonious precision.

At this display of charitable broadmindedness an approving shout went up on all sides. Thus encouraged I proceeded to kow-tow with even more unceasing assiduousness, and presently words of definite encouragement mingled with the shout. “Do not flag in your amiable disinterestedness, Kong Ho,” I whispered in my ear, “and out of your well-sustained endurance may perchance arise a cordial understanding, and ultimately a remunerative alliance between two distinguished nations.” Filled with this patriotic hope I did not suffer my neck to stiffen, and doubtless I would have continued the undertaking as long as the sympathetic persons who hemmed me in signified their refined approval, when suddenly the cry was raised, “Look out, here comes the coppers!”

This, O my venerable-headed father, I at once guessed to be the announcement heralding the collecting-bowl which some over-zealous bystander was preparing to pass round on my behalf, doubtless under the impression — so obtuse in grasping the true relationship of events are many of the barbarians — that I was a wandering monk, displaying my reverence for the purpose of mendicancy. Not wishing to profit by this offensive misapprehension, I was preparing to rise, when a hand was unceremoniously laid upon my shoulder, and turning round I saw behind me one of the official watch — a class of men so powerful that at a gesture from their uplifted hands even the fiercest untamed horse will not infrequently stand upon its hind legs in mute submission.

“Early morning salutations,” I said pleasantly, though somewhat involved in speech by my exertion (for these persons are ever to be treated with discriminating courtesy). “Prosperity to your house, O energetic street-watcher, and a thousand grandsons to worship their illustrious ancestor.”

“Thanks,” he replied concisely. “I’m a single man. As yet. Now then, will you make a way there? Can you stand?”

“Stand?” repeated this person, at once recognising one of the important words of inner meaning concerning which he had been initiated by the versatile Quang-Tsun. “Certainly this person will not hesitate to establish his footing if the exaction is thought to be desirable. Let us, therefore, bend our steps in the direction of a tea-house of unquestionable propriety.”

“You’ve bent your steps into quite enough tea-houses, as you call them, for one day,” replied the official with evasive meaning, at the same time assisting me to rise (for it need not be denied that the restrained position had made me for the moment incapable of a self-sustaining effort). “Look what you’ve done.”

At the direction of his glance I cast my eyes along the street, east and west, and for the first time I became aware that what I had last seen as a reasonable gathering had now taken the proportions of an innumerable multitude which filled the entire space of the thoroughfare, while others covered the roofs above and protruded themselves from every available window. In our own land the interspersal of umbrellas, musical instruments, and banners, with an occasional firework, would have given a greater animation to the scene; but with this exception I have never taken part in a more impressive and well-extended procession. Even while I looked, the helmets of other official watchers appeared in the distance, as immature junks upon the storm-tossed Whang-Hai, apparently striving fruitlessly to reach us.

As I was by no means sure what attitude was expected of me, I smiled with an all-embracing approval, and signified to the one at my side, by way of passing the time pleasurably together, that the likelihood of his nimble-witted friends reaching us with unruffled garments was remote in the extreme.

“Don’t you let that worry you, Li Hung Chang,” he said, in a tone that had the appearance of being outside itself around a deeper and more bitter significance; “if we get out again with any garments at all it won’t be your fault. Why, you — well, YOU ought to have been put on the Black List long ago, by rights.”

This, exalted one, although I have not yet been able to learn the exact dignity of it from any of the books of civil honours, is undoubtedly a mark of signal attainment, conferred upon the few for distinguishing themselves by some particular capacity; as our Double Dragon, for instance. Anxious to learn something of the privileges of the rank from one who evidently was not without influence in the bestowal, and not unwilling to show him that I was by no means of low-caste descent, I said to the official, “In his own country one of this person’s ancestors wore the Decoration of the Yellow Scabbard, which entitled him to be carried in his chair up to the gate of the Forbidden Palace before descending to touch the ground. Is this Order of the Black List of a like purport?”

“You’re right,” he said, “it is. In this country it entitles you to be carried right inside the door at Bow Street without ever touching the ground. Look out! Now we shall not—”

At that moment what this person at first assumed to be a floral tribute, until he saw that not only the entire plant, but the earthenware jar also were attached, struck the official upon the helmet, whereupon, drawing a concealed club, he ceased speaking.

How the entertainment was conducted to such a development this person is totally inadequate to express; but in an incredibly short space of time the scene became one of most entrancing variety. From every visible point around the air became filled with commodities which — though doubtless without set intention — fittingly represented the arts, manufactures, and natural history of this resourceful country, all cast in prolific abundance at the feet of the official and myself, although the greater part inevitably struck our heads and bodies before reaching them. Beyond our immediate circle, as it may be expressed, the crowd never ceased to press forward with resistless activity, and among it could be seen occasionally the official watchmen advancing self-reliantly, though frequently without helmets, and, not less often, the helmets advancing without the official watchmen. To add to the acknowledged interest, every person present was proclaiming his views freely on a diversity of subjects, and above all could be heard the clear notes of the musical instruments by which the officials sought to encourage one another in their extremity, and to deaden the cries of those whom they outclubbed.

Despite this person’s repeated protests that the distinction was too excessive, he was plucked from hand to hand irresistibly among those around, losing a portion of his ill-made attire at each step, so agreeably anxious were all to detain him. Just when the exploit seemed likely to have a disagreeable ending, however, he was thrust heavily against a door which yielded, and at once barring it behind him, he passed across the open space into which it led, along a passage between two walls, and thence through an involved labyrinth and beneath the waters of a canal into a wood of attractive seclusion. Here this person remained, spending the time in a profitable meditation, until the light withdrew and the great sky lantern had ascended. Then he cautiously crept forth, and after some further trivial episodes which chiefly concern the obstinate-headed slave guarding the outer door of a tea-house, an unintelligent maiden in the employment of one vending silk-embroidered raiment, the mercenary controller of a two-wheeled chariot and the sympathetic and opportune arrival of a person seated upon a funeral car, he succeeded in reaching the place of his abode.

With unalterable affection and a material request that an unstinted adequacy of new garments may be sent by a sure and speedy hand.

KONG HO.


LETTER V

Concerning the neglect of ancestors and its discreditable consequences. Two who state the matter definitely. Concerning the otherside way of looking at things and the self-contradictory bearing of the maiden Florence. 
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VENERATED SIRE, — A discovery of overwhelming malignity oppresses me. In spite of much baffling ambiguity and the frequent evasion of conscious guilt, there can be no longer any reasonable doubt that these barbarians DO NOT WORSHIP THEIR ANCESTORS!

Hitherto the matter had rested in my mind as an uneasy breath of suspicion, agitated from time to time by countless indications that such a possibility might, indeed, exist in a condensed form, but too inauspiciously profane to be contemplated in the altogether. Thus, when in the company of the young this person has walked about the streets of the city, he may at length have said, “Truly, out of your amiable condescension, you have shown me a variety of entrancing scenes. Let us now in turn visit the tombs of your ancestors, to the end that I may transmit fitting gifts to their spirits and discharge a few propitious fireworks as a greeting.” Yet in no case has this well-intentioned offer been agilely received, one asserting that he did not know the resting-place of the tombs in question, a second that he had no ancestors, a third that Kensal Green was not an entrancing spot for a wet afternoon, a fourth that he would see them removed to a greater distance first, another that he drew the line at mafficking in a cemetery, and the like. These things, it may occur to your omniscience, might in themselves have been conclusive, yet the next reference to the matter would perhaps be tending to a more alluring hope.

“To-morrow,” a person has remarked in the hearing of this one, “I go to the Stratford which is upon the Avon, and without a pause I shall prostrate myself intellectually before the immortal Shakespeare’s tomb and worship his unequalled memory.”

“The intention is benevolently conceived,” I remarked. “Yet has he no descendants, this same Shakespeare, that the conciliation of his spirit must be left to chance?”

When he assured me that this calamity had come about, I would have added a richly-gilded brick from my store for transmission also, in the hope that the neglected and capricious shadow would grant me an immunity from its resentful attention, but the one in question raised a barrier of dissent. If I wished to adorn a tomb, he added (evading the deeper significance of the act), there was that of Goldsmith within its Temple, upon which many impressionable maidens from across the Bitter Waters of the West make it a custom to deposit chaplets of verses, in the hope of seeing the offering chronicled in the papers; and in the Open Space called Trafalgar there were the images of a great captain who led many junks to victory and the Emperor of a former dynasty, where doubtless the matter could be arranged; but the surrounding had by this time become too involved, and this person had no alternative but to smile symmetrically and reply that his words were indeed opals falling from a topaz basin.

Later in the day, being desirous of becoming instructed more definitely, I addressed myself to a venerable person who makes clean the passage of the way at a point not far distant.

“If you have no sons to extend your industrious line,” I said, when he had revealed this fact to me, “why do you not adopt one to that end?”

With narrow-minded covetousness, he replied that nowadays he had enough to do to keep himself, and that it would be more reasonable to get some one to adopt HIM.

“But,” I exclaimed, ignoring this ill-timed levity, “who, when you have Passed Beyond, will worship you and transmit to your spirit the necessities of life?”

“Governor,” he replied, using the term of familiar dignity, “I’ve made shift without being worshipped for five and sixty years, and it worries me a sight more to know who will transmit to my body the necessities of life until I HAVE Passed Beyond.”

“The final consequences of your self-opinionated carelessness,” this person continued, “will be that your neglected and unprovided shadow, finding itself no longer acceptable to the society of the better class demons, will wander forth, and allying itself in despair to the companionship of a band of outcasts like itself, will be driven to dwell in unclean habitations and to subsist on the uncertain bounty of the charitable.”

“Very likely,” replied the irredeemable person before me. “I can’t help its troubles. I have to do all that myself as it is.”

Doubtless this fanaticism contains the secret of the ease with which these barbarians have possessed themselves of the greater part of the earth, and have even planted their assertive emblems on one or two spots in our own Flowery Kingdom. What, O my esteemed parent, what can a brave but devout and demon-fearing nation do when opposed to a people who are quite prepared to die without first leaving an adequate posterity to tend their shrines and offer incense? Assuredly, as a neighbouring philosopher once had occasion to remark, using for his purpose a metaphor so technically-involved that I must leave the interpretation until we meet, “It may be war, but it isn’t cricket.”

The inevitable outcome, naturally, is that the Island must be the wandering-place of myriads of spirits possessing no recognised standing, and driven by want — having none to transmit them offerings — to the most degraded subterfuges. It is freely admitted that there is scarcely an ancient building not the abode of one or more of these abandoned demons, doubtless well-disposed in the first instance, and capable of becoming really beneficent Forces until they were driven to despair by obstinate neglect. A society of very honourable persons (to which this one has unobtrusively contributed a gift), exists for the purpose of searching out the most distressing and meritorious cases among them, and removing them, where possible, to a more congenial spot. The remarkable fact, to this person’s mind, is, that with the air and every available space around absolutely packed with demons (as certainly must be the prevailing state of things), the manifestations of their malignity and vice are, if anything, rather less evident here than in our own favoured country, where we do all in our power to satisfy their wants.

That same evening I found myself seated next to a maiden of prepossessing vivacity, who was spoken of as being one of a kindred but not identical race. Filled with the incredible profanity of those around, and hoping to find among a nation so alluringly high-spirited a more congenial elevation of mind, I at length turned to her and said, “Do not regard the question as one of unworthy curiosity, for this person’s inside is white and funereal with his fears; but do you, of your allied race, worship your ancestors?”

The maiden spent a moment in conscientious thought. “No, Mr. Kong,” she replied, with a most commendable sigh of unfeigned regret, “I can’t say that we do. I guess it’s because we’re too new. Mine, now, only go back two generations, and they were mostly in lard. If they were old and baronial it might be different, but I can’t imagine myself worshipping an ancestor in lard.” (This doubtless refers to some barbaric method of embalming.)

“And your wide and enlightened countrymen?” I asked, unable to restrain a passion of pure-bred despair. “Do they also so regard the obligation?”

“I am afraid so,” replied the maiden, with an honourable indication towards my emotion. “But of course when a girl marries into the European aristocracy, she and all her folk worship her husband’s ancestors, until every one about is fairly dizzy with the subject.”

It is largely owing to the graceful and virtuous conversation of these lesser ones that this person’s knowledge of the exact position which the ceremonial etiquette of the country demands on various occasions is becoming so proficiently enlarged. It is true that they of my own sex do not hesitate to inquire with penetrating assiduousness into certain of the manners and customs of our land, but these for the most part do not lead to a conversation in any way profitable to my discreeter understanding. Those of the inner chamber, on the other hand, while not scrupling to question me on the details of dress, the braiding and gumming of the hair, the style and variety of the stalls of merchants, the wearing of jade, gold, and crystal ornaments and flowers about the head, smoking, and other matters affecting our lesser ones, very magnanimously lead my contemplation back to a more custom-established topic if by any hap in my ambitious ignorance I outstep it.

In such a manner it chanced on a former occasion that I sat side by side with a certain maiden awaiting the return of others who had withdrawn for a period. The season was that of white rains, and the fire being lavishly extended about the grate we had harmoniously arranged ourselves before it, while this person, at the repeated and explicit encouragement of the maiden, spoke openly of such details of the inner chamber as he has already indicated.

“Is it true, Mr. Ho” (thus the maiden, being unacquainted with the actual facts, consistently addressed me), “that ladies’ feet are relentlessly compressed until they finally assume the proportions and appearance of two bulbs?” and as she spoke she absent-mindedly regarded her own slippers, which were out-thrust somewhat to receive the action of the fire.

“It is a matter which cannot reasonably be denied,” I replied; “and it is doubtless owing to this effect that they are designated ‘Golden Lilies.’ Yet when this observance has been slowly and painfully accomplished, the extremities in question are not less small but infinitely less graceful than the select and naturally-formed pair which this person sees before him.” And at the ingeniously-devised compliment (which, not to become large-headed in self-imagination, it must be admitted was revealed to me as available for practically all occasions by the really invaluable Quang-Tsun), I bowed unremittingly.

“O, Mr. Ho!” exclaimed the maiden, and paused abruptly at the sound of her words, as though they were inept.

“In many other ways a comparison equally irreproachable to the exalted being at my side might be sought out,” I continued, suddenly forming the ill-destined judgment that I was no less competent than the more experienced Quang-Tsun to contrive delicate offerings of speech. “Their hair is rope like in its lack of spontaneous curve, their eyes as deficient in lustre as a half-shuttered window; their hands are exceedingly inferior in colour, and both on the left side, as it may be expressed; their legs—” but at this point the maiden drew herself so hastily into herself that I had no alternative but to conclude that unless I reverted in some way the enterprise was in peril of being inharmoniously conducted.

“Mr. Ho,” said the maiden, after contemplating her inward thoughts for a moment, “you are a foreigner, and you cannot be expected to know by instinct what may and what may not be openly expressed in this country. Therefore, although the obligation is not alluring, I think it kinder to tell you that the matters which formed the subject of your last words are never to be referred to.”

At this rebuke I again bowed persistently, for it did not appear reasonable to me that I could in any other way declare myself without violating the imposed command.

“Not only are they never openly referred to,” continued the maiden, who in spite of the declared no allurement of the subject did not seem disposed to abandon it at once, “but among the most select they are, by unspoken agreement, regarded as ‘having no actual existence,’ as you yourself would say.”

“Yet,” protested this person, somewhat puzzled, “to one who has witnessed the highly-achieved attitudes of those within your Halls of Harmony, and in an unyielding search for knowledge has addressed himself even to the advertisement pages of the ladies’ papers—”

The maiden waved her hand magnanimously. “In your land, as you have told me, there are many things, not really existing, which for politeness you assume to be. In a like but converse manner this is to be so regarded.”

I thanked her voluminously. “The etiquette of this country is as involved as the spoken tongue,” I said, “for both are composed chiefly of exceptions to a given rule. It was formerly impressed upon this person, as a guiding principle, that that which is unseen is not to be discussed; yet it is not held in disrepute to allude to so intimate and secluded an organ as the heart, for no further removed than yesterday he heard the deservedly popular sea-lieutenant in the act of declaring to you, upon his knees, that you were utterly devoid of such a possession.”

At this inoffensively-conveyed suggestion, the fire opposite had all the appearance of suddenly reflecting itself into the maiden’s face with a most engaging concentration, while at the same time she stamped her foot in ill-concealed rage.

“You’ve been listening at the door!” she cried impetuously, “and I shall never forgive you.”

“To no extent,” I declared hastily (for although I had indeed been listening at the door, it appeared, after the weight which she set upon the incident, more honourable that I should deny it in order to conciliate her mind). “It so chanced that for the moment this person had forgotten whether the handle he was grasping was of the push-out or turn-in variety, and in the involvement a few words of no particular or enduring significance settled lightly upon his perception.

“In that case,” she replied in high-souled liberality, while her eyes scintillated towards me with a really all-overpowering radiance, “I will forgive you.”

“We have an old but very appropriate saying, ‘To every man the voice of one maiden carries further than the rolling of thunder,’” I remarked in a significantly restrained tone; for, although conscious that the circumstance was becoming more menace-laden than I had any previous intention, I found myself to be incapable of extrication. “Florence—”

“Oh,” she exclaimed quickly, raising her polished hand with an undeniable gesture of reproof, “you must not call me by my christian name, Mr. Ho.”

“Yet,” replied this person, with a confessedly stubborn inelegance, “you call me by the name of Ho.”

Her eyes became ox-like in an utter absence of almond outline. “Yes,” she said gazing, “but that — that is not your christian name, is it?”

“In a position of speaking — this one being as a matter of fact a discreditable follower of the sublime Confucius — it may be so regarded,” I answered, “inasmuch as it is the milk-name of childhood.”

“But you always put it last,” she urged.

“Assuredly,” I replied. “Being irrevocably born with the family name of Kong, it is thought more reasonable that that should stand first. After that, others are attached as the various contingencies demand it, as Ho upon participating in the month-age feast, the book-name of Tsin at a later period, Paik upon taking a degree, and so forth.”

“I am very sorry, Mr. Kong,” said the maiden, adding, with what at the time certainly struck this person as shallow-witted prejudice. “Of course it is really quite your own fault for being so tospy-turvily arranged in every way. But, to return to the subject, why should not one speak of one’s heart?”

“Because,” replied this person, colouring deeply, and scarcely able to control his unbearable offence that so irreproachably-moulded a creature should openly refer to the detail, “because it is a gross and unrefined particular, much more internal and much less pleasantly-outlined than those extremities whose spoken equivalent shall henceforth be an abandoned word from my lips.”

“But, in any case, it is not the actual organ that one infers,” protested the maiden. “As the seat of the affections, passions, virtues, and will, it is the conventional emblem of every thought and emotion.”

“By no means,” I cried, forgetting in the face of so heterodox an assertion that it would be well to walk warily at every point. “That is the stomach.”

“Ah!” exclaimed the maiden, burying her face in a gracefully-perfumed remnant of lace, to so overwhelming a degree that for the moment I feared she might become involved in the dizzy falling. “Never, by any mischance, use that word again the society of the presentable, Mr. Kong.”

“The ceremonial usage of my own land of the Heavenly Dynasty is proverbially elaborate,” I said, with a gesture of self-abasement, “but in comparison with yours it may be regarded as an undeviating walk when opposed to a stately and many-figured dance. Among the company of the really excessively select (in which must ever be included the one whom I am now addressing), it becomes difficult for an outcast of my illimitable obtuseness to move to one side or the other without putting his foot into that.”

“Oh no,” exclaimed the maiden, in fragrant encouragement, “I think you are getting on very nicely, Mr. Kong, and one does not look for absolute conformance from a foreigner — especially one who is so extremely foreign. If I can help you with anything — of course I could not even speak as I have done to an ordinary stranger, but with one of a distant race it seems different — if I can tell you anything that will save you—”

“You are all-exalted,” I replied, with seemly humility, “and virtue and wisdom press out your temples on either side. Certainly, since I have learned that the heart is so poetically regarded, I have been assailed by a fear lest other organs which I have hitherto despised might be used in a similar way. Now, as regards liver—”

“It is only used with bacon,” replied the maiden, rising abruptly.

“Kidneys?” suggested this person diffidently, really anxious to detain her footsteps, although from her expression it did not rest assured that the incident was taking an actually auspicious movement.

“I don’t think you need speak of those except at breakfast,” she said; “but I hear the others returning, and I must really go to dress for dinner.”

Among the barbarians many keep books wherein to inscribe their deep and beautiful thoughts. This person had therefore provided himself with one also, and, drawing it forth, he now added to a page of many other interesting compositions: “Maidens of immaculate refinement do not hesitate to admit before a person of a different sex that they are on the point of changing their robes. The liver is in some intricate way an emblem representing bacon, or together with it the two stand for a widely differing analogy. Among those of the highest exclusiveness kidneys are never alluded to after the tenth gong-stroke of the morning.”

With a sincerely ingrained trust that the scenes of dignity, opulence, and wisdom, set forth in these superficial letters, are not unsettling your intellect and causing you to yearn for a fuller existence.

KONG HO.


LETTER VI
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CONCERNING THIS PERSON’S well-sustained efforts to discover

further demons. The behaviour of those invoked on two

occasions.

VENERATED SIRE, — In an early letter I made some reference to a variety of demon invoked by certain of the barbarians. As this matter aroused your congenial interest, I have since privately bent my mind incessantly to the discovery of others; but this has been by no means easy, for, touching the more intimate details of the subject, the barbarians frequently maintain a narrow-minded suspicion. Many whom I have approached feign to become amused or have evaded a deliberate answer under the subterfuge of a jest; yet, whenever I would have lurked by night in their temples or among the enclosed spaces of their tombs to learn more, at a given signal one in authority has approached me with anxiety and mistrust engraved upon his features, and, disregarding my unassuming protest that I would remain alone in a contemplative reverie, has signified that so devout an exercise is contrary to their written law.

On one occasion only did this person seem to hold himself poised on the very edge of a fuller enlightenment. This was when, in the venerable company of several benevolent persons, he was being taken from place to place to see the more important buildings, and to observe the societies of artificers labouring at their crafts. The greater part of the day had already been spent in visiting temples, open spaces reserved to children and those whose speech, appearance, and general manner of behaving make it desirable that they should be set apart from the contact of the impressionable, halls containing relics and emblems of the past, places of no particular size or attraction but described as being of unparalleled historic interest, and the stalls of the more reputable venders of merchandise.

Doubtless, with observing so many details of a conflicting nature, this person’s discriminating faculties had become obscured, but towards evening he certainly understood that we sought the company of an assembly of those who had been selected from all the Empire to pronounce definitely upon matters of supreme import. The building before which our chariot stopped had every appearance of being worthy of so exceptional a gathering, and with a most affluent joy that I should at last be able to glean a decisive pronouncement, I evaded those who had accompanied me, and, mingling self-reliantly with the throng inside, I quickly surrounded myself with many of the wisest-looking, and begged that they would open their heads freely and express their innermost opinions upon the subject of demons of all kinds.

Although I had admittedly hoped that these persons would not conceal themselves behind the wings of epigram or intangible prevarication, I was far from being prepared for the candour with which they greeted me, and although by long usage I am reasonably unconcerned at the proximity of any of our own recognised genii, it is not to be denied that my organs of ferocity grew small and unstable at the revelations.

From their words it appeared that the spot on which we stood had long been the recognised centre and meeting-place for every class of abandoned and objectionable spirit of the universe. Not only this, but several of the persons who had gathered around were confidently pointed out as the earthly embodiment of various diabolical Forces, while others cheerfully admitted that they themselves were the shadows of certain illustrious ones who had long Passed Above, and all united in declaring that those who moved among them wearing the distinction of a dark blue uniform were Evil Beings of a most ghoulish and repulsive type. Indeed, as I looked more closely, I could see that not only those pointed out, but all standing around, had expressions immeasurably more in keeping with a band of outcast spirits than suggestive of an assembly representing wisdom and dignified ease. At that moment, however, a most inelegant movement was caused by one suddenly declaring that he had recognised this one who is inscribing his experiences to be the apparition of a certain great reformer who during the period of his ordinary existence had received the name of Guy Fawkes, and amid a tumult of overwhelming acclamation a proposal was raised that I should be carried around in triumph and afterwards initiated into the observance of a time-honoured custom. Although it had now become doubtful to what end the adventure was really tending, this person would have submitted himself agreeably to the participation had not the blue-apparelled band cleft their way into the throng just as I was about to be borne off in triumph, and forming themselves into a ringed barrier around me they presently succeeded in rearranging the contending elements and in restoring me to the society of my friends. To these persons they complained with somewhat unreasoning acrimony that I had been exciting the inmates into a state of rebellion with wild imaginings, and for the first time I then began to understand that an important error had been perpetrated by some one, and that instead of being a meeting-place for those upholding the wisdom and authority of the country, the building was in reality an establishment for the mentally defective and those of treacherous instincts.

For some time after this occurrence I failed to regard the subject of demons and allied Forces in any but a spirit of complete no enthusiasm, but more recently my interest and research have been enlarged by the zeal and supernatural conversation of a liberal-minded person who sought my prosaic society with indefatigable persistence. When we had progressed to such a length that the one might speak of affairs without the other at once interposing that he himself had also unfortunately come out quite destitute of money, this stranger, who revealed to me that his name was Glidder, but that in the company of a certain chosen few he was known intimately as the Keeper of the Salograma, approached me confidentially, and inquired whether we of our Central Kingdom were in the habit of receiving manifestations from the spirits of those who had Passed Beyond.

At the unassumed ingenuousness of this remark I suffered my impassiveness to relax, as I replied with well-established pride that although a country which neglected its ancestors might doubtless be able to produce more of the ordinary or graveyard spectres, we were unapproachable for the diverse forms and malignant enmity of our apparitions. Of invisible beings alone, I continued tolerantly, we had the distinction of being harassed by upwards of seven hundred clearly-defined varieties, while the commoner inflictions of demons, shades, visions, warlocks, phantoms, sprites, imps, phenomena, ghosts, and reflections passed almost without comment; and touching our admitted national speciality of dragons, the honour of supremacy had never been questioned.

At this, the agreeable person said that the pleasure he derived from meeting me was all-excelling, and that I must certainly accompany him to a meeting-place of this same chosen few the following evening, when, by the means of sacred expedients, they hoped to invoke the presence of some departed spirits, and perchance successfully raise a tangible vision or two. To so fair-minded a proposal I held myself acquiescently, and then inquired where the meeting-place in question was destined to be — whether in a ruined and abandoned sanctuary, or upon some precipitous spot of desolation.

The inquiry was gracefully intended, but a passing cloud of unworthy annoyance revealed itself upon the upper part of the other’s expression as he replied, “We, the true seekers, despise theatrical accessories, and, as a matter of act, I couldn’t well get away from the office in time to go anywhere far. To-morrow we meet at my place in the Camden Road. It’s only a three-half-penny tram stage from the Euston and Tottenham Court corner, so it couldn’t be much more convenient for you.” He thereupon gave me an inscribed fragment of paper and mentioned the appointed hour.

“I’ll tell you why I am particularly anxious for you to come to-morrow,” he said as we were each departing from one another. “Pash — he’s the Reader of the Veda among us — and his people have got hold of a Greek woman (they SAY she is a princess, of course), who can do a lot of things with flowers and plate glass. They are bringing her for the first time to-morrow, and it struck me that if I have YOU there already when they arrive — you’ll come in your national costume by the way? — it will be a considerable set-off. Since his daughter was presented to the duchess at the opening of a bazaar, there has been no holding Pash; why he was ever elected Reader of the Books, I don’t know. Er — we have had scoffers sometimes, but I trust I may rely upon you not to laugh at anything you may not happen to agree with?”

With conscientious dignity I replied that I had only really laughed seven times in my life, and therefore the entertainment was one which I was not likely to embark upon hastily or with inadequate cause. He immediately expressed a seemly regret that the detail had been spoken, and again assuring him that at the stated hour I would present myself at the house bearing the symbol engraved upon the card, we definitely parted.

That, as a matter of fact, I did not so present myself at the exact hour, chiefly concerns the uncouth and arbitrary-minded charioteer who controlled the movements of the vehicle to which the one whom I was seeking had explicitly referred; for at an angle in the road he suffered the horses to draw us aside into a path which did not correspond to the engraved signs upon the card, nor by any word of persuasion could he be prevailed upon to return.

Thus, without any possible reproach upon the manner in which I was conducting the enterprise, it came about that by the time I reached the spot indicated, all those persons who had been spoken of as constituting a chosen band were assembled, and with them the barbarian princess. Nevertheless, this person was irreproachably greeted, and the maiden indicated even spoke a few words to him in an outside tongue. Being necessarily unacquainted with the import of the remark I spread out my hands with a sign of harmonious sympathy and smiled agreeably, whereat she appeared to receive an added esteem from the faces of those around (excluding those directly of the House of Glidder), and was thereby encouraged to speak similarly at intervals, this person each time replying in a like fashion.

“Is he then a Guide of the Way, also, princess?” said the one Pash, who had noted the occurrence; to which the maiden replied, “To a degree, yet lacking the Innermost Mysteries.”

Presently it was announced that all things were fittingly prepared in another chamber. Here, upon a table of polished wood, stood on the one side a round stone with certain markings, a group of inscribed books, and various other emblems; and on the other side a bowl of water, a sphere of crystal, pieces of unwritten parchment, and behind all, and at a distance away, a sheet of transparent glass, greater in height than an ordinary person and as wide. When all were seated — the one who had enticed me among them placing himself before the stone, the person Pash guarding the books, the barbarian princess being surrounded by her symbols and alone in a self-imposed solitude, and the others at various points — the lights were subdued and the appearances awaited.

It would scarcely be respectful, O my enlightened father, to take up your well-spent leisure by a too prolific account of the matters which followed, they being in no way dissimilar from the manifestations by which the uninitiated little ones of Yuen-ping are wont to amuse themselves and pass the winter evenings. From time to time harmonious sounds could be plainly detected, flowers and branches of wood were scattered sparsely here and there, persons claimed that passing objects had touched their faces, and misshapen forms of smoke-like density (which some confidently recognised as the outlines of departed ones whom they had known), revealed themselves against the glass. When this had been accomplished, the lights were recalled, and the barbarian maiden, sinking into a condition of languor, announced and foretold events and happenings upon which she was consulted, sometimes replying by spoken words, at others suffering her hand to trace them lightly upon the parchment sheets. Thus, to an inquirer it was announced that one, Aunt Mary, in the Upper Air, was well and happy, though undeniably pained at the action of Cousin William in the matter of the freehold houses, and more than sceptical how his marriage would turn out. Another was advised that although the interest on Consols was admittedly lower than that anticipated by those controlling the destines of a new venture entitled, The Great Rosy Dawn Gold Mine Development Syndicate, and the name certainly less poetically inspiring, the advising spirits were of the opinion that the former enterprise would prove the more stable of the two, and, in any case, they recommended the person in question to begin by placing not more than half of her life’s savings into the mine. The family of the House of Pash was assured that beneficent spirits surrounded them at every turn, and that their good deeds were not suffered to fall unfruitfully to the ground; while many bearing the name of Glidder, on the other hand, were reproved by one who had known them in infancy for the offences of jealousy, ostentation, vain thoughts, shallowness of character, and the like.

At length, revered, as there seemed to be no reasonable indication of any barbarian phantom of weight or authority appearing — nothing, indeed, beyond what a person in our country, of no admitted skill, would accomplish in the penetrating light of day with two others holding his hands, and a third reposing upon his head, I formed the perhaps immature judgment that the one to whom I was indebted for the entertainment would be suffering a grievous frustration of his hopes and a diminution of his outward authority. Therefore, without sufficient consideration of the restricted surroundings, as it afterwards appeared, I threw myself into a retrospective vision, and floating unencumbered through space, I sought for Kwan Kiang-ti, the Demon of the Waters, upon whom I might fittingly call, as I was given into his keeping by the ceremony of spirit-adoption at an early age. Meeting an influence which I recognised to be an indication of his presence, in the vicinity of the Eighth Region, I obsequiously entreated that he would reveal himself without delay, and then, convinced of his sympathetic intervention, I suffered my spirit to recall itself, and revived into the condition of an ordinary existence.

“We have among us this evening, my friends,” the one Pash was saying, “a very remarkable lady — if I may use so democratic a term in the connection — to whom the limits of Time and Space are empty words, and before whose supreme Will the most portentous Forces of Occult Nature mutely confess themselves her attending slaves—” But at that moment the rolling drums of Kiang-ti’s thunder drowned his words, although he subsequently raised his voice above it to entreat that any knives or other articles of a bright and attractive kind should at once be removed to a place of safety.

Heralded by these continuous sounds, and accompanied by innumerable flashes of lightning, the genius presently manifested himself, leisurely developing out of the air around. He appeared in his favourite guise of an upright dragon, his scales being arranged in rows of nine each way, a pearl showing within his throat, and upon his head the wooden bar. The lights were extinguished incapably by the rain which fell continually in his presence, but from his body there proceeded a luminous breath which sufficiently revealed the various incidents.

“Kong Ho,” said this opportune vision, speaking with a voice like the beating of a brass gong, “the course you have adopted is an unusual one, but the weight and regularity of your offerings have merit in my eyes. Nevertheless, if your invocation is only the outcome of a shallow vanity or a profane love of display, nothing can save you from a painful death. Speak now, fully and without evasion, and fear nothing.”

“Amiable Being,” said this person, kow-towing profoundly, “the matter was designed to the end only that your incomparable versatility might be fittingly displayed. These barbarians sought vainly to raise phantoms capable of any useful purpose, whereupon I, jealous of your superior omnipotence, judged it would be an unseemly neglect not to inform you of the opportunity.”

“It is well,” said the demon affably. “All doubt in the matter shall now be set at rest. Could any more convincing act be found than that I should breath upon these barbarians and reduce them instantly to a scattering of thin white ashes?”

“Assuredly it would be a conclusive testimony,” I replied; “yet in that case consider how inadequate a witness could be borne to your enlightened condescension, when none would be left but one to whom the spoken language of this Island is more in the nature of a trap than a comfortable vehicle.”

“Your reasoning is profound, Kong Ho,” he replied, “yet abundant proof shall not be wanting.” With these words he raised his hand, and immediately the air became filled with an overwhelming shower of those productions with which Kwan Kiang-ti’s name is chiefly associated — shells and pebbles of all kinds, lotus and other roots from the river banks, weeds from seas of greater depths, fish of interminable variety from both fresh and bitter waters, all falling in really embarrassing abundance, and mingled with an incessant rain of sand and water. In the midst of this the demon suddenly passed away, striking the table as he went, so that it was scarred with the brand of a five-clawed hand, shattering all the objects upon it (excepting the stone and the books, which he doubtless regarded as sacred to some extent), and leaving the room involved in a profound darkness.

“For the love av the saints — for the love av the saints, save us from the yellow devils!” exclaimed a voice from the spot where last the barbarian princess had reclined, and upon this person going to her assistance with lights it was presently revealed that she alone had remained seated, the others having all assembled themselves beneath the table in spite of the incapability of the space at their disposal. Most of the weightier evidences of Kwan Kiang-ti’s majestic presence had faded away, though the table retained the print of his impressive hand, many objects remained irretrievably torn apart, and in a distant corner of the room an insignificant heap of shells and seaweed still lingered. From the floor covering a sprinkling of the purest Fuh-chow sand rose at every step, the salt dew of the Tung-Hai still dropped from the surroundings, and, at a later period, a shore crab was found endeavouring to make its escape undetected.

Convinced that the success of the manifestation would have enlarged the one Glidder’s esteem towards me to an inexpressible degree, I now approached him with words of self-deprecation ready on my tongue, but before he spoke I became aware, from the nature of his glance, that the provision had been unnecessary, for already his face had begun to assume, to a most distended amount, the expression which I had long recognised as a synonym that some detail had been regarded at a different angle from that anticipated.

“May I ask,” he began in a somewhat heavily-laden voice, after he had assured himself that the person who was speaking was himself, and his external attributes unchanged, “May I ask, sir” (and at this title, which is untranslatable in its many-sided significance when technically employed, I recognised that all complimentary intercourse might be regarded as having closed), “whether you accept the responsibility of these proceedings?”

“Touching the appearance which has so essentially contributed to the success of the occasion, it is undeniably due to this one’s foresight,” I replied modestly.

“Then let me tell you, sir, that I consider it an outrage — a dastardly outrage.”

“Yet,” protested this person with retiring assertiveness, “the expressed object of the ceremony, as it stood before my intelligence, was for the set purpose of invoking spirits and raising certain visions.”

“Spirits!” exclaimed the one before me with an accent of concentrated aversion; “yes, spirits; impalpable, civilised, genuine spirits, who manifest themselves through recognised media, and are conformable to the usages of the best drawing-room society — yes. But not demons, sir; not Chinese devils in the Camden Road — no. Truth and Light at any cost, not paganism. It’s perfectly scandalous. Look at the mahogany table — ruined; look at the wall-paper — conventional mackerels with a fishing-net background, new this spring — soused; look at the Brussels carpet, seventeen six by twenty-five — saturated!”

“I quite agree with you, Mr. Glidder,” here interposed the individual Pash. “I was watching you, sir, closely the whole time, and I have my suspicions about how it was done. I don’t know whether Mr. Glidder has any legal redress, but I should certainly advise him to see his solicitors to-morrow, and in the meantime—”

“He is my guest,” exclaimed the one whose hospitality I was enjoying, “and while he is beneath my roof he is sacred.”

“But I do not think that it would be kind to detain him any longer in his wet things,” said another of the household, with pointed malignity, and accepting this as an omen of departure, I withdrew myself, bowing repeatedly, but offering no closer cordiality.

“Through a torn sleeve one drops a purse of gold,” it is well said; and as if to prove to a deeper end that misfortune is ever double-handed, this incapable being, involved in thoughts of funereal density, bent his footsteps to an inaccurate turning, and after much wandering was compelled to pass the night upon a desolate heath — but that would be the matter of another narrative.

With an insidious doubt whether, after all, the far-seeing Kwan Kiang-ti’s first impulse would not have been the most satisfactory conclusion to the enterprise.

KONG HO.


LETTER VII
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CONCERNING WARFARE, BOTH as waged by ourselves and by a

nation devoid of true civilisation. The aged man and the

meeting and the parting of our ways. The instance of the one

who expressed emotion by leaping.

VENERATED SIRE, — You are omniscient, but I cannot regard the fear which you express in your beautifully-written letter, bearing the sign of the eleventh day of the seventh moon, as anything more than the imaginings prompted by a too-lavish supper of your favourite shark’s fin and peanut oil. Unless the dexterously-elusive attributes of the genial-spoken persons high in office at Pekin have deteriorated contemptibly since this one’s departure, it is quite impossible for our great and enlightened Empire to be drawn into a conflict with the northern barbarians whom you indicate, against our will. When the matter becomes urgent, doubtless a prince of the Imperial line will loyally suffer himself to Pass Above, and during the period of ceremonial mourning for so pure and exalted an official it would indeed be an unseemly desecration to engage in any public business. If this failed, and an ultimatum were pressed with truly savage contempt for all that is sacred and refined, it might be well next to consider the health even of the sublime Emperor himself (or, perhaps better, that of the select and ever-present Dowager Empress); but should the barbarians still advance, and, setting the usages of civilised warfare at defiance, threaten an engagement in the midst of this unparalleled calamity, there will be no alternative but to have a formidable rebellion in the Capital. All the barbarian powers will then assemble as usual, and in the general involvement none dare move alone, and everything will have to be regarded as being put back to where it was before. It is well said, “The broken vessel can never be made whole, but it may be delicately arranged so that another shall displace it.”

These barbarians, less resourceful in device, have only recently emerged from a conflict into which they do not hesitate to admit they were drawn despite their protests. Such incompetence is characteristic of their methods throughout. Not in any way disguising their purpose, they at once sent out an army of those whom could be the readiest seized, certainly furnishing them with weapons, charms to use in case of emergency, and three-coloured standards (their adversaries adopting a white banner to symbolise the conciliation of their attitude, and displaying both freely in every extremity), but utterly neglecting to teach them the arts of painting their bodies with awe-inspiring forms, of imitating the cries of wild animals as they attacked, of clashing their weapons together with menacing vigour, or any of the recognised artifices by which terror may be struck into the ranks of an awaiting foeman. The result was that which the prudent must have foreseen. The more accomplished enemy, without exposing themselves to any unnecessary inconvenience, gained many advantages by their intrepid power of dissimulation — arranging their garments and positions in such a way that they had the appearance of attacking when in reality they were effecting a prudent retreat; rapidly concealing themselves among the earth on the approach of an overwhelming force; becoming openly possessed with the prophetic vision of an assured final victory whenever it could be no longer concealed that matters were becoming very desperate indeed; and gaining an effective respite when all other ways of extrication were barred against them by the stratagem of feigning that they were other than those whom they had at first appeared to be.

In the meantime the adventure was not progressing pleasantly for those chiefly concerned at home. With the earliest tidings of repulse it was discovered that in the haste of embarkation the wrong persons had been sent, all those who were really the fittest to command remaining behind, and many of these did not hesitate to write to the printed papers, resolutely admitting that they themselves were in every way better qualified to bring the expedition to a successful end, at the same time skilfully pointing out how the disasters which those in the field had incurred could easily have been avoided by acting in a precisely contrary manner.

In the emergency the most far-seeing recommended a more unbending policy of extermination. Among these, one in particular, a statesman bearing an illustrious name of two-edged import, distinguished himself by the liberal broad-mindedness of his opinions, and for the time he even did not flinch from making himself excessively unpopular by the wide and sweeping variety of his censure. “We are confessedly a barbarian nation,” fearlessly declared this unprejudiced person (who, although entitled by hereditary right to carry a banner on the field of battle, with patriotic self-effacement preferred to remain at home and encourage those who were fighting by pointing out their inadequacy to the task and the extreme unlikelihood of their ever accomplishing it), “and in order to achieve our purpose speedily it is necessary to resort to the methods of barbarism.” The most effective measure, as he proceeded to explain with well-thought-out detail, would be to capture all those least capable of resistance, concentrate them into a given camp, and then at an agreed signal reduce the entire assembly to what he termed, in a passage of high-minded eloquence, “a smoking hecatomb of women and children.”

His advice was pointed with a crafty insight, for not only would such a course have brought the stubborn enemy to a realisation of the weakness of their position and thus paved the way to a dignified peace, but by the act itself few would have been left to hand down the tradition of a relentless antagonism. Yet with incredible obtuseness his advice was ignored and he himself was referred to at the time by those who regarded the matter from a different angle, with a scarcely-veiled dislike, which towards many of his followers took the form of building materials and other dissentient messages whenever they attempted to raise their voices publicly. As an inevitable result the conquest of the country took years, where it would have been moons had the more truly humane policy been adopted, commerce and the arts languished, and in the end so little spoil was taken that it was more common to meet six mendicants wearing the honourable embellishment of the campaign than to see one captured slave maiden offered for sale in the market places — indeed, even to this day the deficiency is clearly admitted and openly referred to as The Great “Domestic” Problem.

At various times during my residence here I have been filled with a most acute gratification when the words of those around have seemed to indicate that they recognised the undoubted superiority of the laws and institutions of our enlightened country. Sometimes, it is true, upon a more detailed investigation of the incident, it has presently appeared that either I had misunderstood the exact nature of their sentiments or they had slow-wittedly failed to grasp the precise operation of the enactment I had described; but these exceptions are clearly the outcome of their superficial training, and do not affect the fact my feeble and frequently even eccentric arguments are at length certainly moving the more intelligent into an admission of what constitutes true justice and refinement. It is not to be denied that here and there exists a prejudice against our customs even in the minds of the studious; but as this is invariably the shadow of misconception, it has frequently been my sympathetic privilege to promote harmony by means of the inexorable logic of fact and reason. “But are not your officials uncompromisingly opposed to the freedom of the Press?” said one who conversed with me on the varying phases of the two countries, and knowing that in his eyes this would constitute an unendurable offence, I at once appeased his mind. “By no means,” I replied; “if anything, the exact contrary is the case. As a matter of reality, of course, there is no Press now, the all-seeing Board of Censors having wisely determined that it was not stimulating to the public welfare; but if such an institution was permitted to exist you may rest genially assured that nothing could exceed the lenient toleration which all in office would extend towards it.” A similar instance of malicious inaccuracy is widely spoken of regarding our lesser ones. “Is it really a fact, Mr. Kong,” exclaimed a maiden of magnanimous condescension, to this person recently, “that we poor women are despised in your country, and that among the working-classes female children are even systematically abandoned as soon as they are born?” Suffering my features to express amusement at this unending calumny, I indicated my violent contempt towards the one who had first uttered it. “So far from despising them,” I continued, with ingratiating gallantry, “we recognise that they are quite necessary for the purposes of preparing our food, carrying weighty burdens, and the like; and how grotesque an action would it be for poor but affectionate parents to abandon one who in a few years’ time could be sold at a really remunerative profit, this, indeed, being the principal means of sustenance in many frugal families.”

On another occasion I had seated myself upon a wooden couch in one of the open spaces about the outskirts of the city, when an aged man chanced to pass by. Him I saluted with ceremonious politeness, on account of his years and the venerable dignity of his beard. Thereupon he approached near, and remarking affably that the afternoon was good (though, to use no subtle evasion, it was very evil), he congenially sat by my side and entered into familiar discourse.

“They say that in your part of the world we old grandfathers are worshipped,” he said, after recounting to my ears all the most intimate details of his existence from his youth upwards; “now, might that be right?”

“Truly,” I replied. “It is the unchanging foundation of our system of morality.”

“Ay, ay,” he admitted pleasantly. “We are a long way behind them foreigners in everything. At the rate we’re going there won’t be any trade nor work nor religion left in this country in another twenty years. I often wish I had gone abroad when I was younger. And if I had chanced upon your parts I should be worshipped, eh?” and at the agreeable thought the aged man laughed in his throat with simple humour.

“Assuredly,” I replied; “ — after you were dead.”

“Eh?” exclaimed the venerable person, checking the fountain of his mirth abruptly at the word. “Dead! not before? Doesn’t — doesn’t that seem a bit of a waste?”

“Such has been the observance from the time of unrecorded antiquity,” I replied. “‘Obey parents, respect the old, loyally uphold the sovereign, and worship ancestors.’”

“Well, well,” remarked the one beside me, “obedience and respect — that’s something nowadays. And you make them do it?”

“Our laws are unflinching in their application,” I said. “No crime is held to be more detestable than disrespect of those to whom we owe our existence.”

“Quite right,” he agreed, “it’s a pleasure to hear it. It must be a great country, yours; a country with a future, I should say. Now, about that youngest lad of my son Henry’s — the one that drops pet lizards down my neck, and threatened to put rat poison into his mother’s tea when she wouldn’t take him to the Military Turneyment; what would they do to him by your laws?”

“If the assertion were well sustained by competent witnesses,” I replied, “it would probably be judged so execrable an offence, that a new punishment would have to be contrived. Failing that, he would certainly be wrapped round from head to foot in red-hot chains, and thus exposed to public derision.”

“Ah, red-hot chains!” said the aged person, as though the words formed a pleasurable taste upon his palate. “The young beggar! Well, he’d deserve it.”

“Furthermore,” I continued, gratified at having found one who so intelligently appreciated the deficiencies of his own country and the unblemished perfection of ours, “his parents and immediate descendants, if any should exist, would be submitted to a fate as inevitable but slightly less contemptuous — slow compression, perchance; his parents once removed (thus enclosing your venerable personality), and remoter offsprings would be merely put to the sword without further ignominy, and those of less kinship to about the fourth degree would doubtless escape with branding and a reprimand.”

“Lordelpus!” exclaimed the patriarchal one, hastily leaping to the extreme limit of the wooden couch, and grasping his staff into a significant attitude of defence; “what’s that for?”

“Our system of justice is all-embracing,” I explained. “It is reasonably held that in such a case either that there is an inherent strain of criminality which must be eradicated at all hazard, or else that those who are responsible for the virtuous instruction of the young have been grossly neglectful of their duty. Whichever is the true cause, by this unfailing method we reach the desired end, for, as our proverb aptly says, ‘Do the wise pluck the weed and leave the roots to spread?’”

“It’s butchery, nothing short of Smithfield,” said the ancient person definitely, rising and moving to a more remote distance as he spoke the words, yet never for a moment relaxing the aggressive angle at which he thrust out his staff before him. “You’re a bloodthirsty race in my opinion, and when they get this door open in China that there’s so much talk about, out you go through it, my lad, or old England will know why.” With this narrow-minded imprecation on his lips he left me, not even permitting me to continue expounding what would be the most likely sentences meted out to the witnesses in the case, the dwellers of the same street, and the members of the household with whom the youth in question had contemplated forming an alliance.

Among the many contradictions which really almost seem purposely arranged to entrap the unwary in this strangely under-side-up country, is the fact that while the ennobled and those of high official rank are courteous in their attitude and urbane — frequently even to the extent of refusing money from those whom they have obliged, no matter how privately pressed upon them — the low-caste and slavish are not only deficient in obsequiousness, but are permitted to retort openly to those who address them with fitting dignity. Here such a state of things is too general to excite remark, but as instances are well called the flowers of the tree of assertion, this person will set forth the manner in which he was contumaciously opposed by an oblique-eyed outcast who attended within the stall of one selling wrought gold, jewels, and merchandise of the finer sort.

Being desirous of procuring a gift wherewith to propitiate a certain maiden’s esteem, and seeing above a shop of varied attraction a suspended sign emblematic of three times repeated gild abundance I drew near, not doubting to find beneath so auspicious a token the fulfilment of an honourable accommodation. Inside the window was displayed one of the implements by which the various details of a garment are joined together upon turning a wheel, hung about with an inscription setting forth that it was esteemed at the price of two units of gold, nineteen pieces of silver, and eleven and three-quarters of the brass cash of the land, and judging that no more suitable object could be procured for the purpose, I entered the shop, and desired the attending slave to submit it to my closer scrutiny.

“Behold,” I exclaimed, when I had made a feint of setting the device into motion (for it need not be concealed from you, O discreet one, that I was really inadequate to the attempt, and, indeed, narrowly escaped impaling myself upon its sudden and unexpected protrusions), “the highly-burnished surface of your dexterously arranged window gave to this engine a rich attractiveness which is altogether lacking at a closer examination. Nevertheless, this person will not recede from a perhaps too impulsive offer of one unit of gold, three pieces of silver, and four and a half brass cash,” my object, of course, being that after the mutual recrimination of disparagement and over-praise we should in the length of an hour or two reach a becoming compromise in the middle distance.

“Well,” responded the menial one, regarding me with an expression in which he did not even attempt to subdue the baser emotions, “you HAVE come a long way for nothing”; and he made a pretence of wishing to replace the object.

“Yet,” I continued, “observe with calm impartiality how insidiously the rust has assailed the outer polish of the lacquer; perceive here upon the beneath part of wood the ineffaceable depression of a deeply-pointed blow; note well the—”

“It was good enough for you to want me to muck up out of the window, wasn’t it?” demanded the obstinate barbarian, becoming passionate in his bearing rather than reluctantly, but with courteous grace, lessening the price to a trifling degree, as we regard the proper way of carrying on the enterprise.

“It is well said,” I admitted, hoping that he might yet learn wisdom from my attitude of unruffled urbanity, though I feared that his angle of negotiating was unconquerably opposed to mine, “but now its many imperfections are revealed. The inelegance of its outline, the grossness of the applied colours, the unlucky combination of numbers engraved upon this plate, the—”

“Damme!” cried the utterly perverse rebel standing opposite, “why don’t you keep on your Compound, you Yellow Peril? Who asked you to come into my shop to blackguard the things? Come now, who did?”

“Assuredly it is your place of commerce,” I replied cheerfully, preparing to bring forward an argument, which in our country never fails to shake the most stubborn, “yet bend your eyes to the fact that at no great distance away there stands another and a more alluring stall of merchandise where—”

“Go to it then!” screamed the abandoned outcast, leaping over his counter and shouting aloud in a frenzy of uncontrollable rage. “Clear out, or I’ll bend my feet—” but concluding at this point that some private calumny from which he was doubtless suffering was disturbing his mind to so great an extent that there was little likelihood of our bringing the transaction to a profitable end, I left the shop immediately but with befitting dignity.

With a fell-founded assurance that you will now be acquiring a really precise and bird’s-eye-like insight into practically all phases of this country.

KONG HO.


LETTER VIII
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CONCERNING THE WISDOM of the sublime Wei Chung and its

application to the ordinary problems of existence. The

meeting of three, hitherto unknown to each other, about a

wayside inn, and their various manners of conducting the

enterprise.

VENERATED SIRE, — You will doubtless remember the behaviour of the aged philosopher Wei Chung, when commanded by the broad-minded emperor of his time to reveal the hidden sources of his illimitable knowledge, so that all might freely acquire, and the race thereby become raised to a position of unparalleled excellence. Taking the well-disposed sovereign familiarly by the arm, Wei Chung led him to the mouth of his cave in the forest, and, standing by his side, bade him reflect with open eyes for a short space of time, and then express aloud what he had seen. “Nothing of grave import,” declared the emperor when the period was accomplished; “only the trees shaken by the breeze.” “It is enough,” replied Wei Chung. “What, to the adroitly-balanced mind, does such a sight reveal?” “That it is certainly a windy day,” exclaimed the omnipotent triumphantly, for although admittedly divine, he yet lacked the philosopher’s discrimination. “On the contrary,” replied the sage coldly, “that is the natural pronouncement of the rankly superficial. To the highly-trained intellect it conveys the more subtle truth that the wind affects the trees, and not the trees affect the wind. For upwards of seventy years this one has daily stood at the door of his cave for a brief period, and regularly garnering a single detail of like brilliance, has made it the well-spring for a day’s reflection. As the result he now has by heart upwards of twenty-five thousand useful facts, all serviceable for original proverbs, and an encyclopaedic mind which would enable him to take a high place in a popular competition unassisted by a single work of reference.” Much impressed by the adventure the charitably-inclined emperor presented Wei Chung with an onyx crown (which the philosopher at once threw into an adjacent well), and returning to his capital published a decree that each day at sunrise every person should stand at the door of his dwelling, and after observing for a period, compare among themselves the details of their thoughts. By this means he hoped to achieve his imperial purpose, but although the literal part of the enactment is scrupulously maintained, especially by the slothful and defamatory, who may be seen standing at their doors and conversing together even to this day, from some unforeseen imperfection the intellectual capacity of the race has remained exactly as it was before.

Nevertheless it is not to be questioned that the system of the versatile Wei Chung was, in itself, grounded upon a far-seeing accuracy, and as the need of such a rational observation is deepened among the inconsistencies and fantastic customs of a barbarian race, I have made it a useful habit to accept as a guide for the day’s behaviour the reflections engendered by the first noteworthy incident of the morning.

Upon the day with which this letter concerns itself I had set forth, in accordance with an ever-present desire, to explore some of the hidden places of the city. At the time a tempest of great ferocity was raging, and bending my head before it I had the distinction of coming into contact with a person of ill-endowed exterior at an angle where two reads met. This amiable wayfarer exchanged civilities with me after the politeness characteristic of the labouring classes towards those who differ from them in speech, dress, or colour: that is to say, he filled his pipe from my proffered store, and after lighting it threw the match into my face, and passed on with an appropriate remark.

Doubtless this insignificant occurrence would have faded without internal comment if the penetrating Wei Chung had never existed, but now, guided by his sublime precedent, I arranged the incident for the day’s conduct under three reflective heads.

It was while I was meditating on the second of these that an exclamation caused me to turn, when I observed a prosperously-outlined person in the act of picking up a scrip which had the appearance of being lavishly distended with pieces of gold.

“If I had not seen you pass it, I should have opined that this hyer wallet belonged to you,” remarked the justice-loving stranger (for the incident had irresistibly retarded my own footsteps), speaking the language of this land, but with an accent of penetrating harmony hitherto unknown to my ears. With these auspicious words he turned over the object upon his hand doubtfully.

“So entrancing a possibility is, as you gracefully suggest, of unavoidable denial,” I replied. “Nevertheless, this person will not hesitate to join his acclamation with yours; for, as the Book of Verses wisely says, ‘Even the blind, if truly polite, will extol the prospect from your house-top.’”

“That’s so,” admitted the one by my side. “But I don’t know that there is any call for a special thanksgiving. As I happen to have more money of my own than I can reasonably spend I shall drop this in at a convenient police station. I dare say some poor critter is pining away for it now.”

Pleasantly impressed by the resolute benevolence of the one who had a greater store of wealth than he could, by his own unaided efforts, dispose of, I arranged myself unobtrusively at his side, and maintaining an exhibition of my most polished and genial conversation, I sought to penetrate deeply into his esteem.

“Gaze in this direction, Kong,” he said at length, calling me by name with auspicious familiarity; “I am a benighted stranger in this hyer city, and so are you, I rek’n. Suppose we liquor up, and then take a few of the side shows together.”

“The suggestion is one against which I will erect no ill-disposed barrier,” I at once replied, so inflexibly determined not to lose sight of a person possessing such engaging attributes as to be cheerfully prepared even to consume my rice spirit in the inverted position which his words implied if the display was persisted in. “Nevertheless,” I added, with a resourceful prudence, “although by no means undistinguished among the highest literary and competitive circles of his native Yuen-ping, the one before you is incapable of walking in the footsteps of a person whose accumulations are greater than he himself can appreciably diminish.”

“That’s all right, Kong,” exclaimed the one whom my last words fittingly described, striking the recess of his lower garment with a gesture of graceful significance. “When I take a fancy to any one it isn’t a matter of dollars. I usually carry a trifle of five hundred or a thousand pounds in my pocket-book, and if we can get through that — why, there’s plenty more waiting at the bank. Say, though, I hope you don’t keep much about you; it isn’t really safe.”

“The temptation to do so is one which this person has hitherto successfully evaded,” I replied. “The contents of this reptile-skin case” — and not to be outshone in mutual confidence I here displayed it openly— “do not exceed nine or ten pieces of gold and a like number of printed obligations promising to pay five pieces each.”

“Put it away, Kong,” he said resolutely. “You won’t need that so long as you’re with me. Well, now, what sort of a saloon have we here?”

As far as the opinion might be superficially expressed it had every indication of being one of noteworthy antiquity, and to the innately modest mind its unassuming diffidence might have lent an added charm. Nevertheless, on most occasions this person would have maintained an unshaken dexterity in avoiding its open door, but as the choice admittedly lay in the hands of one who carried five hundred or a thousand pieces of gold we went in together and passed through to a compartment of retiring seclusion.

In our own land, O my orthodox-minded father, where the unfailing resources of innumerable bands of dragons, spirits, vampires, ghouls, shadows, omens, and thunderstorms are daily enlisted to carry into effect the pronouncements of an appointed destiny, we have many historical examples of the inexorably converging legs of coincidence, but none, I think, more impressively arranged than the one now descending this person’s brush.

We had scarcely reposed ourselves, and taken from the hands of an awaiting slave the vessels of thrice-potent liquid which in this Island is regarded as the indispensable accompaniment to every movement of existence, when a third person entered the room, and seating himself at a table some slightly removed distance away, lowered his head and abandoned himself to a display of most lavish dejection.

“That poor cuss doesn’t appear to be holiday-making,” remarked the sincerely-compassionate person at my side, after closely observing the other for a period; and then, moved by the overpowering munificence of his inward nature, he called aloud, “Say, stranger, you seem to have got it thickly in the neck. Is it family affliction or the whisky of the establishment?”

At these affably-intentioned words the stranger raised his eyes quickly, with an indication of not having up to that time been aware of our presence.

“Sir,” he exclaimed, approaching to a spot where he could converse with a more enhanced facility, “when I loosened the restraint of an overpowering if unmanly grief, I imagined that I was alone, for I would have shunned even the most flattering sympathy, but your charitably-modulated voice invites confidence. The one before you is the most contemptible, left-handed, and disqualified outcast in creation, and he is now making his way towards the river, while his widow will be left to take in washing, his infant son to vend evening printed leaves, and his graceful and hitherto highly secluded daughters to go upon the stage.”

“Say, stranger,” interposed this person, by no means unwilling to engrave upon his memory this newly-acquired form of greeting, “the emotion is doubtless all-pressing, but in my ornate and flower-laden tongue we have a salutation, ‘Slowly, slowly; walk slowly,’ which seems to be of far-seeing application.”

“That’s so,” remarked the one by my side. “Separate it with the teeth, inch by inch.”

“I will be calm, then,” continued the other (who, to avoid the complication of the intermingling circumstances, may be described as the more stranger of the two), and he took of his neckcloth. “I am a merchant in tea, yellow fat, and mixed spices, in a small but hitherto satisfactory way.” Thus revealing himself, he continued to set forth how at an earlier hour he had started on a journey to deposit his wealth (doubtless as a propitiation of outraged deities) upon a certain bank, and how, upon reaching the specified point, he discovered that what he carried had eluded his vigilance. “All gone: notes, gold, and pocket-book — the savings of a lifetime,” concluded the ill-omened one, and at the recollection a sudden and even more highly-sustained frenzy of self-unpopularity involving him, without a pause he addressed himself by seven and twenty insulting expressions, many of which were quite new to my understanding.

At the earliest mention of the details affecting the loss, the elbow of the person who had made himself responsible for the financial obligation of the day propelled itself against my middle part, and unseen by the other he indicated to me by means of his features that the entertainment was becoming one of agreeable prepossession.

“Now, touching this hyer wallet,” he said presently. “How might you describe it?”

“In colour it was red, and within were two compartments, the one containing three score notes each of ten pounds, the other fifty pounds of gold. But what’s the use of describing it? Some lucky demon will pick it up and pocket the lot, and I shall never see a cent of it again.”

“Then you’d better consult one who reburnishes the eyes,” declared the magnanimous one with a laugh, and drawing forth the article referred to he cast it towards the merchant in a small way.

At this point of the narrative my thoroughly incompetent brush confesses the proportions of the requirement to be beyond its most extended limit, and many very honourable details are necessarily left without expression.

“I’ve known men of all sorts, good, bad, and bothwise,” exclaimed the one who had recovered his possessions; “but I never thought to meet a gent as would hand over six hundred and fifty pounds as if it was a toothpick. Sir, it overbalances me; it does, indeed.”

“Say no more about it,” urged the first person, and to suggest gracefully that the incident had reached its furthest extremity, he began to set out the melody of an unspoken verse.

“I will say no more, then,” he replied; “but you cannot reasonably prevent my doing something to express my gratitude. If you are not too proud you will come and partake of food and wine with me beneath the sign of the Funereal Male Cow, and to show my confidence in you I shall insist upon you carrying my pocket-book.”

The person whom I had first encountered suffered his face to become excessively amused. “Say, stranger, do you take me for a pack-mule?” he replied good-naturedly. “I already have about as much as I want to handle. Never mind; we’ll come along with you, and Mr. Kong shall carry your bullion.”

At this delicate and high-minded proposal a rapid change, in no way complimentary to my explicit habit of adequately conducting any venture upon which I may be engaged, came over the face of the second person.

“Sir,” he exclaimed, “I have nothing to say against this gentleman, but I am under no obligation to him, and I don’t see why I should trust him with everything I possess.”

“Stranger,” exclaimed the other rising to his feet (and from this point it must be understood that the various details succeeded one another with a really agile dexterity), “let me tell you that Mr. Kong is my friend, and that ought to be enough.”

“It is. If you say this gentleman is your friend, and that you have known him long and intimately enough to be able to answer for him, that’s good enough for me.”

“Well,” admitted the first person, and I could not conceal from myself that his tone was inauspiciously reluctant, “I can’t exactly say that I’ve known him long; in fact I only met him half an hour ago. But I have the fullest confidence in his integrity.”

“It’s just as I expected. Well, sir, you’re good-natured enough for anything, but if you’ll excuse me, I must say that you’re a small piece of an earthenware vessel after all” — the veiled allusion doubtlessly being that the vessel of necessity being broken, the contents inevitably escape— “and I hope you’re not being had.”

“I’m not, and I’ll prove it before we go out together,” retorted the engaging one, who had in the meantime become so actively impetuous on my account, that he did not remain content with the spoken words, but threw the various belongings about as he mentioned them in a really profuse display of inimitable vehemence. “Here, Kong, take this hyer pocket-book whatever he says. Now on the top of that take everything I’ve got, and you know what THAT figures up to. Now give this gentleman your little lot to keep him quiet; I don’t ask for anything. Now, stranger, I’m ready. You and I will take a stroll round the block and back again, and if Mr. Kong isn’t waiting here for us when we return with everything intact and O.K., I’ll double your deposit and never trust a durned soul again.”

Nodding genially over his shoulder with a harmonious understanding, expressive of the fact that we were embarking upon an undeniably diverting episode, the benevolent-souled person who had accumulated more riches than he was competent to melt away himself, passed out, urging the doubtful and still protesting one before him.

Thus abandoned to my own reflections, I pondered for a short time profitably on the third head of the day’s meditation (Touching the match and this person’s unattractively-lined face. The revealed truth: the inexperienced sheep cannot pass through the hedge without leaving portions of his wool), and then finding the philosophy of Wei Chung very good, I determined to remove the superfluous apprehensions of the vender of food-stuffs with less delay by setting out and meeting them on their return.

A few paces distant from the door, one of the ever-present watchers of the street was standing, watching the street with unremitting vigilance, while from the well-guarded expression of his face it might nevertheless be gathered that he stood as though in expectation.

“Prosperity,” I said, with seasonable greeting. (For no excess of consideration is too great to be lavished upon these, who unite within themselves the courage of a high warrior, the expertness of a three-handed magician, and the courtesy of a genial mandarin.) “I seek two, apparelled thus and thus. Did you, by any chance, mark the direction of their footsteps?”

“Oh,” he said, regarding this person with a most flattering application, “YOU seek them, do you? Well, they’ve just gone off in a hansom, and they’ll want a lot of seeking for the next week or two. You let them carry your purse, perhaps?”

“Assuredly,” I replied. “As a mark of confidence; this person, for his part, receiving a like token at their hands.”

“That’s it,” said the official watcher, conveying into his voice a subtle indication that he had become excessively fatigued. “It’s like a nursery tale — never too old to take with the kids. Well, come along, poor lamb, the station isn’t far.”

So great had become the reliance which by this time I habitually reposed in these men, that I never sought to oppose their pronouncements (such a course being not only useless but undignified), and we therefore together reached the place which the one by my side had described as a station.

From the outside the building was in no way imposing, but upon reaching an inner dungeon it at once became plain that no matter with what crime a person might be charged, even the most stubborn resistance would be unavailing. Before a fiercely-burning fire were arranged metal pincers, massive skewers, ornamental branding irons, and the usual accessories of the grill, one tool being already thrust into the heart of the flame to indicate the nature of its use, and its immediate readiness for the purpose. Pegs from which the accused could be hung by the thumbs with weights attached to the feet, covered an entire wall; chains, shackling-irons, fetters, steel rings for compressing the throat, and belts for tightening the chest, all had their appointed places, while the Chair, the Boot, the Heavy Hat, and many other appliances quite unknown to our system of administering justice were scattered about.

Without pausing to select any of these, the one who led me approached a raised desk at which was seated a less warlike official, whose sympathetic appearance inspired confidence. “Kong Ho,” exclaimed to himself the person who is inscribing these words, “here is an individual into whose discriminating ear it would be well to pour the exact happening without evasion. Then even if the accusation against you be that of resembling another or trafficking with unlawful Forces, he will doubtless arrange the matter so that the expiation shall be as light and inexpensive as possible.”

By this time certain other officials had drawn near. “What is it?” I heard one demand, and another replied, “Brooklyn Ben and Jimmie the Butterman again. Ah, they aren’t artful, are they!” but at this moment the two into whose power I had chiefly fallen having conversed together, I was commanded to advance towards them and reveal my name.

“Kong,” I replied freely; and I had formed a design to explain somewhat of the many illustrious ancestors of the House, when the one at the desk, pausing to inscribe my answer in a book, spoke out.

“Kong?” he said. “Is that the christian or surname?”

“Sir-name?” replied this person between two thoughts. “Undoubtedly the one before you is entitled by public examination to the degree ‘Recognised Talent,’ which may, as a meritorious distinction, be held equal to your title of a warrior clad in armour. Yet, if it is so held, that would rightly be this person’s official name of Paik.”

“Oh, it would, would it?” said the one seated upon the high chair. “That’s quite clear. Are there any other names as well?”

“Assuredly,” I explained, pained inwardly that one of official rank should so slightly esteem my appearance as to judge that I was so meagrely endowed. “The milk name of Ho; Tsin upon entering the Classes; as a Great Name Cheng; another style in Quank; the official title already expressed, and T’chun, Li, Yuen and Nung as the various emergencies of life arise.”

“Thank you,” said the high-chair official courteously. “Now, just the name in full, please, without any velvet trimmings.”

“Kong,” began this person, desirous above all things of putting the matter competently, yet secretly perturbed as to what might be considered superfluous and what deemed a perfidious suppression, “Ho Tsin Cheng Quank—”

“Hold hard,” cried this same one, restraining me with an uplifted pen. “Did you say ‘Quack’?”

“Quack?” repeated this person, beginning to become involved within himself, and not grasping the detail in the right position. “In a manner of setting the expression forth—”

“Put him down, ‘Quack Duck,’ sir,” exclaimed one of dog-like dejection who stood by. “Most of these Lascars haven’t got any real names — they just go by what any one happens to call them at the time, like ‘Burmese Ike’ down at the Mint,” and this person unfortunately chancing to smile and bow acquiescently at that moment (not with any set intention, but as a general principle of courteous urbanity), in place of his really distinguished titles he will henceforth appear among the historical records of this dynasty under what he cannot disguise from his inner misgivings to be the low-caste appellation of Quack Duck.

“Now the address, please,” continued the high one, again preparing to inscribe the word, and being determined that by no mischance should this particular be offensively reported, I unhesitatingly replied, “Beneath the Sign of the Lead Tortoise, on the northern course from the Lotus Pools outside the walls of Yuen-ping.”

This answer the one with the book did not immediately record. “I don’t say it isn’t all right when you know the parts,” he remarked broad-mindedly, “but it does sound a trifle irregular. Can’t you give it a number and a street?”

“I fancy it must be a pub, sir,” observed another. “He said that it had a sign — the Red Tortoise.”

“Well, haven’t you got a London address?” said the high one, and this person being able to supply a street and a number as desired, this part of the undertaking was disposed of, to his cordial satisfaction.

“Now let me see the articles which these men left with you,” commanded the chieftain of the band, and without any misleading discrepancies I at once drew forth from an inner sleeve the two scrips, of which adequate mention has already been made, another hitherto undescribed, two instruments for measuring the passing hours of the day, together with a chain of fine gold ingeniously wrought into the semblance of a cable, an ornament for the breast, set about with a jewel, two neck-cloths of a kind usually carried in the pocket, a book for recording happenings of any moment, pieces of money to the value of about eleven taels, a silver flagon, a sheathed weapon and a few lesser objects of insignificant value. These various details I laid obsequiously before the one who had commanded it, while the others stood around either in explicit silence or speaking softly beneath their breath.

“Do I understand that the two persons left all these things with you, while they took your purse in exchange?” said the high official, after examining certain obscure signs upon the metals, the contents of the third scrip, and the like.

“It cannot reasonably be denied,” I replied; “inasmuch as they departed without them.”

“Spontaneously?” he demanded, and in spite of the unevadible severity of his voice the expression of his nearer eye deviated somewhat.

“The spoken and conclusive word of the first was that it was his intention to commit to this one’s keeping everything which he had; the assertion of the second being that with this scrip I received all that he possessed.”

“While of yours, what did they get, Mr. Quack?” and the tone of the one who spoke had a much more gratifying modulation than before, while the attitudes of those who stood around had favourably changed, until they now conveyed a message of deliberate esteem.

“A serpent-skin case of two enclosures,” I replied. “On the one side was a handcount of the small copper-pieces of this Island, which I had caused to be burnished and gilt for the purpose of taking back to amuse those of Yuen-ping. On the other side were two or three pages from a gravity-removing printed leaf entitled ‘Bits of Tits,’ with which this person weekly instructs himself in the simpler rudiments of the language. For the rest the case was controlled by a hidden spring, and inscribed about with a charm against loss, consumption by fire, or being secretly acquired by the unworthy.”

“I don’t think you stand in much need of that charm, Mr. Quack,” remarked another of more than ordinary rank, who was also present. “Then they really got practically no money from you?”

“By no means,” I admitted. “It was never literally stipulated, and whatever of wealth he possesses this person carries in a concealed spot beneath his waistbelt.” (For even to these, virtuous sire, I did not deem it expedient to reveal the fact that in reality it is hidden within the sole of my left sandal.)

“I congratulate you,” he said with lavish refinement. “Ben and the Butterman can be very bland and persuasive. Could you tell me, as a matter of professional curiosity, what first put you on your guard?”

“In this person’s country,” I replied, “there is an apt saying, ‘The sagacious bird does not build his nest twice in the empty soup-toureen,’ and by observing closely what has gone before one may accurately conjecture much that will follow after.” It may be, that out of my insufferable shortcomings of style and expression, this answer did not convey to his mind the logical sequence of the warning; yet it would have been more difficult to show him how everything arose from the faultlessly-balanced system of the heroic Wei Chung, or the exact parallel lying between the ill-clad outcast who demanded a portion of tobacco and the cheerfully unassuming stranger who had in his possession a larger accumulation of money than he could conveniently disperse.

In such a manner I took leave of the station and those connected with it, after directing that the share of the spoil which fell by the law of this Island to my lot should be sold and the money of exchange faithfully divided among the virtuous and necessitous of both sexes. The higher officials each waved me pleasantly by the hand, according to the striking and picturesque custom of the land, while the lesser ones stood around and spoke flattering words as I departed, as “honourable,” “a small piece of all-right,” “astute ancient male fowl,” “ah!” and the like.

With repeated assurances that however ineptly the adventure may at the time appear to be tending, as regards the essentials of true dignity and an undeviating grasp upon articles of negotiable value, nothing of a regrettable incident need be feared.

KONG HO.


LETTER IX
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CONCERNING THE PROVERB of the highly-accomplished horse. The

various perils to be encountered in the Beneath Parts. The

inexplicable journey performed by this one, and concerning

the obscurity of the witchcraft employed.

VENERATED SIRE, — Among these islanders there is a proverb, “Do not place the carte” (or card, the two words having an identical purport, and both signifying the inscribed tablet of viands prepared for a banquet,) “before the horse.” Doubtless the saying first arose as a timely rebuke to a certain barbarian emperor who announced his contempt for the intelligence of his subjects by conferring high mandarin rank upon a favourite steed and ceremoniously appointing it to be his chancellor; but from the narrower moral that an unreasoning animal is out of place, and even unseemly, in the entertaining hall or council chamber, the expression has in the course of time taken a wider application and is now freely used as an insidious thrust at one who may be suspected of contrariness of character, of confusing issues, or of acting in a vain or illogical manner. I had already preserved the saying among other instances of foreign thought and expression which I am collecting for your dignified amusement, as it is very characteristic of the wisdom and humour of these Outer Lands. The imagination is essentially barbaric. A horse — doubtless well-groomed, richly-caparisoned, and as intellectual as the circumstances will permit, but inevitably an animal of degraded attributes and untraceable ancestry — a horse reclining before a lavishly set-out table and considering well of what dish it shall next partake! Could anything, it appears, be more diverting! Truly to our more refined outlook the analogy is lacking both in delicacy of wit and in exactitude of balance, but to the grosser barbarian conception of what is gravity-removing it is irresistible.

I am, however, reminded of the saying by perceiving that I was on the point of recording certain details of recent occurrence without first unrolling to your mind the incidents from which it has arisen that the person who is now communicating with you is no longer reposing in the Capital, but spending a period profitably in observing the habits of those who dwell in the more secluded recesses on the outskirts of the Island. This reversal of the proper sequence of affairs would doubtless strike those around as an instance of setting the banquet before the horse. Without delay, then, to pursue the allusion to its appropriate end, I will return, as it may be said, to my nosebag.

At various points about the streets of the Capital there are certain caverns artificially let into the bowels of the earth, to which any person may betake himself upon purchasing a printed sign which he must display to the guardian of the gate. Once within the underneathmost parts he is free to be carried from place to place by means of the trains of carriages which I have already described to you, until he would return to the outer surface, when he must again display his talisman before he is permitted to pass forth. Nor is this an empty form, for upon an occasion this person himself witnessed a very bitter contention between a keeper of the barrier and one whose token had through some cause lost its potency.

In the company of the experienced I had previously gone through the trial without mischance, so that recently when I expressed a wish to visit a certain Palace, and was informed that the most convenient manner would be to descend into the nearest cavern, I had no reasonable device for avoiding the encounter. Nevertheless, enlightened sire, I will not attempt to conceal from your omniscience that I was by no means impetuous towards the adventure. Owing to the pugnacious and unworthy suspicions of those who direct their destinies, I have not yet been able to penetrate the exact connection between the movements of these hot-smoke chariots and the Unseen Forces. To a person whose chief object in life is to avoid giving offence to any of the innumerable demons which are ever on the watch to revenge themselves upon our slightest indiscretion, this uncertainty opens an unending vista of intolerable possibilities. As if to emphasise the perils of this overhanging doubt the surroundings are ingeniously arranged so as to represent as nearly as practicable the terrors of the Beneath World. Both by day and night a funereal gloom envelops the caverns, the pathways and resting-places are meagre and so constructed as to be devoid of attraction or repose, and by a skilful contrivance the natural atmosphere is secretly withdrawn and a very acrimonious sulphurous haze driven in to replace it. In sudden and unforeseen places eyes of fire open and close with disconcerting rapidity, and even change colour in vindictive significance; wooden hands are outstretched as in unrelenting rigidity against supplication, or, divining the unexpressed thoughts, inexorably point, as one gazes, still deeper into the recesses of the earth; while the air is never free from the sounds of groans, shrieks, the rattling of chains, dull, hopeless noises beneath one’s feet or overhead, and the hoarse wordless cries of despair with which the attending slaves of the caverns greet the distant clamour of every approaching fire-chariot. Admittedly the intention of the device is benevolently conceived, and it is strenuously asserted that many persons of corrupt habits and ill-balanced lives, upon waking unexpectedly while passing through these Beneath Parts, have abandoned the remainder of their journey, and, escaping hastily to the outer air, have from that time onwards led a pure and consistent existence; but, on the other foot, those who are compelled to use the caverns daily, freely confess that the surroundings to not in any material degree purify their lives of tranquillise the nature of their inner thoughts.

In this emergency I did not neglect to write out a diversity of charms against every possible variety of evil influence, and concealing them lavishly about my head and body, I presented myself with the outer confidence of a person who is inured to the exploit. Doubtless thereby being mistaken for one of themselves in the obscurity, I received the inscribed safeguard without opposition, and even an added sum in copper pieces, which I discreetly returned to the one behind the shutter, with the request that he would honourably burn a few joss sticks or sacrifice to a trivial amount, to the success of my journey. In such a manner I reached an awaiting train, and, taking up within it a position of retiring modesty, I definitely committed myself to the undertaking.

At the next tarrying place there entered a barbarian of high-class appearance, and being by this time less assured of my competence in the matter unaided, both on account of the multiplicity of evil omens on every side, and the perverse impulses of the guiding demon, whereby at sudden angles certain of my organs had the emotion of being left irrevocably behind and others of being snatched relentlessly forward, I approached him courteously.

“Behold,” I said, “many thousand li of water, both fresh and bitter, flow between the one who is addressing you and his native town of Yuen-ping, where the tablets at the street corners are as familiar to him as the lines of his own unshapely hands; for, as it is truly said, ‘Does the starling know the lotus roots, or the pomfret read its way by the signs among the upper branches of the pines?’ Out of the necessities of his ignorance and your own overwhelming condescension enlighten him, therefore, whether the destination of this fire-chariot by any chance corresponds with the inscribed name upon his talisman?”

Thus adjured, the stranger benevolently turned himself to the detail, and upon consulting a book of symbols he expressed himself to this wise: that after a sufficient interval I should come into a certain station, called in part after the title of the enlightened ruler of this Island, and there abandoning the train which was carrying us, I should enter another which would bring me out of the Beneath Parts and presently into the midst of that Palace which I sought. This advice seemed good, for a reasonable connection might be supposed to exist between a station so auspiciously called and a Palace bearing the harmonious name of the gracious and universally-revered sovereign-consort. Accordingly I thanked him ceremoniously, not only on my own part, but also on behalf of eleven generations of immediate ancestors, and in the name of seven generations who should come after, and he on his side agreeably replied that he was sure his grandmother would have done as much for mine, and he sincerely hoped that none of his great-great-grandchildren would prove less obliging. In this intellectual manner, varied with the entertainment of profuse bows, the time passed cordially between us until the barbarian reached his own alighting stage, when he again repeated the various details of the strategy for my observance.

At this point let it be set forth deliberately that there existed no treachery in the advice, still less that this person is incapable of competently achieving the destined end of any hazard upon which he may embark when once the guiding signs have been made clear to his understanding. Whatever entanglement arose was due merely to the conflicting manners of expression used by two widely-varying races, even as our own proverb says, “What is only sauce for the cod is serious for the oyster.”

At the station indicated as bearing the sign of the ruler of the country (which even a person of little discernment could have recognised by the highly-illuminated representation bearing the elusively-worded inscription, “In packets only”), I left this fire-chariot, and at once perceiving another in an attitude of departure, I entered it, as the casual barbarian had definitely instructed, and began to assure myself that I had already become expertly proficient in the art of journeying among these Beneath Regions and to foresee the time, not far distant, when others would confidently address themselves to me in their extremities. So entrancing did this contemplation grow, that this outrageous person began to compose the actual words with which he would instruct them as the occasion arose, as thus, “Undoubtedly, O virtuous and not unattractive maiden, this fire-engine will ultimately lead your refined footsteps into the street called Those who Bake Food. Do not hesitate, therefore, to occupy the vacant place by this insignificant one’s side”; or, “By no means, honourable sir; the Cross of Charing is in the precisely opposite direction to that selected by this self-opinionated machine for its inopportune destination. Do not rebuke this person for his immoderate loss of mental gravity, for your mistake, though pardonable in a stranger, is really excessively diverting. Your most prudent course now will assuredly be to cast yourself from the carriage without delay and rely upon the benevolent intervention of a fire-chariot proceeding backwards.”

Alas, it is truly said, “None but sword-swallowers should endeavour to swallow swords,” thereby signifying the vast chasm that lies between those who are really adroit in an undertaking and those who only think that they may easily become so. Presently it began to become deeply impressed upon my discrimination that the journey was taking a more lengthy duration than I had been given to understand would be the case, while at the same time a permanent deliverance from the terrors of the Beneath Parts seemed to be insidiously lengthening out into a funereal unattainableness. The point of this person’s destination, he had been assured on all hands, was a spot beyond which even the most aggressively assertive engine could not proceed, so that he had no fears of being incapably drawn into more remote places, yet when hour after hour passed and the ill-destined machine never failed in its malicious endeavours to leave each successive tarrying station, it is not to be denied that my imagination dwelt regretfully upon the true civilisation of our own enlightened country, where, by the considerate intervention of an all-wise government, the possibilities of so distressing an experience are sympathetically removed from one’s path. Thus the greater part of the day had faded, and I was conjecturing that by this time we must inevitably be approaching the barren and inhospitable country which forms the northern limit of the Island, when the door suddenly opened and the barbarian stranger whom I had left many hundred li behind entered the carriage.

At this manifestation all uncertainty departed, and I now understood that to some obscure end witchcraft of a very powerful and high-caste kind was being employed around me; for in no other way was it credible to one’s intelligence that a person could propel himself through the air with a speed greater than that of one of these fire-chariots, and overtake it. Doubtless it was a part of this same scheme which made it seem expedient to the stranger that he should feign a part, for he at once greeted me as though the occasion were a matter of everyday happening, exclaiming genially — 

“Well, Mr. Kong, returning? And what do you think of the Palace?”

“It is fitly observed, ‘To the earthworm the rice stalk is as high as the pagoda,’” I replied with adroit evasion, clearly understanding from his manner that for some reason, not yet revealed to me, a course of dissimulation was expedient in order to mislead the surrounding demons concerning my movements, and by a subtle indication of the face conveying to the stranger an assurance that I had tactfully grasped the requirement, and would endeavour to walk well upon his heels, “and therefore it would be unseemly for a person of my insignificant attainments to engage in the doubtful flattery of comparing it with the many other residences of the pure and exalted which embellish your Capital.”

“Oh,” said the one whom I may now suitably describe by the name of Sir Philip, “that’s rather a useful proverb sometimes. Many people there?”

At this inquiry I could not disguise from myself an emotion that the person seated opposite was not diplomatically inspired in so persistently clinging to the one subject upon which he must assuredly know that I experienced an all-pervading deficiency. Nevertheless, being by this more fully convinced that the disguise was one of critical necessity, and not deeming that the essential ceremonies of one Palace would differ from those of another, no matter in what land they stood (while through all I read a clear design on Sir Philip’s part that the opportunity was craftily arranged so that I might impress upon any vindictively-intentioned spirits within hearing an assumption of high protection), I replied that the gathering had been one of unparalleled splendour, both by reason of the multitude of exalted nobles present and also owing to the jewelled magnificence lavished on every detail. Furthermore, I continued, now definitely abandoning all the promptings of a wise reserve, and reflecting, as we say, that one may as well be drowned in the ocean as in a wooden bucket, not only did the sublime and unapproachable sovereign graciously permit me to kow-tow respectfully before him, but subsequently calling me to his side beneath a canopy of golden radiance, he conversed genially with me and benevolently assured me of his sympathetic favour on all occasions (this, I conjectured, would certainly overawe any Evil Force not among the very highest circles), while the no less magnanimous Prince of the Imperial Line questioned me with flattering assiduousness concerning a method of communicating with persons at a distance by means of blows or stamps upon a post (as far as the outer meaning conveyed itself to me), the houses which we build, and whether they contained an adequate provision of enclosed spaces in the walls.

Doubtless I could have continued in this praiseworthy spirit of delicate cordiality to an indefinite amount had I not chanced to observe at this point that the expression of Sir Philip’s urbanity had become entangled in a variety of other emotions, not all propitious to the scheme, so that in order to retire imperceptibly within myself I smiled broad-mindedly, remarking that it was well said that the moon was only bright while the sun was hid, and that I had lately been dazzled with the sight of so much brilliance and virtuous condescension that there were occasions when I questioned inwardly how much I had really witnessed, and how much had been conveyed to me in the nature of an introspective vision.

It will already have been made plain to you, O my courtly-mannered father, that these barbarians are totally deficient in the polite art whereby two persons may carry on a flattering and highly-attuned conversation, mutually advantageous to the esteem of each, without it being necessary in any way that their statements should have more than an ornamental actuality. So wanting in this, the most concentrated form of truly well-bred entertainment, are even their high officials, that after a few more remarks, to which I made answer in a spirit of skilfully-sustained elusiveness, the utterly obtuse Sir Philip said at length, “Excuse my asking, Mr. Kong, but have you really been to the Alexandra Palace at all?”

Admittedly there are few occasions in life on which it is not possible to fail to see the inopportune or low-class by a dignified impassiveness of features, an adroitly-directed jest, or a remark of baffling inconsequence, but in the face of so distressingly straightforward a demand what can be advanced by a person of susceptible refinement when opposed to one of incomparably larger dimensions, imprisoned by his side in the recess of a fire-chariot which is leaping forward with uncurbed velocity, and surrounded by demons with whose habits and partialities he is unfamiliar?

“In a manner of expressing the circumstance,” I replied, “it is not to be denied that this person’s actual footsteps may have imperceptibly been drawn somewhat aside from the path of his former design. Yet inasmuch as it is truly said that the body is in all things subservient to the mind, and is led withersoever it is willed, and as your engaging directions were scrupulously observed with undeviating fidelity, it would be impertinently self-opinionated on this person’s part to imply that they failed to guide him to his destination. Thus, for all ceremonial purposes, it is permissible conscientiously to assume that he HAS been there.”

“I am afraid that I must not have been sufficiently clear,” said Sir Philip. “Did you miss the train at King’s Cross?”

“By no means,” I replied firmly, pained inwardly that he should cast the shadow of such narrow incompetence upon me. “Seeing this machine on the point of setting forth on a journey, even as your overwhelming sagacity had enabled you to predict would be the case, I embarked with self-reliant confidence.”

“Good lord!” murmured the person opposite, beginning to manifest an excess of emotion for which I was quite unable to account. “Then you have been in this train — your actual footsteps I mean, Mr. Kong; not your ceremonial abstract subliminal ego — ever since?”

To this I replied that his words shone like the moon at midnight with scintillating points of truth; adding, however, as the courtesies of the occasion required, that I had been so impressed with the many-sided brilliance of his conversation earlier in the day as to render the flight of time practically unnoticed by me.

“But did it never occur to you to ask at one of the stations?” he demanded, still continuing to wave his hands incapably from side to side. “Any of the porters would have told you.”

“Kong Li Heng, the founder of our line, who was really great, has been dead eleven centuries, and no single fact or incident connected with his life has been preserved to influence mankind,” I replied. “How much less will it matter, then, even in so limited a space of time as a hundred years, in what fashion so insignificant a person as the one before you acted on any occasion, and why, therefore, should he distress himself unnecessarily to any precise end?” In this manner I sought to place before him the dignified example of an imperturbability which can be maintained in every emergency, and at the same time to administer a plain yet scrupulously-sheathed rebuke; for the inauspicious manner in which he had first drawn me on to speak confidently of the ceremonies of the Royal Palace and then held up my inadequacy to undeserved contempt had not rejoiced my imagination, and I was still uncertain how much to claim, and whether, perchance, even yet a more subtle craft lay under all.

“Well, in any case, when you go back you can claim the distinction of having been taken seven times round London, although you can’t really have seen much of it,” said Sir Philip. “This is a Circle train.”

At this assertion I looked up. Though admittedly curved a little about the roof the chariot was in every essential degree what we should pronounce to be a square one; whereupon, feeling at length that the involvement had definitely passed to a point beyond my contemptible discernment, I spread out my hands acquiescently and affably remarked that the days were lengthening out pleasantly.

In such a manner I became acquainted with the one Sir Philip, and thereby, in a somewhat circuitous line, the original purpose which possessed my brush when I began this inept and commonplace letter is reached; for the person in question not only lay upon himself the obligation of leading me “by the strings of his apron-garment” — in the characteristic and fanciful turn of the barbarian language — to that same Palace on the following day, but thenceforth gracefully affecting to discern certain agreeable virtues in my conversation and custom of habit he frequently sought me out. More recently, on the double plea that they of his household had a desire to meet me, and that if I spent all my time within the Capital my impressions of the Island would necessarily be ill-balanced and deformed, he advanced a project that I should accompany him to a spot where, as far as I was competent to grasp the idiom, he was in the habit of sitting (doubtless in an abstruse reverie), in the country; and having assured myself by means of discreet innuendo that the seat referred to would be adequate for this person also, and that the occasion did not in any way involve a payment of money, I at once expressed my willingness towards the adventure.

With numerous expressions of unfeigned regret (from a filial point of view) that the voice of one of the maidens of the household, lifted in the nature of a defiance against this one to engage with her in a two-handed conflict of hong pong, obliges him to bring this immature composition to a hasty close.

KONG HO.


LETTER X

[image: img43.jpg]

CONCERNING THE AUTHORITY of this high official, Sir Philip.

The side-slipperyness of barbarian etiquette. The hurl-

headlong sportiveness and that achieving its end by means of

curved mallets.

VENERATED SIRE, — If this person’s memory is accurately poised on the detail, he was compelled to abandon his former letter (when on the point of describing the customs of these outer places), in order to take part in a philosophical discussion with some of the venerable sages of the neighbourhood.

Resuming the narration where it had reached this remote province of the Empire, it is a suitable opportunity to explain that this same Sir Philip is here greeted on every side with marks of deferential submission, and is undoubtedly an official of high button, for whenever the inclination seizes him he causes prisoners to be sought out, and then proceeds to administer justice impartially upon them. In the case of the wealthy and those who have face to lose, the matter is generally arranged, to his profit and to the satisfaction of all, by the payment of an adequate sum of money, after the invariable custom of our own mandarincy. When this incentive to leniency is absent it is usual to condemn the captive to imprisonment in a cell (it is denied officially, but there is no reason to doubt that a large earthenware vessel is occasionally used for this purpose,) for varying periods, though it is notorious that in the case of the very necessitous they are sometimes set freely at liberty, and those who took them publicly reprimanded for accusing persons from whose condition on possible profit could arise. This confinement is seldom inflicted for a longer period than seven, fourteen, or twenty-one days (these being lucky numbers,) except in the case of those who have been held guilty of ensnaring certain birds and beasts which appear to be regarded as sacred, for they have their duly appointed attendants who wear a garb and are trained in the dexterous use of arms, lurking with loaded weapons in secret places to catch the unwary, both by night and day. Upheld by the high nature of their office these persons shrink from no encounter and even suffer themselves to be killed with resolute unconcern; but when successful they are not denied an efficient triumph, for it is admitted that those whom they capture are marked men from that time (doubtless being branded upon the body with the name of their captor), and no future defence is availing. The third punishment, that of torture, is reserved for a class of solitary mendicants who travel from place to place, doubtless spreading the germs of an inflammatory doctrine of rebellion, for, owing to my own degraded obtuseness, the actual nature of their crimes could never be made clear to me. Of the tortures employed that known in their language as the “bath” (for which we have no real equivalent,) is the most dreaded, and this person has himself beheld men of gigantic proportions, whose bodies bore the stain of a voluntary endurance to every privation, abandon themselves to a most ignoble despair upon hearing the ill-destined word. Unquestionably the infliction is closely connected with our own ordeal of boiling water, but from other indications it is only reasonable to admit that there is an added ingredient, of which we probably have no knowledge, whereby the effect is enhanced in every degree, and the outer surface of the victim rendered more vulnerable. There is also another and milder form of torture, known as the “task”, consisting either of sharp-edged stones being broken upon the body, or else the body broken upon sharp-edged stones, but precisely which is the official etiquette of the case this person’s insatiable passion for accuracy and his short-sighted limitations among the more technical outlines of the language, prevent him from stating definitely.

Let it here be openly confessed that the intricately-arranged titles used among these islanders, and the widely-varying dignities which they convey, have never ceased to embarrass my greetings on all occasions, and even yet, when a more crystal insight into their strangely illogical manners enables me not only to understand them clearly myself, but also to expound their significance to others, a necessary reticence is blended with my most profuse cordiality, and my salutations to one whom I am for the first time encountering are now so irreproachably balanced, that I can imperceptibly develop them into an engaging effusion, or, without actual offence, draw back into a condition of unapproachable exclusiveness as the necessity may arise. With us, O my immaculate sire, a yellow silk umbrella has for three thousand years denoted a fixed and recognisable title. A mandarin of the sixth degree need not hesitate to mingle on terms of assured equality with other mandarins of the sixth degree, and without any guide beyond a seemly instinct he perceives the reasonableness of assuming a deferential obsequiousness before a mandarin of the fifth rank, and a counterbalancing arrogance when in the society of an official who has only risen to the seventh degree, thus conforming to that essential principle of harmonious intercourse, “Remember that Chang Chow’s ceiling is Tong Wi’s floor”; but who shall walk with even footsteps in a land where the most degraded may legally bear the same distinguished name as that of the enlightened sovereign himself, where the admittedly difficult but even more purposeless achievement of causing a gold mine to float is held to be more praiseworthy than to pass a competitive examination or to compose a poem of inimitable brilliance, and where one wearing gilt buttons and an emblem in his hat proves upon ingratiating approach not to be a powerful official but a covetous and illiterate slave of inferior rank? Thus, through their own narrow-minded inconsistencies, even the most ceremoniously-proficient may at times present an ill-balanced attitude. This, without reproach to himself, concerns the inward cause whereby the one who is placed to you in the relation of an affectionate and ever-resourceful son found unexpectedly that he had lost the benignant full face of a lady of exalted title.

At that time I had formed the acquaintance, in an obscure quarter of the city, of one who wore a uniform, and was addressed on all sides as the commander of a band, while the gold letters upon the neck part of his outer garment inevitably suggested that he had borne an honourable share in the recent campaign in a distant land. As I had frequently met many of similar rank drinking tea at the house of the engaging countess to whom I have alluded, I did not hesitate to prevail upon this Captain Miggs to accompany me there upon an occasion also, assuring him of equality and a sympathetic reception; but from the moment of our arrival the attitudes of those around pointed to the existence of some unpropitious barrier invisible to me, and when the one with whom I was associated took up an unassailable position upon the central table, and began to speak authoritatively upon the subject of The Virtues, the unenviable condition of the proud and affluent, and the myriads of fire-demons certainly laying in wait for those who partook of spiced tea and rich foods in the afternoon, and did not wear a uniform similar to his own, I began to recognise that the selection had been inauspiciously arranged. Upon taxing some around with the discrepancy (as there seemed to be no more dignified way of evading the responsibility), they were unable to contend against me that there were, indeed, two, if not more, distinct varieties of those bearing the rank of captain, and that they themselves belonged to an entirely different camp, wearing another dress, and possessing no authority to display the symbol of the letters S.A. upon their necks. With this admission I was content to leave the matter, in no way accusing them of actual duplicity, yet so withdrawing that any of unprejudiced standing could not fail to carry away the impression that I had been the victim of an unworthy artifice, and had been lured into their society by the pretext that they were other than what they really were.

With the bitter-flavoured memory of this, and other in no way dissimilar episodes, lingering in my throat, it need not be a matter of conjecture that for a time I greeted warily all who bore a title, a mark of rank, or any similar appendage; who wore a uniform, weapon, brass helmet, jewelled crown, coat of distinctive colour, or any excessive superfluity of pearl or metal buttons; who went forth surrounded by a retinue, sat publicly in a chair or allegorical chariot, spoke loudly in the highways and places in a tone of official pronouncement, displayed any feather, emblem, inscribed badge, or printed announcement upon a pole, or in any way conducted themselves in what we should esteem to be fitting to a position of high dignity. From this arose the absence of outward enthusiasm with which I at first received Sir Philip’s extended favour; for although I had come to distrust all the reasonable signs of established power, I distrusted, to a much more enhanced degree, their complete absence; and when I observed that the one in question was never accompanied by a band of musicians or flower-strewers, that he mingled as though on terms of familiar intercourse with the ordinary passers-by in the streets, and never struck aside those who chanced to impede his progress, and that he actually preferred those of low condition to approach him on their feet, rather than in the more becoming attitude of unconditional prostration, I reasoned with myself whether indeed he could consistently be a person of well-established authority, or whether I was not being again led away from my self-satisfaction by another obliquity of barbarian logic. It was for this reason that I now welcomed the admitted power which he has of incriminating persons in a variety of punishable offences, and I perceived with an added satisfaction that here, where this privilege is more fully understood, few meet him without raising their hands to the upper part of their heads in token of unquestioning submission; or, as one would interpret the symbolism into actual words, meaning, “Thus, from this point to the underneath part of our sandals, all between lies in the hollow of your comprehensive hand.”

There is a written jest among another barbarian nation that these among whom I am tarrying, being by nature a people who take their pleasures tragically, when they rise in the morning say, one to another, “Come, behold; it is raining again as usual; let us go out and kill somebody.” Undoubtedly the pointed end of this adroit-witted saying may be found in the circumstance that it is, indeed, as the proverb aptly claims, raining on practically every occasion in life; while, to complete the comparison, for many dynasties past this nation has been successfully engaged in killing people (in order to promote their ultimate benefit through a momentary inconvenience,) in every part of the world. Thus the lines of parallel thought maintain a harmonious balance beyond the general analogy of their sayings; but beneath this may be found an even subtler edge, for in order to inure themselves to the requirement of a high destiny their various games and manners of disportment are, with a set purpose, so rigorously contested that in their progress most of the weak and inefficient are opportunely exterminated.

There is a favourite and well-attended display wherein two opposing bands, each clad in robes of a distinctive colour, stand in extended lines of mutual defiance, and at a signal impetuously engage. The design of each is by force or guile to draw their opponents into an unfavourable position before an arch of upright posts, and then surging irresistibly forward, to carry them beyond the limit and hurl them to the ground. Those who successfully inflict this humiliation upon their adversaries until they are incapable of further resistance are hailed victorious, and sinking into a graceful attitude receive each a golden cup from the magnanimous hands of a maiden chose to the service, either on account of her peerless outline, the dignified position of her House, or (should these incentives be obviously wanting,) because the chief ones of her family are in the habit of contributing unstintingly to the equipment of the triumphal band. There is also another kind of strife, differing in its essentials only so far that all who engage therein are provided with a curved staff, with which they may dexterously draw their antagonists beyond the limits, or, should they fail to defend themselves adequately, break the smaller bones of their ankles. But this form of encounter, despite the use of these weapons, is really less fatal than the other, for it is not a permissible act to club an antagonist resentfully about the head with the staff, nor yet even to thrust it rigidly against his middle body. From this moderation the public countenance extended to the curved-pole game is contemptibly meagre when viewed by the side of the overwhelming multitudes which pour along every channel in order to witness a more than usually desperate trial of the hurl-headlong variety (the sight, indeed, being as attractive to these pale, blood-thirsty foreigners as an unusually large execution is with us), and as a consequence the former is little reputed save among maidens, the feeble, and those of timorous instincts.

Thus positioned, regarding a knowledge of their outside amusements, it has always been one of the most prominent ambitions of this person’s strategy to avoid being drawn into any encounter. At the same time, the thought that the maidens of the household here (of whom there are several, all so attractively proportioned that to compare them in a spirit of definite preference would be distastefully presumptuous to this person,) should regard me as one lacking in a sufficient display of violence was not fragrant to my sense of refinement; so that when Sir Philip, a little time after our arrival, related to me that on the following day he and a chosen band were to be engaged in the match of a cricket game against adversaries from the village, and asked whether I cared to bear a part in the strife, I grasped the muscles of the upper part of my left arm with my right hand — as I had frequently seen the hardy and virile do when the subject of their powers had been raised questioningly — and replied that I had long concealed an insatiable wish to take such a part at a point where the conflict would be the most revengefully contested.

Being thus inflexibly committed it became very necessary to arrange a well-timed intervention (whether in the nature of bodily disorder, fire, or demoniacal upheaval, a warning omen, or the death of some of our chief antagonists), but before doing so I was desirous of understanding how this contest, which had hitherto remained outside my experience, was waged.

There is here one of benevolent rotundity in whose authority lie the cavernous stores beneath the house and the vessels of gold and silver; of menial rank admittedly, yet exacting a seemly deference from all by the rich urbanity of his voice and the dignity of his massive proportions. In the affable condescension of his tone, and the discriminating encouragement of his attitude towards me on all occasions, I have read a sympathetic concern over my welfare. Him I now approached, and taking him aside, I first questioned him flatteringly about his age and the extent of his yearly recompense, and then casually inquired what in his language he would describe the nature of a cricket to be.

“A cricket?” repeated the obliging person readily; “a cricket, sir, is a hinsect. Something, I take it, after the manner of a grass-’opper.”

“Truly,” I agreed. “It is aptly likened. And, to continue the simile, a game cricket — ?”

“A game cricket?” he replied; “well, sir, naturally a game one would be more gamier than the others, wouldn’t it?”

“The inference is unflinching,” I admitted, and after successfully luring away his mind from any significance in the inquiry by asking him whether the gift of a lacquered coffin or an embroidered shroud would be the more regarded on parting, I left him.

His words, esteemed, for a definite reason were as the jade-clappered melody of a silver bell. This trial of sportiveness, it became clear, — less of a massacre than most of their amusements — is really a rivalry of leapings and dexterity of the feet: a conflict of game crickets or grass-hoppers, in the somewhat wide-angled obscurity of their language, or, as we would more appropriately call it doubtless, a festive competition in the similitude of high-spirited locusts. To whatever degree the surrounding conditions might vary, there could no longer be a doubt that the power of leaping high into the air was the essential constituent of success in this barbarian match of crickets — and in such an accomplishment this person excelled from the time of his youth with a truly incredible proficiency. Can it be a reproach, then, that when I considered this, and saw in a vision the contempt of inferiority which I should certainly be able to inflict upon these native crickets before the eyes of their maidens, even the accumulated impassiveness of thirty-seven generations of Kong fore-fathers broke down for the moment, and unable to restrain every vestige of emotion I crept unperceived to the ancestral hall of Sir Philip and there shook hands affectionately with myself before each of the nine ironclad warriors about its walls before I could revert to a becoming state of trustworthy unconcern. That night in my own upper chamber I spent many hours in testing my powers and studying more remarkable attitudes of locust flight, and I even found to be within myself some new attainments of life-like agility, such as feigning the continuous note of defiance with which the insect meets his adversary, as remaining poised in the air for an appreciable moment at the summit of each leap, and of conveying to the body a sudden and disconcerting sideway movement in the course of its ascent. So immersed did I become in the achievement of a high perfection that, to my never-ending self-reproach, I failed to notice a supernatural visitation of undoubted authenticity; for the next morning it was widely admitted that a certain familiar demon of the house, which only manifests its presence on occasions of tragic omen, had been heard throughout the night in warning, not only beating its head and body against the walls and doors in despair, but raising from time to time a wailing cry of soul-benumbing bitterness.

With every assurance that the next letter, though equally distorted in style and immature in expression, will contain the record of a deteriorated but ever upward-striving son’s ultimate triumph.

KONG HO.


LETTER XI
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CONCERNING THE GAME which we should call “Locusts,” and the

deeper significance of its acts. The solicitous warning of

one passing inwards and the complication occasioned by his

ill-chosen words. Concerning that victory already dimly

foreshadowed.

VENERATED SIRE, — This barbarian game of agile grass-hoppers is not conducted in the best spirit of a really well-balanced display, and although the one now inscribing his emotions certainly achieved a wide popularity, and wore his fig leaves with becoming modesty, he has never since been quite free from an overhanging doubt that the compliments and genial remarks with which he was assailed owed their modulation to an unsubstantial atmosphere of two-edged significance which for a period enveloped all whom he approached; as in the faces of maidens concealed behind fans when he passed, the down-drawn lips and up-raised eyes of those of fuller maturity, the practice in most of his own kind of turning aside, pressing their hands about their middle parts, and bending forward into a swollen attitude devoid of grace, on the spur of a sudden remembrance, and in the auspicious but undeniably embarrassing manner in which all the unfledged ones of the village clustered about his retiring footsteps, saluting him continually as one “James,” upon whom had been conferred the gratifying title of “Sunny.” Thus may the outline of the combat be recounted.

From each opposing group eleven were chosen as a band, and we of our company putting on a robe of distinctive green (while they elected to be regarded as an assemblage of brown crickets), we presently came to a suitable spot where the trial was to be decided. So far this person had reasonably assumed that at a preconcerted signal the contest would begin, all rising into the air together, uttering cries of menace, bounding unceasingly and in every way displaying the dexterity of our proportions. Indeed, in the reasonableness of this expectation it cannot be a matter for reproach to one of the green grass-hoppers — who need not be further indicated — that he had already begun a well-simulated note of challenge to those around clad in brown, and to leap upwards in a preparatory essay, when the ever-alert Sir Philip took him affectionately by the arm, on the plea that the seclusion of a neighbouring pavilion afforded a desirable shade.

Beyond that point it is difficult to convey an accurately grouped and fully spread-out design of the encounter. In itself the scheme and intention of counterfeiting the domestic life and rivalries of two opposing bands of insects was pleasantly conceived, and might have been carried out with harmonious precision, but, after the manner of these remote tribes, the original project had been overshadowed and the purity of the imagination lost beneath a mass of inconsistent detail. To this imperfection must it be laid that when at length this person was recalled from the obscurity of the pagoda and the alluring society of a maiden of the village, to whom he was endeavouring to expound the strategy of the game, and called upon to engage actively in it, he courteously admitted to those who led him forth that he had not the most shadowy-outlined idea of what was required of him.

Nevertheless they bound about his legs a frilled armour, ingeniously fashioned to represent the ribbed leanness of the insect’s shank, encased his hands and feet in covers to a like purpose, and pressing upon him a wooden club indicated that the time had come for him to prove his merit by venturing alone into the midst of the eleven brown adversaries who stood at a distance in poised and expectant attitudes.

Assuredly, benignant one, this sport of contending locusts began, as one approached nearer to it, to wear no more pacific a face than if it had been a carnage of the hurl-headlong or the curved-hook varieties. In such a competition, it occurred to him, how little deference would be paid to this one’s title of “Established Genius,” or how inadequately would he be protected by his undoubted capacity of leaping upwards, and even in a sideway direction, for no matter how vigorously he might propel himself, or how successfully he might endeavour to remain self-sustained in the air, the ill-destined moment could not be long deferred when he must come down again into the midst of the eleven — all doubtless concealing weapons as massive and fatally-destructive as his own. This prospect, to a person of quiescent taste, whose chief delight lay in contemplating the philosophical subtleties of the higher Classics, was in itself devoid of glamour, but with what funereal pigments shall he describe his sinking emotions when one of his own band, approaching him as he went, whispered in his ear, “Look out at this end; they kick up like the very devil. And their man behind the wicket is really smart; if you give him half a chance he’ll have your stumps down before you can say ‘knife.’” Shorn of its uncouth familiarity, this was a charitable warning that they into whose stronghold I was turning my footsteps — perhaps first deceiving my alertness with a proffered friendship — would kick with the ferocity of untamed demons, and that one in particular, whose description, to my added despair, I was unable to retain, was known to possess a formidable knife, with which it was his intention to cut off this person’s legs at the first opportunity, before he could be accused of the act. Truly, “To one whom he would utterly destroy Buddha sends a lucky dream.”

Behind lay the pagoda (though the fact that this one did admittedly turn round for a period need not be too critically dwelt upon), with three tiers of maidens, some already waving their hands as an encouraging token; on each side a barrier of prickly growth inopportunely presented itself, while in front the eleven kicking crickets stood waiting, and among them lurked the one grasping a doubly-edged blade of a highly proficient keenness.

There are occasional moments in the life of a person when he as the inward perception of retiring for a few paces and looking back in order to consider his general appearance and to judge how he is situated with regard to himself, to review his past life in a spirit of judicial severity, to arrange definitely upon a future composed entirely of acts of benevolence, and to examine the working of destiny at large. In such a scrutiny I now began to understand that it would perhaps have been more harmonious to my love of contemplative repose if I had considered the disadvantages closer before venturing into this barbarian region, or, at least, if I had used the occasion profitably to advance an argument tending towards a somewhat fuller allowance of taels from your benevolent sleeve. Our own virtuous and flower-strewn land, it is true, does not possess an immunity from every trifling drawback. The Hoang Ho — to concede specifically the existence of some of these — frequently bursts through its restraining barriers and indiscriminately sweeps away all those who are so ill-advised as to dwell within reach of its malignant influence. From time to time wars and insurrections are found to be necessary, and no matter how morally-intentioned and humanely conducted, they necessarily result in the violation, dismemberment or extirpation of many thousand polite and dispassionate persons who have no concern with either side. Towns are repeatedly consumed by fire, districts scourged by leprosy, and provinces swept by famine. The storms are admittedly more fatal than elsewhere, the thunderbolts larger, more numerous, and all unerringly directed, while the extremities of heat and cold render life really uncongenial for the greater part of each year. The poor, having no money to secure justice, are evilly used, whereas the wealthy, having too much, are assailed legally by the gross and powerful for the purpose of extorting their riches. Robbers and assassins lurk in every cave; vast hoards of pirates blacken the surface of every river; and mandarins of the nine degrees must make a livelihood by some means or other. By day, therefore, it is inadvisable to go forth and encounter human beings, while none but the shallow-headed would risk a meeting with the countless demons and vampires which move by night. To one who has spent many moons among these foreign apparitions the absence of drains, roads, illustrated message-parchments, maidens whose voices may be heard protesting upon ringing a wire, loaves of conflicting dimensions, persons who strive to put their faces upon every advertisement, pens which emit fountains when carried in the pocket, a profusion of make-strong foods, and an Encyclopaedia Mongolia, may undoubtedly be mentioned as constituting a material deficiency. Affairs are not being altogether reputably conducted during the crisis; it can never be quite definitely asserted what the next action of the versatile and high-spirited Dowager Empress will be; and here it is freely contended that the Pure and Immortal Empire is incapable of remaining in one piece for much longer. These, and other inconveniences of a like nature, which the fastidious might distort into actual hardships, have never been denied, yet at no period of the nine thousand years of our civilisation has it been the custom to lure out the unwary, on the plea of an agreeable entertainment, and then to abandon him into the society of eleven club-bearing adversaries, one of whom may be depicted as in the act of imparting an unnecessary polish to the edge of his already preternaturally acute weapon, while those of his own band offer no protection, and three tiers of very richly-dressed maidens encourage him to his fate by refined gestures of approval.

Doubtless this person had unconsciously allowed his inner meditations to carry him away, as it may be expressed, for when he emerged from this strain of reverie it was to discover himself in the chariot-road and — so incongruously may be the actions when the controlling intelligence is withdrawn — even proceeding at a somewhat undignified pace in a direction immediately opposed to an encounter with the brown locusts. From this mortifying position he was happily saved by emerging from these thought-dreams before it was too late to return, and, also, if the detail is not too insignificant to be related, by the fact that certain chosen runners from his own company had reached a point in the road before him, and now stood joining their outstretched arms across the passage and raising gravity-dispelling cries. Smiling acquiescently, therefore, this person returned in their midst, and receiving a new weapon, his own club having been absent-mindedly mislaid, he again set forth warily to the encounter.

Yet in this he did not altogether neglect a discreet prudence. The sympathetic person to whom he was indebted for the pointed allusion had specifically declared that they who used their feet with the desperate savagery of baffled spectres guarded the nearer limits of their position, the intention of his timely hint assuredly being that I should seek to approach from the opposite end, where, doubtless, the more humane and conciliatory grass-hoppers were assembled. Thus guided I now set forth in a widely-circuitous direction, having the point where I meant to open an attack clearly before my eyes, yet seeking to deliver a more effective onslaught by reaching it to some extent unperceived and to this end creeping forward in the protecting shadow of the long grass and untrimmed herbage.

Whether the one already referred to had incapably failed to express his real meaning, or whether he was tremulous by nature and inordinately self-deficient, concerns the narration less than the fact that he had admittedly produced a state of things largely in excess of the actual. There is no longer any serviceable pretext for maintaining that those guarding any point of their position were other than mild and benevolent, while the only edged weapon displayed was one courteously produced to aid this person’s ineffectual struggles to extricate himself when, by some obscure movement, he had most ignobly entangled his pigtail about the claws of his sandal.

Ignorant of this, the true state of things, I was still advancing subtly when one wearing the emblems of our band appeared from among the brown insects and came towards me. “Courage!” I exclaimed in a guarded tone, raising my head cautiously and rejoiced to find that I should not be alone. “Here is one clad in green bearing succour, who will, moreover, obstinately defend his stumps to the last extremity.”

“That’s right,” replied the opportune person agreeably; “we need a few like that. But do get up on your hind legs and come along, there’s a good fellow. You can play at bears in the nursery when we get back, if you want.”

Certainly one can simulate the movements of wild animals in a market-garden if the impersonation is thought to be desirable, yet the reasonable analogy of the saying is elusive in the extreme, and I followed the ally who had thus betrayed my presence with a deep-set misgiving although in the absence of a more trustworthy guide, and in the suspicion that some point of my every ordinary strategy had been inept, I was compelled to mould myself identically into his advice.

Scarcely had he left me, and I was endeavouring to dispel any idea of treachery towards those about by actions of graceful courtesy, when one — unworthy of burial — standing a score of paces distant, (to whom, indeed, this person was at the moment bowing with almost passionate vehemence, inspired by the conviction that he, for his part, was engaged in a like attention,) suddenly cast a missile — which, somewhat double-facedly, he had hitherto held concealed in his closed hand — with undeviating force and accuracy. So unexpected was the movement, so painfully-impressed the vindictive contact, that I should have instinctively seized the offensively-directed object and contemptuously hurled it back again, if the consequence of the blow had not deprived my mind of all retaliatory ambitions. In this emergency was manifested a magnanimous act worthy of the incense of a poem, for a person standing immediately by, seeing how this one was balanced in his emotions, picked up the missile, and although one of the foremost of the opposing band, very obligingly flung it back at the assailant. Even an outcast would not have passed this without a suitable tribute, and turning to him, I was remarking appreciatively that men were not divided by seas and wooden barriers, but by the unchecked and conflicting lusts of the mind, when the unclean and weed-nurtured traitor twenty paces distant, taking a degraded advantage from this person’s attitude, again propelled his weapon with an even more concentrated perfidy than before. At this new outrage every brown cricket shrank from the attitude of alert vigour which hitherto he had maintained, and as though to disassociate themselves from the stain of complicity all crossed over and took up new positions.

Up to this point, majestic head, in order to represent the adventure in its proper sequence, it has been advisable to present the details as they arose before the eyes of a reliable and dispassionate gazer. Now, however, it is no less seemly to declare that this barbarian sport of leaping insects is not so discreditably shallow as it had at first appeared, while in every action there may be found an apt but hidden symbol. Thus the presence of the two green locusts in the midst of others of a dissimilar nature represents the unending strife by which even the most pacific are ever surrounded. The fragile erection of sticks (behind which this person at first sought to defend himself until led into a more exposed position by one garbed in white,) may be regarded as the home and altar, and adequately depicts the hollowness of the protection it affords and the necessity of reliantly emerging to defy an invader rather than lurking discreditably among its recesses. The missile is the equivalent of a precise and immediate danger, the wooden club the natural instinct for defence with which all living creatures are endowed, so that when the peril is for the time driven away the opportunity is at hand for the display of virtuous amusements, the exchanging of hospitality, and the beating of professional drums as we would say. Thus, at the next attack the one sharing the enterprise with me struck the missile so proficiently that its recovery engaged the attention of all our adversaries, and then began to exhibit his powers by running and leaping towards me. Recognising that the actual moment of the display had arrived, this person at once emitted a penetrating cry of concentrated challenge, and also began to leap upwards and about, and with so much energy that the highly achieved limits of his flight surprised even himself.

As for the bystanders, esteemed, those who opposed us, and the members of our own band, although this leaping sportiveness is a competition more regarded and practised among all orders than the pursuit of commercial eminence, or even than the allurements of the sublimest Classics, it may be truly imagined that never before had they witnessed so remarkable a game cricket. From the pagoda a loud cry of wonder acclaimed the dexterity of this person’s efforts; the three tiers of maidens climbed one upon another in their anxiety to lose no detail of the adventure, and outstanders from distant points began to assemble. The brown enemy at once abandoned themselves to a panic, and for the most part cast themselves incapably to the ground, rolling from side to side in an access of emotion; the two arbiters clad in white conferred together, doubtless on the uselessness of further contest, while the ally who had summoned me to take a part instead of being encouraged to display his agility in a like manner continued to run slavishly from point to point, while I overcame the distances in a series of inspired bounds.

In the meanwhile the sounds of encouragement from the ever-increasing multitude grew like the falling of a sudden coast storm among the ripe leaves of a tea-plantation, and with them the voices of many calling upon my name and inciting me to further and even higher achievements reached my ears. Not to grow small in the eyes of these estimable persons I continued in my flight, and abandoning all set movements and limits, I began to traverse the field in every direction, becoming more proficient with each effort, imparting to myself a sideway and even backward motion while yet in the upper spaces, remaining poised for an appreciable period, and lightly, yet with graceful ease, avoiding the embraces of those who would have detained me. Undoubtedly I could have maintained this supremacy until our band might justly have claimed the reward, had not the flattering cries of approval caused an indiscreet mistake, for the alarm being spread in the village that a conflagration of imposing ferocity was raging, an ornamental chariot conveying a band of warriors clad in brass armour presently entered into the strife, and discovering no fire to occupy their charitable energies they misguidedly honoured this offensive person by propelling a solid column of the purest and most refreshing water against his ignoble body when at the point of his highest flight. This introduction of a thunderbolt into the everyday life of an insect must be of questionable authenticity, yet not feeling sufficiently instructed in the lesser details of the sportiveness to challenge the device, I suffered myself to be led towards the pavilion with no more struggling than enough to remove the ignominy of an unresisting surrender, pleasantly remarking to those who bore me along that to a person of philosophical poise the written destiny was as apparent in the falling leaf as in the rising sun, pointing the saying thus: “Although the Desert of Shan-tz is boundless, and mankind number a million million, yet in it Li-hing encountered his mother-in-law.” Changing to meet another of our company setting forth with a club to make the venture, I was permitted for a moment to engage him; whereupon thrusting into his hand a leather charm against ill-directed efforts, and instructing him to bind it about his head, I encouraged him with the imperishable watch-word of the Emperor Tsin Su, “The stars are indeed small, but their light carries as far as that of the full moon.”

At the steps of the pagoda so great was the throng of those who would have overwhelmed me with their gracious attention, that had not this person’s neck become practically automatic by ceaseless use of late, he would have been utterly unequal to the emergency. As it was, he could only bestow a superficial hand-wave upon a company of gold-embroidered musicians who greeted his return with appropriate melody, and a glance of well-indicated regret that he had no fuller means of conveying his complicated emotions, in the direction of the uppermost tier of maidens. Then the awaiting Sir Philip took him firmly towards the inner part of the pavilion, and announced, so adroitly and with such high-spirited vigour had this one maintained the conflict, that it had been resolutely agreed on all sides not to make a test of his competence any further.

Thereupon a band of very sumptuously arrayed nymphs drew near with offerings of liquid fat and a variety of crimson fruit, which it is customary to grind together on the platter — unapproachable in the result, certainly, yet incredibly elusive to the unwary in the manner of bruising, and practically ineradicable upon the more delicate shades of silk garment. In such a situation the one who is now relating the various incidents of the day may be imagined by a broad-minded and affectionate sire: partaking of this native fruit and oil, and from time to time expressing his insatiable anguish that he continually fails to become more proficient in controlling the oblique movements of the viands, while the less successful crickets are constrained to persevere in the combat, and the ever-present note of evasive purport is raised by a voice from behind a screen exclaiming, “Out afore? That he may have been, but do he think we was a-going to give he out afore? No, maaster, us doant a-have a circus every day hereabouts.”

Thus may this imagination of competitive locusts be set forth to the end. If a fuller proof of what an unostentatious self-effacement hesitates to enlarge upon were required, it might be found in the barbarian printed leaf, for the next day this person saw a public record of the strife, in which his own name was followed by a numerical emblem signifying that he had not stumbled or proved incompetent in any one particular. Sir Philip, I beheld with pained surprise, had obtusely suffered himself to be caught out in the committal of fifty-nine set offences.

With a not unnatural anticipation that, as a result of this painstaking description, this person will find two well-equipped camps of contending locusts in Yuen-ping on his return.

KONG HO.


LETTER XII
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CONCERNING THE OBVIOUS misunderstanding which has entwined

itself about a revered parent’s faculties of passionless

discrimination. The all-water disportment and the two, of

different sexes, who after regarding me conflictingly from

the beginning, ended in a like but inverted manner.

VENERATED SIRE, — Your gem-adorned letter containing a thousand burnished words of profuse reproach has entered my diminished soul in the form of an equal number of rusty barbs. Can it be that the incapable person whom, as you truly say, you sent, “to observe the philosophical subtleties of the barbarians, to study their dynastical records and to associate liberally with the venerable and dignified,” has, in your own unapproachable felicity of ceremonial expression, “according to a discreet whisper from many sources, chiefly affected the society of tea-house maidens, the immature of both sexes, doubtful characters of all classes, and criminals awaiting trial; has evinced an unswerving affinity towards light amusement and entertainments of a no-class kind; and in place of a wise aloofness, befitting a wearer of the third Gold Button and the Horn Belt-clasp, in situations of critical perplexity, seems by his own ingenuous showing to have maintained an unparalleled aptitude for behaving either with the crystalline simplicity of a Kan-su earth-tiller, or the misplaced buffoonery of a seventh-grade body-writher taking the least significant part in an ill-equipped Swatow one-cash Hall of Varied Melodies.” Assuredly, if your striking and well-chosen metaphors were not more unbalanced than the ungainly attitude of a one-legged hunchback crossing a raging torrent by means of a slippery plank on a stormy night, they would cause the very acutest bitterness to the throat of a dutiful and always high-stepping son. There is an apt saying, however, “A quarrel between two soldiers in the market-place becomes a rebellion in the outskirts,” and when this person remembers that many thousand li of mixed elements flow between him and his usually correct and dispassionate sire, he is impelled to take a mild and tolerant attitude towards the momentary injustice brought about by the weakness of approaching old age, the vile-intentioned mendacity of outcasts envious of the House of Kong, and, perchance, the irritation brought on by a too lavish indulgence in your favourite dish of stewed mouse.

Having thus re-established himself in the clear-sighted affection of an ever mild and perfect father, and cleansed the ground of all possible misunderstandings in the future, this person will concede the fact that, not to stand beneath the faintest shadow of an implied blemish in your sympathetic eyes, he had no sooner understood the attitude in which he had been presented than he at once plunged into the virtuous society of a band of the sombre and benevolent.

These, so far as his intelligence enables him to grasp the position, may be reasonably accepted as the barbarian equivalent of those very high-minded persons who in our land devote their whole lives secretly to killing others whom they consider the chief deities do not really approve of; for although they are not permitted here, either by written law or by accepted custom, to perform these meritorious actions, they are so intimately initiated into the minds and councils of the Upper Ones that they are able to pronounce very severe judgments of torture — a much heavier penalty than merely being assassinated — upon all who remain outside their league. As some of the most objurgatory of these alliances do not number more than a score of persons, it is inevitable that the ultimate condition of the whole barbarian people must be hazardous in the extreme.

Having associated myself with this class sufficiently to escape their vindictive pronouncements, and freely professed an unswerving adherence to their rites, I next sought out the priests of other altars, intending by a seemly avowal to each in turn to safeguard my future existence effectually. This I soon discovered to be beyond the capacity of an ordinary lifetime, for whereas we, with four hundred million subjects find three religions to be sufficient to meet every emergency, these irresolute island children, although numbering us only as one to ten, vacillate among three hundred; and even amid this profusion it is asserted that most of the barbarians are unable to find any temple exactly conforming to their requirements, and after writing to the paper to announce the fact, abandon the search in despair.

It was while I was becoming proficient in the inner subtleties of one of these orders — they who drink water on all occasions and wear a badge — that a maiden of some authority among them besought my aid for the purpose of amusing a band which she was desirous of propitiating into the adoption of this badge. It is possible that in the immature confidence of former letters this person may already have alluded to certain maidens with words of courteous esteem, but it is now necessary to admit finally that in the presence of this same Helena they would all appear as an uninviting growth of stunted and deformed poppies surrounding a luxuriant chrysanthemum. At the presumptuous thought of describing her illimitable excellences my fingers become claw-like in their confessed inadequacy to hold a sufficiently upright brush; yet without undue confidence it may be set down that her hands resembled the two wings of a mandarin drake in their symmetrical and changing motion, her hair as light and radiant-pointed as the translucent incense cloud floating before the golden Buddha of Shan-Si, thin white satin stretched tightly upon polished agate only faintly comparable to her jade cheeks, while her eyes were more unfathomable than the crystal waters of the Keng-kiang, and within their depths her pure and magnanimous thoughts could be dimly seen to glide like the gold and silver carp beneath the sacred river.

When this insurpassable being approached me with the flattering petition already alluded to, my gratified emotions clashed together uncontrollably with the internal feeling of many volcanoes in movement, and my organs of expression became so entangled at the condescension of her melodious voice being directly addressed to one so degraded, that for several minutes I was incapable of further acquiescence than that conveyed by an adoring silence and an unchanging smile. No formality appeared worthy to greet her by, no expression of self-contempt sufficiently offensive to convey to her enlightenment my own sense of a manifold inferiority, and doubtless I should have remained in a transfixed attitude until she had at length turned aside, had not your seasonable reference to a Swatow limb-contorter struck me heavily and abruptly turned off the source of my agreement. Might not this all-water entertainment, it occurred to this one, consist in enticing him to drink a potion made unsuspectedly hot, in projecting him backwards into a vat of the same liquid, or some similar device for the pleasurable amusement of those around, which would come within the boundaries of your refined disapproval? As one by himself there was no indignity that this person would not cheerfully have submitted to, but the inexorable cords of an ingrained filial regard suddenly pulled him sideways and into another direction.

“But, Mr. Kong,” exclaimed the bee-lipped maiden, when I had explained (as being less involved to her imagination,) that I was under a vow, “we have been relying upon you. Could you not” — and here she dropped her eyes and picked them up again with a fluttering motion which our lesser ones are, to an all-wise end, quite unacquainted with— “could you not unvow yourself for one night, just to please ME?”

At these words, the illuminated proficiency of her glance, and her honourable resolution to implicate me in the display by head or feet, the ever-revered image of a just and obedience-loving father ceased to have any further tangible influence. Let it be remembered that there is a deep saying, “A virtuous woman will cause more evil than ten river pirates.” As for the person who is recording his incompetence, the room and all those about began to engulf him in an ever-increasing circular motion, his knees vibrated together with unrestrained pliancy, and concentrating his voice to indicate by the allegory some faint measure of his emotion, he replied passionately, “Let the amusement referred to take the form of sitting in a boiling cauldron exposed to the derision of all beholders, this one will now enter it wearing yellow silk trousers.”

It is characteristic of these illogical out-countries that the all-water diversion did not, as a matter to record, concern itself with that liquid in any detail, beyond the contents of a glass vessel from which a venerable person, who occupied a raised chair, continually partook. This discriminating individual spoke so confidently of the beneficial action of the fluid, and so unswervingly described my own feelings at the moment — as of head giddiness, an inexactitude of speech, and no clear definition of where the next step would be arrived at — as the common lot of all who did not consume regularly, that when that same Helena had passed on to speak to another, I left the hall unobserved and drank successive portions, in each case, as the night was cold, prudently adding a measure of the native rice spirit. His advice had been well-directed, for with the fourth portion I suddenly found all doubtful and oppressive visions withdrawn, and a new and exhilarating self-confidence raised in their place. In this agreeable temper I returned to the place of meeting to find a priest of one of the lesser orders relating a circumstance whereby he had encountered a wild maiden in the woods, who had steadfastly persisted that she was one of a band of seven (this being the luckiest protective number among the superstitious). Though unable to cause their appearance, she had gone through a most precise examination at his hands without deviating in the slightest particular, whereupon distrusting the outcome of the strife, the person who was relating the adventure had withdrawn breathless.

When this versatile lesser priest had finished the narration, and the applause, which clearly showed that those present approved of the solitary maiden’s discreet stratagem, had ceased, the one who occupied the central platform, rising, exclaimed loudly, “Mr. Kong will next favour us with a contribution, which will consist, I am informed, of a Chinese tale.”

Now there chanced to be present a certain one who had already become offensive to me by the systematic dexterity with which he had planted his inopportune shadow between the sublime-souled Helena and any other who made a movement to approach her heaven-dowered outline. When this presumptuous and ill-nurtured outcast, who was, indeed, then seated by the side of the enchanting maiden last referred to, heard the announcement he said in a voice feigned to reach her peach-skin ear alone, yet intentionally so modulated as to penetrate the furthest limit of the room, “A Chinese tale! Why, assuredly, that must be a pig-tail.” At this unseemly shaft many of those present allowed themselves to become immoderately amused, and even the goat-like sage who had called upon my name concealed his face behind an open hand, but the amiably-disposed Helena, after looking at the undiscriminating youth coldly for a moment, deliberately rose and moved to a vacant spot at a distance. Encouraged by this fragrant act of sympathy I replied with a polite bow to indicate the position, “On the contrary, the story which it is now my presumptuous intention to relate will contain no reference whatever to the carefully-got-up one occupying two empty seats in the front row,” and without further introduction began the history of Kao and his three brothers, to which I had added the title, “The Three Gifts.”

At the conclusion of this classical example of the snares ever lying around the footsteps of the impious, I perceived that the jocular stripling, whom I had so delicately reproved, was no longer present. Doubtless he had been unable to remain in the same room with the commanding Helena’s high-spirited indignation, and anticipating that in consequence there would now be no obstacle to her full-faced benignity, I drew near with an appropriate smile.

It is somewhere officially recorded, “There is only one man who knew with accurate certainty what a maiden’s next attitude would be, and he died young of surprise.” As I approached I had the sensation of passing into so severe an atmosphere of rigid disfavour, that the ingratiating lines upon my face became frozen in its intensity, despite the ineptness of their expression. Unable to penetrate the cause of my offence, I made a variety of agreeable remarks, until finding that nothing tended towards a becoming reconciliation, I gradually withdrew in despair, and again turned my face in the direction of that same accommodation which I had already found beneath the sign of an Encompassed Goat. Here, by the sarcasm of destiny, I encountered the person who had drawn the slighting analogy between this one’s pig-tail and his ability as a story-teller. For a brief space of time the ultimate development of the venture was doubtfully poised, but recognising in each other’s features the overhanging cloud of an allied pang, the one before me expressed a becoming contrition for the jest, together with a proffered cup. Not to appear out-classed I replied in a suitable vein, involving the supply of more vessels; whereupon there succeeded many more vessels, called for both singly and in harmonious unison, and the reappearance of numerous bright images, accompanied by a universal scintillation of meteor-like iridescence. In this genial and greatly-enlarged spirit we returned affably together to the hall, and entered unperceived at the moment when the one who made the announcements was crying aloud, “According to the programme the next item should have been a Chinese poem, but as Mr. Kong Ho appears to have left the building, we shall pass him over—”

“What Ho?” exclaimed the somewhat impetuous one by my side, stepping forward indignantly and mounting the platform in his affectionate zeal. “No one shall pass over my old and valued friend — this Ho — while I have a paw to raise. Step forward, Mandarin, and let them behold the inventor and sole user of the justly far-famed G. R. Ko-Ho hair restorer — sent in five guinea bottles to any address on receipt of four penny stamps — as he appeared in his celebrated impersonation of the human-faced Swan at Doll and Edgar’s. Come on, oh, Ho!”

“Assuredly,” I replied, striving to follow him, “yet with the wary greeting, ‘Slowly, slowly; walk slowly,’ engraved upon my mind, for the barrier of these convoluted stairs—” but at this word a band of maidens passed out hastily, and in the tumult I reached the dais and began Weng Chi’s immortal verses, entitled “The Meandering Flight,” which had occupied me three complete days and nights in the detail of rendering the allusions into well-balanced similitudes and at the same time preserving the skilful evasion of all conventional rules which raises the original to so sublime a height.

The voice of one singing at the dawn;

The seven harmonious colours in the sky;

The meeting by the fountain;

The exchange of gifts, and the sound of the processional drum;

The emotion of satisfaction in each created being;

This is the all-prominent indication of the Spring.



The general disinclination to engage in laborious tasks;

The general readiness to consume voluminous potions on any

pretext.

The deserted appearance of the city and the absence of the

come-in motion at every door;

The sportiveness of maidens, and even those of maturer age,

ethereally clad, upon the shore.

The avowed willingness of merchants to dispose of their wares

for half the original sum.

This undoubtedly is the Summer.



The yellow tea leaf circling as it falls;

The futile wheeling of the storm-tossed swan;

The note of the marble lute at evening by the pool;

The immobile cypress seen against the sun.

The unnecessarily difficult examination paper.

All these things are suggestive of the Autumn.



The growing attraction of a well-lined couch.

The obsequious demeanour of message-bearers, charioteers, and

the club-armed keepers of peace.

The explosion of innumerable fire-crackers round the convivial

shines,

The gathering together of relations who at all other times

shun each other markedly.

The obtrusive recollection of a great many things contrary to

a spoken vow, and the inflexible purpose to be more

resolute in future.

These in turn invariably attend each Winter.

It certainly had not presented itself to me before that the words “invariably attend” are ill-chosen, but as I would have uttered them their inelegance became plain, and this person made eight conscientious attempts to soften down their harsh modulation by various interchanges. He was still persevering hopefully when he of chief authority approached and requested that the one who was thus employed and that same other would leave the hall tranquilly, as the all-water entertainment was at an end, and an attending slave was in readiness to extinguish the lanterns.

“Yet,” I protested unassumingly, “that which has so far been expressed is only in the semblance of an introductory ode. There follow—”

“You must not argue with the Chair,” exclaimed another interposing his voice. “Whatever the Chair rules must be accepted.”

“The innuendo is flat-witted,” I replied with imperturbable dignity, but still retaining my hold upon the rail. “When this person so far loses his sense of proportion as to contend with an irrational object, devoid of faculties, let the barb be cast. After that introduction dealing with the four seasons, the twelve gong-strokes of the day are reviewed in a like fashion. These in turn give place to the days of the month, then the moons of the year, and finally the years of the cycle.”

“That’s fair,” exclaimed the perverse though well-meaning youth, whom I was beginning to recognise as the cause of some misunderstanding among us. “If you don’t want any more of his poem — and I don’t blame you — my pal Ho, who is one of the popular Flip-Flap Troupe, offers to do some trick cycle-riding on his ears. What more can you expect?”

“We expect a policeman very soon,” replied another severely. “He has already been sent for.”

“In that case,” said the one who had so persistently claimed me as an ally, “perhaps I can do you a service by directing him here”; and leaving this person to extricate himself by means of a reassuring silence and some of the larger silver pieces of the Island, he vanished hastily.

With some doubt whether or not this deviation into the society of the professedly virtuous, ending as it admittedly does in an involvement, may not be deemed ill-starred; yet hopeful.

KONG HO.

THE THREE GIFTS



Related by Kong Ho on the occasion of the all-water

disportment, under the circumstances previously set forth.

BEYOND the limits of the township of Yang-chow there dwelt a rich astrologer named Wei. Reading by his skilful interpretation of the planets that he would shortly Pass Above, he called his sons Chu, Shan, and Hing to his side and distributed his wealth impartially among them. To Chu he gave his house containing a gold couch; to Shan a river with a boat; to Hing a field in which grew a prolific orange-tree. “Thus provided for,” he continued, “you will be able to live together in comfort, the resources of each supplying the wants of the others in addition to his own requirements. Therefore when I have departed let it be your first care to sacrifice everything else I leave, so that I also, in the Upper Air, may not be left destitute.”

Now in addition to these three sons Wei also had another, the youngest, but one of so docile, respectful, and self-effacing a disposition that he was frequently overlooked to the advantage of his subtle, ambitious, and ingratiating brothers. This youth, Kao, thinking that the occasion certainly called for a momentary relaxation of his usual diffidence, now approached his father modestly, and begged that he also might be included to some trivial degree in his bounty.

This reasonable petition involved Wei in an embarrassing perplexity. Although he had forgotten Kao completely in the division, he had now definitely concluded the arrangement; nor, to his failing powers, did it appear possible to make a just allotment on any other lines. “How can a person profitably cut up an orange-tree, a boat, an inlaid couch, or a house?” he demanded. “Who can divide a flowing river, or what but unending strife can arise from regarding an open field in anything but its entirety? Assuredly six cohesive objects cannot be apportioned between four persons.” Yet he could not evade the justice of Kao’s implied rebuke, so drawing to his side a jade cabinet he opened it, and from among the contents he selected an ebony staff, a paper umbrella, and a fan inscribed with a mystical sentence. These three objects he placed in Kao’s hands, and with his last breath signified that he should use them discreetly as the necessity arose.

When the funeral ceremonies were over, Chu, Shan, and Hing came together, and soon moulded their covetous thoughts into an agreed conspiracy. “Of what avail would be a boat or a river if this person sacrificed the nets and appliances by which the fish are ensnared?” asked Shan. “How little profit would lie in an orange-tree and a field without cattle and the implements of husbandry!” cried Hing. “One cannot occupy a gold couch in an empty house both by day and night,” remarked Chu stubbornly. “How inadequate, therefore, would such a provision be for three.”

When Kao understood that his three brothers had resolved to act in this outrageous manner he did not hesitate to reproach them; but not being able to contend against him honourably, they met him with ridicule. “Do not attempt to rule us with your wooden staff,” they cried contemptuously. “Sacrifice IT if your inside is really sincere. And, in the meanwhile, go and sit under your paper umbrella and wield your inscribed fan, while we attend to our couch, our boat, and our orange-tree.”

“Truly,” thought Kao to himself when they had departed, “their words were irrationally offensive, but among them there may stand out a pointed edge. Our magnanimous father is now bereft of both comforts and necessities, and although an ebony rod is certainly not much in the circumstances, if this person is really humanely-intentioned he will not withhold it.” With this charitable design Kao build a fire before the couch (being desirous, out of his forgiving nature, to associate his eldest brother in the offering), and without hesitation sacrificed the most substantial of his three possessions.

It here becomes necessary to explain that in addition to being an expert astrologer, Wei was a far-seeing magician. The rod of unimpressionable solidity was in reality a charm against decay, and its hidden virtues being thus destroyed, a contrary state of things naturally arose, so that the next morning it was found that during the night the gold couch had crumbled away into a worthless dust.

Even this manifestation did not move the three brothers, although the geniality of Shan and Hing’s countenances froze somewhat towards Chu. Nevertheless Chu still possessed a house, and by pointing out that they could live as luxuriantly as before on the resources of the river and the field and the tree, he succeeded in maintaining his position among them.

After seven days Kao reflected again. “This avaricious person still has two objects, both of which he owes to his revered father’s imperishable influence,” he admitted conscience-stricken, “while the being in question has only one.” Without delay he took the paper umbrella and ceremoniously burned it, scattering the ashes this time upon Shan’s river. Like the rod the umbrella also possessed secret virtues, its particular excellence being a curse against clouds, wind demons, thunderbolts and the like, so that during the night a great storm raged, and by the morning Shan’s boat had been washed away.

This new calamity found the three brothers more obstinately perverse than ever. It cannot be denied that Hing would have withdrawn from the guilty confederacy, but they were as two to one, and prevailed, pointing out that the house still afforded shelter, the river yielded some of the simpler and inferior fish which could be captured from the banks, and the fruitfulness of the orange-tree was undiminished.

At the end of seven more days Kao became afflicted with doubt. “There is no such thing as a fixed proportion or a set reckoning between a dutiful son and an embarrassed sire,” he confessed penitently. “How incredibly profane has been this person’s behaviour in not seeing the obligation in its unswerving necessity before.” With this scrupulous resolve Kao took his last possession, and carrying it into the field he consumed it with fire beneath Hing’s orange-tree. The fan, in turn, also had hidden properties, its written sentence being a spell against drought, hot winds, and the demons which suck the nourishment from all crops. In consequence of the act these forces were called into action, and before another day Hing’s tree had withered away.

It is said with reason, “During the earthquake men speak the truth.” At this last disaster the impious fortitude of the three brothers suddenly gave way, and cheerfully admitting their mistake, each committed suicide, Chu disembowelling himself among the ashes of his couch, Shan sinking beneath the waters of his river, and Hing hanging by a rope among the branches of his own effete orange-tree.

When they had thus fittingly atoned for their faults the imprecation was lifted from off their possessions. The couch was restored by magic art to its former condition, the boat was returned by a justice-loving person into whose hands it had fallen lower down the river, and the orange-tree put out new branches. Kao therefore passed into an undiminished inheritance. He married three wives, to commemorate the number of his brothers, and had three sons, whom he called Chu, Shan, and Hing, for a like purpose. These three all attained to high office in the State, and by their enlightened morals succeeded in wiping all the discreditable references to others bearing the same names from off the domestic tablets.

From this story it will be seen that by acting virtuously, yet with an observing discretion, on all occasions, it is generally possible not only to rise to an assured position, but at the same time unsuspectedly to involve those who stand in our way in a just destruction.


LETTER XIII
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CONCERNING A STATE of necessity; the arisings engendered

thereby, and the turned-away face of those ruling the

literary quarter of the city towards one possessing a style.

This foreign manner of feigning representations, and

concerning my dignified portrayal of two.

VENERATED SIRE, — It is now more than three thousand years ago that the sublime moralist Tcheng How, on being condemned by a resentful official to a lengthy imprisonment in a very inadequate oil jar, imperturbably replied, “As the snail fits his impliant shell, so can the wise adapt themselves to any necessity,” and at once coiled himself up in the restricted space with unsuspected agility. In times of adversity this incomparable reply has often shone as a steadfast lantern before my feet, but recently it struck my senses with a heavier force, for upon presenting myself on the last occasion at the place of exchange frequented by those who hitherto have carried out your spoken promise with obliging exactitude, and at certain stated intervals freely granted to this person a sufficiency of pieces of gold, merely requiring in return an inscribed and signet-bearing record of the fact, I was received with no diminution of sympathetic urbanity, indeed, but with hands quite devoid of outstretched fulness.

In a small inner chamber, to which I was led upon uttering courteous protests, one of solitary authority explained how the deficiency had arisen, but owing to the skill with which he entwined the most intricate terms in unbroken fluency, the only impression left upon my superficial mind was, that the person before me was imputing the scheme for my despoilment less to any mercenary instinct on the part of his confederates, than to a want of timely precision maintained by one who seemed to bear an agreeable-sounding name somewhat similar to your own, and who, from the difficulty of reaching his immediate ear, might be regarded as dwelling in a distant land. Encouraged by this conciliatory profession (and seeing no likelihood of gaining my end otherwise), I thereupon declared my willingness that the difference lying between us should be submitted to the pronouncement of dispassionate omens, either passing birds, flat and round sticks, the seeds of two oranges, wood and fire, water poured out upon the ground or any equally reliable sign as he himself might decide. However, in spite of his honourable assurances, he was doubtless more deeply implicated in the adventure than he would admit, for at this scrupulous proposal the benignant mask of his expression receded abruptly, and, striking a hidden bell, he waved his hands and stood up to signify that further justice was denied me.

In this manner a state of destitution calling for the fullest acceptance of Tcheng How’s impassive philosophy was created, nor had many hours faded before the first insidious temptation to depart from his uncompromising acquiescence presented itself.

At that time there was no one in whom I reposed a larger-sized piece of confidence (in no way involving sums of money,) than one officially styled William Beveledge Greyson, although, profiting by our own custom, it is unusual for those really intimate with his society to address him fully, unless the occasion should be one of marked ceremony. Forming a resolution, I now approached this obliging person, and revealing to him the cause of the emergency, I prayed that he would advise me, as one abandoned on a strange Island, by what handicraft or exercise of skill I might the readiest secure for the time a frugal competence.

“Why, look here, aged man,” at once replied the lavish William Greyson, “don’t worry yourself about that. I can easily let you have a few pounds to tide you over. You will probably hear from the bank in the course of a few days or weeks, and it’s hardly worth while doing anything eccentric in the meantime.”

At this delicately-worded proposal I was about to shake hands with myself in agreement, when the memory of Tcheng How’s resolute submission again possessed me, and seeing that this would be an unworthy betrayal of destiny I turned aside the action, and replying evasively that the world was too small to hold himself and another equally magnanimous, I again sought his advice.

“Now what silly upside-down idea is it that you’ve got into that Chinese puzzle you call your head, Kong?” he replied; for this same William was one who habitually gilded unpalatable truths into the semblance of a flattering jest. “Whenever you turn off what you are saying into a willow-pattern compliment and bow seventeen times like an animated mandarin, I know that you are keeping something back. Be a man and a brother, and out with it,” and he struck me heavily upon the left shoulder, which among the barbarians is a proof of cordiality to be esteemed much above the mere wagging of each other’s hands.

“In the matter of guidance,” I replied, “this person is ready to sit unreservedly on your well-polished feet. But touching the borrowing of money, obligations to restore with an added sum after a certain period, initial-bearing papers of doubtful import, and the like, I have read too deeply the pointed records of your own printed sheets not to prefer an existence devoted to the scraping together of dust at the street corners, rather than a momentary affluence which in the end would betray me into the tiger-like voracity of a native money-lender.”

“Well, you do me proud, Kong,” said William Beveledge, after regarding me fixedly for a moment. “If I didn’t remember that you are a flat-faced, slant-eyed, top-side-under, pig-tailed old heathen, I should be really annoyed at your unwarrantable personalities. Do you take ME for what you call a ‘native money-lender’?”

“The pronouncements of destiny are written in iron,” I replied inoffensively, “and it is as truly said that one fated to end his life in a cave cannot live for ever on the top of a pagoda. Undoubtedly as one born and residing here you are native, and as inexorably it succeeds that if you lend me pieces of gold you become a money-lender. Therefore, though honourably inspired at the first, you would equally be drawn into the entanglement of circumstance, and the unevadible end must inevitably be that against which your printed papers consistently warn one.”

“And what is that?” asked Beveledge Greyson, still regarding me closely, as though I were a creature of another part.

“At first,” I replied, “there would be an alluring snare of graceful words, tea, and the consuming of paper-rolled herbs, and the matter would be lightly spoken of as capable of an easy adjustment; which, indeed, it cannot be denied, is how the detail stands at present. The next position would be that this person, finding himself unable to gather together the equivalent of return within the stated time, would greet you with a very supple neck and pray for a further extension, which would be permitted on the understanding that in the event of failure his garments and personal charms should be held in bondage. To escape so humiliating a necessity, as the time drew near I would address myself to another, one calling himself William, perchance, and dwelling in a northern province, to whom I would be compelled to assign my peach-orchard at Yuen-ping. Then by varying degrees of infamy I would in turn be driven to visit a certain Bevel of the Middle Lands, a person Edge carrying on his insatiable traffic on the southern coast, one Grey elsewhere, and a Mr. Son, of the west, who might make an honourable profession of lending money without any security whatever, but who in the end would possess himself of my ancestral tablets, wives, and inlaid coffin, and probably also obtain a lien upon my services and prosperity in the Upper Air. Then, when I had parted from all comfort in this life, and every hope of affluence in the Beyond, it would presently be disclosed that all these were in reality as one person who had unceasingly plotted to my destruction, and William Beveledge Greyson would stand revealed in the guise of a malevolent vampire. Truly that development has at this moment an appearance of unreality, and worthy even of pooh-pooh, but thus is the warning spread by your own printed papers and the records of your Halls of Justice, and it would be an unseemly presumption for one of my immature experience to ignore the outstretched and warning finger of authority.”

“Well, Kong,” he said at length, after considering my words attentively, “I always thought that your mental outlook was a hash of Black Art, paper lanterns, blank verse, twilight, and delirium tremens, but hang me if you aren’t sound on finance, and I only wish that you’d get some of my friends to look at the matter of borrowing in your own reasonable, broad-minded light. The question is, what next?”

I replied that I leaned heavily against his sagacious insight, adding, however, that even among a nation of barbarians one who could repeat the three hundred and eleven poems comprising the Book of Odes from beginning to end, and claim the degree “Assured Genius” would ever be certain of a place.

“Yes,” replied William Greyson,— “in the workhouse. Put your degree in your inside pocket, Kong, and don’t mention it. You’ll have far more chance as a distressed mariner. The casual wards are full of B.A.’s, but the navy can’t get enough A.B.’s at any price. What do you say to an organ, by the way? Mysterious musicians generally go down well, and I dare say there’s room for a change from veiled ladies, persecuted captains and indigent earls. You ought to make a sensation.”

“Is it in the nature of melodious sounds upon winding a handle?” I asked, not at the moment grasping with certainty to what organ he referred.

“Well, some call them that,” he admitted, “others don’t. I suppose, now, you wouldn’t care to walk to Brighton with your feet tied together, or your hair in curl papers, and then get on at a music hall? Or would there be any chance of your Legation kidnapping you if it was properly worked? ‘Kong Ho, the great Chinese Reformer, tells the Story of his Life,’ — there ought to be money in it. Are you a reformer or the leader of a secret society, Kong?”

“On the contrary,” I replied, “we of our Line have ever been unflinching in our loyalty to the dynasty of Tsing.”

“You ought to have known better, then. It’s a poor business being that in your country nowadays. Pity there are no bye-elections on the African Labour Question, or you’d be snapped up for a procession.”

To this I replied that although the idea of moving in a processional triumph would readily ensnare the minds of the light and fantastic, I should prefer some more literary occupation, submissively adding that in such a case I would not stiffen my joints against the most menial lot, even that of blending my voice in a laudatory chorus, or of carrying official pronouncements about the walls of the city, for it is said with justice, “The starving man does not peel his melon, nor do the parched first wipe round the edges of the proffered cup.”

“If you’ve set your mind on something literary,” said Beveledge confidently, “you have every chance of finishing up in a chorus or carrying printed placards about the streets, certainly. When it comes to that, look me up in Eastcheap.” With this encouraging assurance of my ultimate success he left me, and rejoicing that I had not fallen into the snare of opposing a written destiny, I sought the literary quarters of the city.

When this person has been able to write of any custom or facet of existence here in a strain of conscientious esteem, he has not hesitated to dip his brush deeply into the inkpot. Reverting backwards, this barbarian enactment of not permitting those who from any cause have decided upon spending the night in a philosophical abstraction to repose upon the public seats about the swards and open spaces is not conceived in a mood of affable toleration. Nevertheless there are deserted places beyond the furthest limits of the city where a more amiable full-face is shown. On the eleventh day of this one’s determination to sustain himself by the exercise of his literary style, he was journeying about sunset towards one of these spots, subduing the grosser instincts of mankind by reviewing the wisdom of the sublime Lao Ch’un, who decided that heat and cold, pain and fatigue, and mental distress, have no real existence, and are therefore amenable to logical disproof, while the cravings of hunger and thirst are merely the superfluous attributes of a former and lower state of existence, when a passer-by, who for some distance had been alternately advancing before and remaining behind, matched his footsteps into mine.

“Whichee way walk-go, John, eh?” said this unfortunate being, who appeared to be suffering from a laborious deformity of speech. “Allee samee load me. Chin-chin.”

Filled with compassion for one who evidently found himself alone in a strange land, in the absence of his more highly-accomplished companion, unable to indicate his wants and requirements to those about him, I regretfully admitted that I had not chanced to encounter that John whose wandering footsteps he sought; and to indicate, by not leaving him abruptly, that I maintained a sympathetic concern over his welfare, I pointed out to him the exceptional brilliance of the approaching night, adding that I myself was then directing a course towards a certain spacious Heath, a few li distant in the north.

“Sing-dance tomollow, then?” he said, with a condensed air of general disappointment. “Chop-chop in a pay look-see show on Ham — Hamstl — oh damme! on ‘Ampstead ‘Eath? Booked up, eh, John?”

Gradually convinced that it was becoming necessary to readjust the significance of the incident, I replied that I had no intention of partaking of chops or food of any variety in an erected tent, but merely of passing the night in an intellectual seclusion.

“Oh,” said the one who was walking by my side, regarding my garments with engaging attention, and at the same time appearing to regain an unruffled speech as though the other had been an assumed device, “I understand — the Blue Sky Hotel. Well, I’ve stayed there once or twice myself. A bit down on your uppers, eh?”

“Assuredly this person may perchance lay his upper parts down for a short space of time,” I admitted, when I had traced out the symbolism of the words. “As it is humanely written in The Books, ‘Sleep and suicide are the free refuges equally of the innocent and the guilty.’”

“Oh, come now, don’t,” exclaimed the energetic person, striking himself together by means of his two hands. “It’s sinful to talk about suicide the day before bank holiday. Why, my only Somali warrior has vamoosed with his full make-up, and the Magnetic Girl too, and I never thought of suicide — only whether to turn my old woman into a Veiled Beauty of the Harem or a Hairy Lama from Tibet.”

Not absolutely grasping the emergency, yet in a spirit of inoffensive cordiality I remarked that the alternative was insufferably perplexing, while he continued.

“Then I spotted you, and in a flash I got an idea that ought to take and turn out really great if you’ll come in. Now follow this: Missionary’s tent in the wilds of Pekin. Domestic interior by lamp-light. Missionary (me) reading evening paper; missionary’s wife (the missus) making tea, and between times singing to keep the small pet goat quiet (small goat, a pillow, horsecloth, and pocket-handkerchief). Breaks down singing, sobs, and says she feels a strange all-over presentiment. Missionary admits being a bit fluffed himself, and lets out about a notice signed in blood that he’s seen in the city.”

“Carried upon a pole?” this person demanded, feeling that something of a literary nature might yet be wrested into the incident.

“On a flagstaff if you like,” conceded the other one magnanimously. “A notice to the effect that it is the duty of every jack mother’s son of them to douse the foreign devils, man, woman, and child, and especially the talk-book pass-hat-round men. Also that he has had several brick-ends heaved at him on his way back. Then stops suddenly, hits his upper crust, and says that it’s like his blamed fat-headedness to frighten her; while she clutches at herself three times and faints away.”

“Amid the voluminous burning of blue lights?” suggested this person resourcefully.

“By rights there should be,” admitted the one who was devising the representation; “but it will hardly run to it. Anyway, it costs nothing to turn the lamp down — saves a bit in fact, and gives an effect. Then outside, in the distance at first you understand, you begin to work up the sound of the advancing mob — rattles, shouts, tum-tums, groans, tin plates and all that one mortal man can do with hands, feet and mouth.”

“With the interspersal of an occasional cracker and the stirring notes produced by striking a hollow wooden fish repeatedly?” I cried; for let it be confessed that amid the portrayal of the scene my imagination had taken an allotted part.

“If you like to provide them, and don’t set the bally show on fire,” he replied. “Anyhow, these two aren’t supposed to notice anything even when the row gets louder. Then it drops and you are heard outside talking in whispers to the others — words of command and telling them to keep back half-a-mo, and so on. See?”

“Doubtless introducing a spoken charm and repeating the words of an incantation against omens, treachery, and other matters.”

“Next a flap of the tent down on the floor is raised, and you reconnoitre, looking your very worst and holding a knife between your teeth and another in each hand. Wave a hand to your followers to keep back — or come on: it makes no difference. Then you crawl in on your stomach, give a terrific howl, and stab me in the back. That rolls me under the curtain, and so lets me out. The missus ups with the wood-chopper and stands before the cradle, while you yell and dance round with the knives. That ought to be made ‘the moment’ of the whole piece. The great thing is to make enough noise. If you can yell louder than the talking-machine outfit on the next pitch we ought to turn money away. While you are at it I start a fresh row outside — shouts, cheers, groans, words of command and a paper bag or two. Seeing that the game is up you make a rush at the old woman; she downs you with the chopper, turns the lamp up full, shakes out a Union Jack over the sleeping infant, and finally stands in her finest attitude with one hand pointing impressively upwards and the other contemptuously downwards just as Rule Britannia is played on the cornet outside and I appear at the door in a general’s full uniform and let down the curtain.”

For acting in the manner designated — as touching the noises both inside and out, the set dance with upraised knives, the casting to earth of himself, and being myself in turn vanquished by the aged female, with an added compact that from time to time I should be led by a chain and shown to the people from a raised platform — we agreed upon a daily reward of two pieces of silver, an adequacy of food, and a certain ambiguously-referred-to share of the gain. It need not be denied that with so favourable an opportunity of introducing passages from the Classics a much less sum would have been accepted, but having obtained this without a struggle, the one now recounting the facts raised the opportune suggestion of an inscribed placard, in order to fulfil the portent foreshadowed by William Greyson.

“Oh, we’ll star you, never fear,” assented the accommodating personage, and having by this time reached that spot upon the Heath where his Domestic Altar had been raised, we entered.

“All the most distinguished actors in this country take another name,” he said reflectively, when he had drawn forth a parchment of praiseworthy dimensions and ink of three colours, “and though I have nothing to say against Kong Ho Tsin Cheng Quank Paik T’chun Li Yuen Nung for quiet unostentatious dignity, it doesn’t have just the grip and shudder that we want. Now how does ‘Fang’ strike you?” and upon my courteous acquiescence that this indeed united within it those qualities which he required, he traced its characters in red ink upon a lavish scale.

“‘Fang Hung Sin’ about fits the idea of snap and bloodthirstiness, I should say,” he continued, and using the brush and all the colours with an expert proficiency which would infallibly gain him an early recognition at any of our competitive examinations, he presently laid before me the following gracefully-composed notice, which was suspended from a conspicuous pole about the door of the tent on the following day.

FANG HUNG SIN

The Captured Boxer Chieftain.



Under a strong guard, and by arrangement with the British and

Chinese authorities concerned,



Fang Hung Sin



Will positively re-enact the GORY SCENES of CARNAGE in which

he took a LEADING and SANGUINARY PART during the LATE RISING.



ALONE IN PEKIN

Or, What a Woman can do.



PANEL I. PEACE: The Missionary’s Tent by Night — All’s Well — 

The Dread Warning— “I am by your side, Beloved.”



PANEL II. ALARM: The Signal — The Spy — The Mob Outside — 

Treachery— “Save Yourself, my Darling”— “And Leave

You? Never!”



PANEL III. REVENGE: The Attack — The Blow Falls — Who Can Save

Her Now?— “Back, Renegade Viper!” — The English Guns

— “Rule Britannia!”



FANG HUNG SIN, The Desperado.

There is only one FANG, and he must be seen.

FANG! FANG!! FANG!!!

I will not upon this occasion, esteemed one, delay myself with an account of this barbarian Festival of Lanterns; or, as their language would convey it, Feast of Cocoa-nuts, beyond admitting that with the possible exception of an important provincial capital during the triennial examinations I doubt whether our own unapproachable Empire could show a more impressively-extended gathering, either in the diverse and ornamental efflorescence of head garb, in the affectionate display openly lavished by persons of one sex towards those of the other, or even one more successful in our own pre-eminent art of producing the multitudinous harmony of conflicting sounds.

At the appointed hour this person submitted himself to be heavily shackled, and being led out before the assembled crowd, endeavoured by a smiling benignity of manner and by reassuring signs of welcome, to produce a favourable impression upon their sympathies and to allure them within. This pacific face was undoubtedly successful, however offensively the ill-conditioned one who stood by was inspired to express himself behind his teeth, for the space of the tent was very quickly occupied and the actions of simulation were to begin.

Without doubt it might have been better if this person had first made himself more fully acquainted with the barbarian manner of acting. The fact that this imagined play, which even in one of our inferior theatres would have filled the time pleasantly for two or three months, was to be compressed into the narrow limits of seven minutes and a half, should reasonably have warned him that amid the ensuing rapidity of word and action, most of the leisurely courtesies and all the subtle range of concealed emotion which embellish our own wood pavement must be ignored. But it is well and suggestively written, “The person who deliberates sufficiently before taking every step will spend his life standing upon one leg.” In the past this one had not found himself to be grossly inadequate on any arising emergency, and he now drew aside the hanging drapery and prepared to carry out a preconcerted part with intrepid self-reliance.

It has already been expressed, that the reason and incentive urging me to a ready agreement lay in the opportunities by which suitable passages from the high Classics could be discreetly woven into the fabric of the plot, and the occupation thereby permeated with an honourable literary flavour. In accordance with this resolve I blended together many imperishable sayings of the wisest philosophers to present the cries and turmoil of the approaching mob, but it was not until I protruded my head beneath the hanging canopy in the guise of one observing that an opportunity arose of a really well-sustained effort. In this position I recited Yung Ki’s stimulating address to his troops when in sight of an overwhelming foe, and, in spite of the continually back-thrust foot of the undiscriminating one before me, I successfully accomplished the seventy-five lines of the poem without a stumble. Then entering fully, with many deprecatory bows and expressions of self-abasement at taking part in so seemingly detestable an action, I treacherously, yet with inoffensive tact, struck the one wearing an all-round collar delicately upon the back. Not recognising the movement, or being in some other way obtuse, the person in question instead of sinking to the ground turned hastily to me in the form of an inquiry, leaving me no other reasonable course than to display the knife openly to him, and to assure him that the fatal blow had already been inflicted. Undoubtedly his immoderate retorts were inept at such a moment, nor was his ensuing strategy of turning completely round three times, striking himself about the head and body, and uttering ceremonious curses before he fell devoid of life — as though the earlier remarks had been part of the ordained scheme — to any degree convincing, and the cries of disapproval from the onlookers proved that they also regarded this one as the victim of an unworthy rebuke.

“Not if the benches were filled at half a guinea a head would I take on another performance like that,” exclaimed the one with whom I was associated, when it was over. “Besides the dead loss of lasting three quarters of an hour it’s tempting providence when the seats are movable. I suppose it isn’t your fault, Kong, you poor creature, but you haven’t got no glare and glitter. There’s only one thing for it: you must be the Rev. Mr. Walker and I’ll take Fang.” He then robed himself in my attire, guided me among the intricacies of the all-round collar and outer garments in exchange, hung a slender rope about his back, and after completing the artifice by a skilful device of massing coloured inks upon our faces, he commanded me to lead him out by a chain and observe intelligently how a captive Boxer chief should disport himself.

No sooner had we reached the platform than the one whom I controlled leapt high into the air, dragged me to the edge of the erection, showed his teeth towards the assembly and waved his arms menacingly at them; then turning upon this person, he inflamed his face with passion, rattled his chain furiously, and uttered such vengeance-laden cries that, unable to subdue the emotion of fear, I abandoned all pretence, and dropping the chain, fled to the furthest recess of the tent, followed by the still threatening Fang.

There is an expression among us, “Cheng-hu was too considerate: he tried to drive nails with a cucumber.” Cheng-hu would certainly have quickly found the necessity of a weapon of three-times hardened steel if he had lived among these barbarians, who are insensible to the higher forms of politeness, in addition to acting in a contrary and illogical manner on all occasions. Instead of being repelled and discouraged by Fang’s outrageous behaviour, they clamoured to be admitted into the tent more vehemently than before, and so successfully established the venture that the one to whom I must now allude throughout as Fang signified to me his covetous intention of reducing the performance by a further two and a half minutes in order to reap an added profit and to garner all his rice before the Hoang Ho rose.

As for myself, revered, it would be immature to hold the gauze screen of prevarication between your all-discerning mind and my own trepidation. From the moment when I first saw the expression of utterly depraved malignity and deep-seared hate which he had cunningly engraved upon his face by means of the coloured inks, I was far from being comfortably settled within myself. Even the society of the not inelegant being of the inner chamber, whom it was now my part to console with alluring words and movements, could not for some time retain my face from a back-way instinct at every sound; but when the detail was reached that she sank into my grasp bereft of all energy, and for the first time I was just succeeding in forgetting the unpropitious surroundings, the one Fang, who had entered with unseemly stealth, suddenly hurled his soul-freezing battle-cry upon my ear and leapt forward with uplifted knife. Perceiving the action from an angle of my eye even as he propelled himself through the air, I could not restrain an ignoble wail of despair, and not scrupling to forsake the maiden, I would have taken refuge beneath a couch had he not seized my outer robe and hurled me to the ground. From this point to the close of the entertainment the vigorous person in question did not cease from raising cries and challenges in an unfaltering and many-fathomed stream, while at the same time he continued to spring from one extremity of the stage to the other surrounded by every external attribute of an insatiable tiger-like rage. It is circumstantially related that the one near at hand, who has been referred to as possessing a voiced machine, became demented, and bearing the contrivance to a certain tent erected by the charitable, entreated them to remove the impediment from its speech so that it might be heard again and his livelihood restored. When the action of brandishing a profusion of knives before the lesser one’s eyes was reached, so nerve-shattering was the impression which Fang created that the back of the tent had to be removed in order to let out those who no longer had possession of themselves, and to let in those — to a ten-fold degree — who strove for admission on the rumour spreading that something exceptionally repellent was progressing within.

With what attenuated organs of repose this person would have reached the end of so strenuous an occupation had he been compelled to twelve enactments each hour throughout the gong-strokes of the day without any literary relief, it is not enticing to dwell upon. This evil was averted by a timely intervention, for upon proceeding to the outer air for the third time I at once perceived among the foremost throng the engaging full-face of William Beveledge Greyson. This really painstaking individual had learned, as he afterwards explained, that the chiefs of exchange (those who in the first case had opposed me resolutely,) had received a written omen, and now in contrition were expressing their willingness to hold out a full restitution. With this assurance he had set forth in an unremitting search, and guided by street-watchers, removers of superfluous earth, families propelling themselves forward upon one foot, astrologers, two-wheeled charioteers, and others who move early and secretly by night, he had traced my description to this same Heath. Here he had been attracted by the displayed placard (remembering my honourable boast), and approaching nearer, he had plainly recognised my voice within. But in spite of this the successful disentanglement was by no means yet accomplished.

Not expecting so involved a reversal of things, and being short-eyed by nature, William Greyson did not wait for a fuller assurance than to be satisfied that the one before him wore my robes and conformed in a general outline, before he addressed him.

“Kong Ho,” he said pleasantly, “what the Chief Evil Spirit are you doing up there?” adding persuasively, “Come down, there’s a good fellow. I have something important to tell you.”

Thus appealed to, the one Fang hesitated in doubt, seeing on the one hand a certain loss of face if he declined the conversation, and on the other hand having no clear perception of what was required from him. Therefore he entered upon a course of evasion and somewhat incapably replied, “Chow Chop Wei Hai Wei Lung Tung Togo Kuroki Jim Jam Beri Beri.”

“Don’t act the horned sheep,” said Beveledge, who was both resolute and one easily set into violent motion by an opposing stream. “Come down, or I’ll come up and fetch you.” And not being satisfied with Fang’s ill-advised attempt to express himself equivocally, those around took up the apt similitude of a self-opinionated animal, and began to suggest a comparison to other creatures no less degraded.

“Rats yourselves!” exclaimed the easily-inflamed person at my side, losing the inefficient cords of his prudence beneath the sting. “Who’s a rabbit? For two guinea-pigs I’d mow all the grass between here and the Spaniards with your own left ears,” and not permitting me sufficient preparation to withhold the chain more firmly, he abruptly cast himself down among them, amid a scene of the most untamed confusion.

“Oh, affectionately-disposed brethren,” I exclaimed, moving forward and raising my hand in refined disapproval, “the sublime Confucius, in the twenty-third chapter of the book called ‘The Great Learning,’ warns us against—” but before I could formulate the allusion Beveledge Greyson, who at the sound of my conciliatory words had gazed first in astonishment and then in a self-convulsed position, drew himself up to my side, and taking a firm grasp upon the all-round collar, projected me without a pause through the tent, and only halting for a moment to point significantly back to the varied and animated scene behind, where, amid a very profuse display of contending passions, the erected stage was already being dragged to the ground, and a band of the official watch was in the act of converging from every side, he led me through more deserted paths to the scene of a final extrication.

With a well-gratified sense of having held an unswerving course along the convoluted outline of Destiny’s decree, to whatever tending.

KONG HO.


LETTER XIV

Concerning a pressing invitation from an ever benevolently- disposed father to a prosaic but dutifully-inclined son. The recording of certain matters of no particular moment. Concerning that ultimate end which is symbolic of the inexorable wheels of a larger Destiny.
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VENERATED SIRE, — It is not for the earthworm to say when and in what exact position the iron-shod boot shall descend, and this person, being an even inferior creature for the purpose of the comparison, bows an acquiescent neck to your very explicit command that he shall return to Yuen-ping without delay. He cannot put away from his mind a clinging suspicion that this arising is the result of some imperfection in his deplorable style of correspondence, whereby you have formed an impression quite opposed to that which it had been the intention to convey, and that, perchance, you even have a secret doubt whether upon some specified occasion he may not have conducted the enterprise to an ignoble, or at least not markedly successful, end. However, the saying runs, “The stone-cutter always has the last word,” and you equally, by intimating with your usual unanswerable and clear-sighted gift of logic that no further allowance of taels will be sent for this one’s dispersal, diplomatically impose upon an ever-yearning son the most feverish anxiety once more to behold your large and open-handed face.

Standing thus poised, as it may be said, for a returning flight across the elements of separation, it is not inopportune for this person to let himself dwell gracefully upon those lighter points of recollection which have engraved themselves from time to time upon his mind without leading to any more substantial adventure worthy to record. Many of the things which seemed strange and incomprehensible when he first came among this powerful though admittedly barbarian people, are now revealed at a proper angle; others, to which he formerly imagined he had found the disclosing key, are, on the other hand, plunged into a distorting haze; while between these lie a multitude of details in every possible stage of disentanglement and doubt. As a final and painstaking pronouncement, this person has no hesitation in declaring that this country is not — as practically all our former travellers have declared — completely down-side-up as compared with our own manners and customs, but at the same time it is very materially sideways.

Thus, instead of white, black robes are the indication of mourning; but as, for the generality, the same colour is also used for occasions of commerce, ceremony, religion, and the ordinary affairs of life, the matter remains exactly as it was before. Yet with obtuse inconsistency the garments usually white — in which a change would be really noticeable — remain white throughout the most poignant grief. How much more markedly expressed would be the symbolism if during such a period they wore white outer robes and black body garments. Nevertheless it cannot be said that they are unmindful of the emblematic influence of colour, for, unlike the reasonable conviction that red is red and blue is blue, which has satisfied our great nation from the days of the legendary Shun, these pale-eyed foreigners have diverged into countless trifling imaginings, so that when the one who is now expressing his contempt for the development required a robe of a certain hue, he had to bend his mouth, before he could be exactly understood, to the degrading necessity of asking for “Drowned-rat brown,” “Sunstroke magenta,” “Billingsgate purple,” “London milk azure,” “Settling-day green,” or the like. In the other signs of mourning they do not come within measurable distance of our pure and uncomfortable standard. “If you are really sincere in your regret for the one who has Passed Beyond, why do you not sit upon the floor for seven days and nights, take up all food with your fingers, and allow your nails to grow untrimmed for three years?” was a question which I at first instinctively put to lesser ones in their affliction. In every case save one I received answers of evasive purport, and even the one stated reason, “Because although I am a poor widder I ain’t a pig,” I deemed shallow.

I have already dipped a revealing brush into the subject of names. Were the practice of applying names in a wrong and illogical sequence maintained throughout it might indeed raise a dignified smile, but it would not appear contemptible; but what can be urged when upon an occasion one name appears first, upon another occasion last? A dignity is conferred in old age, and it is placed before the family designation borne by an honoured father and a direct line of seventeen revered ancestors. Another title is bestowed, and eats up the former like a revengeful dragon. New distinctions follow, some at one end, others at another, until a very successful person may be suitably compared to the ringed oleander snake, which has the power of growing equally from either the head or the tail. To express the matter by a definite allusion, how much more graceful and orchideous, even in a condensed fashion, would appear the designation of this selected one, if instead of the usual form of the country it was habitually set forth in the following logical and thoroughly Chinese style: — Chamberlain Joseph, Master, Mr., Thrice Wearer of the Robes and Golden Collar, One of the Just Peacemakers, Esquire, Member of the House of Law-givers, Leader in the Council of Commerce, Presider over the Tables of Provincial Government, Uprightly Honourable Secretary of the Outlying Parts.

Among the notes which at various times I have inscribed in a book for future guidance I find it written on an early page, “They do not hesitate to express their fathers’ names openly,” but to this assertion there stands a warning sign which was added after the following incident. “Is it true, Mr. Kong,” asked a lesser one, who is spoken of as vastly rich but discontented with her previous lot, of this person upon an occasion, “is it really true that your countrymen to not consider it right to speak of their fathers’ names, even in this enlightened age?” To this I replied that the matter was as she had eloquently expressed it, and, encouraged by her amiable condescension, I asked after the memory of her paternal grandsire, whose name I had frequently heard whispered in connection with her own. To my inelegant confusion she regarded me for a period as though I had the virtue of having become transparent, and then passed on in a most overwhelming excess of disconcertingly-arranged silence.

“You’ve done it now, Kong,” said one who stood by (or, as we would express the same thought, “You have succeeded in accomplishing the undesirable”); “don’t you know that the old man was in the tripe and trotter line?”

“To no degree,” I replied truly. “Yet,” I continued, matching his idiom with another equally facile, “wherein was this person’s screw loose? Are they not openly referred to — those of the Line of Tripe and Trotter — by their descendants?”

“Not in most cases,” he said, with a concentration that indicated a lurking sting among his words. “Generally speaking, they aren’t mentioned or taken into any account whatever. While they are alive they are kept in the background and invited to treat themselves to the Tower when nice people are expected; when dead they are fastened up in the family back cupboard by a score of ten-inch nails and three-trick Yale locks, so to speak. And in the meantime all the splash is being made on their muddy oof. See?”

I nodded agreeably, though, had the opportunity been more favourable, I would have made the feint to learn somewhat more of this secret practice of burying in the enclosed space beneath the stairs. Thus is it set forth why, after the statement, “They do not hesitate to express their fathers’ names openly,” it is further written, “Walk slowly! Engrave well upon your discreet remembrance the unmentionable Line of Tripe and Trotter.”

Another point of comparison which the superficial have failed to record is to be found in the frequent encouragements to regard The Virtues which are to be seen, like our own Confucian extracts, freely inscribed on every wall and suitable place about the city. These for the most part counsel moderation in taking false oaths, in stepping heedlessly upon the unknown ground, in following paths which lead to doubtful ends, and other timely warnings. “Beware a smoke-breathing demon,” is frequently cast across one’s path upon a barrier, and this person has never failed to accept the omen and to retrace his steps hastily without looking to the right or the left. Even our own national caution is not forgotten, although to conform to barbarian indolence it is written, “Slowly, slowly; drive slowly.” “Keep to the Right” (or, “Abandon that which is evil,” as the analogy holds,) is perhaps the most frequently displayed of all, and doubtless many charitable persons obtain an ever-accruing merit by hanging the sign bearing these words upon every available post. Others are of a stern and threatening nature, designed to make the most hardened ill-doer pause, as — in their own tongue— “Rubbish may be shot here”; which we should render, “At any moment, and in such a place as this, a just doom and extinction may overtake the worthless.” This inscription is never to be seen except in waste expanses, where it points its significance with a multiplied force. There is another definite threat which is lavishly set out, and so thoroughly that it may be encountered in the least frequented and almost inaccessible spots. This, as it may be translated, reads, “Trespass not the forbidden. The profligate may flourish like the gourd for a season, but in the end assuredly they will be detected, and justice meted out with the relentless fury of the written law.”

In a converse position, the wide difference in the ceremonial forms of retaliatory invective has practically disarmed this usually eloquent person, and he long since abandoned every hope of expressing himself with any satisfaction in encounters of however acrimonious a trend. At first, with an urbane smile and gestures of dignified contempt, he impugned the authenticity of the Ancestral Tablets of those with whom he strove, in an unbroken stream of most bitter contumely. Finding them silent under this reproach, he next lightly traced their origin back through generations of afflicted lepers, deformed ape-beings, and Nameless Things, to a race of primitive ghouls, and then went on in relentless fluency to predict an early return in their descendants to the condition of a similar state. For some time he had a well-gratified assurance that those whom he assailed were so overwhelmed as to be incapable of retort, and in this belief he never failed to call upon passers-by to witness his triumph; but on the fourth occasion a young man whom I had thus publicly denounced for a sufficient though forgotten reason, after listening courteously to my venomous accusations, bestowed a two-cash piece upon me and passed on, remarking that it was hard, and those around, also, would have added from their stores had it been permitted. From this time onward I did not attempt to make myself disagreeable either in public or to those whom I esteemed privately. On the other hand, the barbarian manner of retort did not find me endowed by nature to parry it successfully. Quite lacking in measured periods, it aims, by an extreme rapidity of thrust and an insincerity of sequence, to entangle the one who is assailed in a complication of arising doubts and emotions. “Who are you, — no one but yourself,” exclaimed a hireling of hung-dog expression who claimed to have exchanged pledging gifts with a certain maiden who stood, as it were, between us, and falling into the snare, I protested warmly against the insult, and strove to disprove the inference before the paralogism lay revealed. Throughout the whole range of the Odes, the Histories, the Analects, and the Rites what recognised formula of rejoinder is there to the taunt, “Oh, go and put your feet in mustard and cress”; or how can one, however skilled in the highest Classics, parry the subtle inconsistencies of the reproach, “You’re a nice bit of orl right, aren’t you? Not arf, I don’t think.”

Among the arts of this country that of painting upon canvas is held in repute, but to a person associated with the masterpieces of the Ma epoch these native attempts would be gravity-dispelling if they were not too reminiscent of the torture chamber. It is rarely, indeed, that even the most highly-esteemed picture-makers succeed in depicting every portion of a human body submitted to their brush, and not infrequently half of the face is left out. Once, when asked by a paint-applier who was entitled to append two signs of exceptional distinction behind his name, to express an opinion upon a finished work, I diffidently called his attention to the fact that he had forgotten to introduce a certain exalted one’s left ear. “Not at all, Mr. Kong,” he replied, with an expression of ill-merited self-satisfaction, “but it is hidden by the face.” “Yet it exists,” I contended; “why not, therefore, press it to the front at all hazard, rather than send so great a statesman down into the annals of posterity as deformed to that extent?” “It certainly exists,” he admitted, “and one takes that for granted; but in my picture it cannot be seen.” I bowed complaisantly, content to let so damaging an admission point its own despair. A moment later I continued, “In the great Circular Hall of the Palace of Envoys there is a picture of two camels, foot-tethered, as it fortunately chanced, to iron rings. Formerly there were a drove of eight — the others being free — so exquisitely outlined in all their parts that one night, when the door had been left incautiously open, they stepped down from the wall and escaped to the woods. How deplorable would have been the plight of these unfortunate beings, if upon passing into the state of a living existence they had found that as a result of the limited vision of their creator they only possessed twelve legs and three whole bodies among them.”

Perchance this tactfully-related story, so applicable to his own deficiencies, may sink into the imagination of the one for whom it was inoffensively unfolded. Yet doubt remains. Our own picture-judgers take up a position at the side of work when they with to examine its qualities, retiring to an ever-diminishing angle in order to bring out the more delicate effects, until a very expert and conscientious critic will not infrequently stand really behind the picture he is considering before he delivers a final pronouncement. Not until these native artists are able to regard their crude attempts from the other side of the canvas can they hope to become equally proficient. To this fatal shortcoming must be added that of insatiable ambition, which prompts the young to the portrayal of widely differing subjects. Into the picture-room of one who might thus be described this person was recently conducted, to pass an opinion upon a scene in which were depicted seven men of varying nationalities and appropriately garbed, one of the opposing sex carrying a lighted torch, an elephant reclining beneath a fruitful vine, and the President of a Republic. For a period this person resisted the efforts of those who would have questioned him, withdrawing their attention to the harmonious lights upon the river mist floating far below, but presently, being definitely called upon, he replied as follows: “Mih Ying, who was perhaps the greatest of his time, spent his whole life in painting green and yellow beetles in the act of concealing themselves beneath dead maple leaves upon the approach of day. At the age of seventy-five he burst into tears, and upon being approached for a cause he exclaimed, ‘Alas, if only this person had resisted the temptation to be diffuse, and had confined himself to green beetles alone, he might now, instead of contemplating a misspent career, have been really great.’ How much less,” I continued, “can a person of immature moustaches hope to depict two such conflicting objects as a recumbent elephant and the President of a Republic standing beneath a banner?”

Upon the temptation to deal critically with the religious instincts of the islanders this person draws an obliterating brush. As practically every traveller who has honoured our unattractive land with his effusive presence has subsequently left it in a printed record that our ceremonies are grotesque, our priesthood ignorant and depraved, our monasteries and sacred places spots of plague upon an otherwise flower-adorned landscape, and our beliefs and sacrifices only worthy to exist for the purpose of being made into jest-origins by more refined communities, the omission on this one’s part may appear uncivil and perhaps even intentionally discourteous. To this, as a burner of joss-sticks and an irregular person, he can only reply by a deprecatory waving of both hands and a reassuring smile.

With the two-sided memories of many other details hanging thickly around his brush, it would not be an achievement to continue to a practically inexhaustible amount. As of the set days when certain things are observed, among which fall the first of the fourth month (but that would disclose another involvement), another when flat cakes are partaken of without due caution, another when rounder cakes are even more incautiously consumed, and that most brightly-illuminated of all when it is permissible to embrace maidens openly, and if discreetly accomplished with no overhanging fear of ensuing forms of law, beneath the emblem of a suspended branch, in memory of the wisdom of certain venerable sages who were doubtless expert in the practice. As of the inconvenient custom when two persons are walking together that they should arrange themselves side by side, to the obvious discomfort of others, the sweeping away of all opportunities for agreeable politeness, and the utter disregard of the time-honoured example of the sagacious water-fowl. As of the inconsistency of refusing, even with contempt, to receive our most intimate form of regard and use this person’s lip-cloth after a feast, yet the mulish eagerness in that same youth to drink from a cup previously used by a lesser one. As of the precision (which still remains a cloud of doubt,) with which creatures so intractable as the bull are successfully trained to roar aloud at certain gong-strokes of the day as an agreed signal. As of the streets in movement, the lights at evening, and the voices of those unseen. As of these and as of other matters, so multitudinous that they crowd about this person’s mind like the assembling swallows, circling above the deserted millet fields before they turn their beaks to the sea, and dropping his brush (perchance with an acquiescent sigh), he, also, kow-tows submissively to a blind but appointed destiny, and prepares to seek a passage from an alien land of sojourning.

With the impetuous craving of an affectionate son to behold a revered sire, intensified by the fact that he has reached the innermost lining of his sleeve; with affectionate greetings towards Ning, Hia-Fa, and T’ian Yen, and an assurance that they have never been really absent from his thoughts.

KONG HO.

Ernest Bramah, of whom in his lifetime Who’s Who had so

little to say, was born in Manchester. At seventeen he chose

farming as a profession, but after three years of losing

money gave it up to go into journalism. He started as

correspondent on a typical provincial paper, then went to

London as secretary to Jerome K. Jerome, and worked himself

into the editorial side of Jerome’s magazine, To-day, where

he got the opportunity of meeting the most important

literary figures of the day. But he soon left To-day to

join a new publishing firm, as editor of a publication

called The Minister; finally, after two years of this, he

turned to writing as his full-time occupation. He was

intensely interested in coins and published a book on the

English regal copper coinage. He is, however, best known as

the creator of the charming character Kai Lung who appears

in Kai Lung Unrolls His Mat, Kai Lung’s Golden Hours, The

Wallet of Kai Lung, Kai Lung Beneath the Mulberry Tree, The

Mirror of Kong Ho, and The Moon of Much Gladness; he also

wrote two one-act plays which are often performed at London

variety theatres, and many stories and articles in leading

periodicals. He died in 1942.


The Secret of the League (1907)
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A departure from the humorous or fantastical tone of much of Bramah’s work, this dystopian novel, originally published in 1907, involves the rise to power of the Labour Party and the ensuing plot concerns a secret society (the novel’s heroes) and their attempts to bring down the resultant government.

An anti-communist novel, George Orwell credited the book with having given a considerably accurate prediction of the rise of Fascism and also with reflecting ‘the mentality of the middle classes’ and the brutal measures which members of these classes might condone or actively support, should they feel threatened with a revolution – ‘even such a decent and kindly writer as Ernest Bramah’.

The book was written in the aftermath of the 1906 elections in which the Labour Party, formed just seven years before, gained 29 seats – a meteoric rise from the bare two seats it held before — and for the first time emerged as a serious force in British politics. The prospect of Labour gaining a majority, though still far-off, was no longer impossible – a prospect which some Britons, including Bramah, found highly disagreeable, not least because the period following the elections was full of intensive labour disputes and militant strikes.

The novel was originally published anonymously, under the title What Might Have Been. Its first appearance under its better-known title was in 1909. 
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Title page of the first edition
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Cover of the 1909 edition


CHAPTER I

IRENE
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“I SUPPOSE I am old-fashioned” — there was a murmur of polite dissent from all the ladies present, except the one addressed— “Oh, I take it as a compliment nowadays, I assure you; but when I was a girl a young lady would have no more thought of flying than of” — she paused almost on a note of pained surprise at finding the familiar comparison of a lifetime cut off— “well, of standing on her head.”

“No,” replied the young lady in point, with the unfeeling candour that marked the youthful spirit of the age, “because it wasn’t invented. But you went bicycling, and your mothers were very shocked at first.”

“I hardly think that you can say that, Miss Lisle,” remarked another of the matrons, “because I can remember that more than twenty years ago one used to see quite elderly ladies bicycling.”

“After the others had lived all the ridicule down,” retorted Miss Lisle scornfully. “Oh yes; I quite expect that in a few more years you will see quite elderly ladies flying.”

The little party of matrons seated on the Hastings promenade regarded each other surreptitiously, and one or two smiled slightly, while one or two shuddered slightly. “Flying is very different, dear,” said Mrs Lisle reprovingly. “I often think of what your dear grandfather used to say. He said” — impressively— “that if the Almighty had intended that we should fly, He would have sent us into the world with wings upon our backs.”

There was a murmur of approval from all — all except Miss Lisle, that is.

“But do you ever think of what Geoffrey replied to dear grandpapa when he heard him say that once, mother?” said the unimpressed daughter. “He said: ‘And don’t you think, sir, that if the Almighty had intended us to use railways, He would have sent us into the world with wheels upon our feet?’”

“I do not see any connection at all between the two things,” replied her mother distantly. “And such a remark seems to me to be simply irreverent. Birds are born with wings, and insects, and so on, but nothing, as far as I am aware, is born with wheels. Your grandfather used to travel by the South Eastern regularly every day, or how could he have reached his office? and he never saw anything wrong in using trains, I am sure. In fact, when you think of it you will see that what Geoffrey said, instead of being any argument, was supremely silly.”

“Perhaps he intended it to be,” replied Miss Lisle with suspicious meekness. “You never know, mother.”

Such a remark merited no serious attention. Why should any one, least of all a really clever young man like Geoffrey, deliberately intend to be silly? There was too often, her mother had observed, an utter lack of relevance in Irene’s remarks.

“I think that it is a great mistake to have white flying costumes as so many do,” observed another lady. “They look — but perhaps they wish to.”

“Certainly when they use lace as well it really seems as though they do. Oh!”

There was a passing shadow across the group and a slight rustle in the air. Scarcely a dozen yards above the promenade a young lady was flying strongly down the wind with the languid motion of the “swan stroke.” She wore white — and lace trimming. Mrs Lisle gazed fixedly out to sea. Even Irene felt that the vision was inopportune.

“There are always some who overdo a thing,” she remarked. “There always have been. That was only Velma St Saint of the New Gaiety; she flies about the front every day for the advertisement of the thing: I wonder that she doesn’t drop handbills as she goes. There’s plenty of room up on the Castle Hill — in fact, you aren’t supposed to fly west of the Breakwater — but there will always be some — —” A vague resentment closed the period.

“Are you staying at the Palatial this time?” asked the lady who had mentioned lace, feeling it tactful to change the subject. “I think that you used to.”

“Oh, haven’t you seen?” was the reply. “The Palatial has been closed for the last six months.”

“Yes, it’s a great pity,” remarked another. “It looks so depressing too, right on the front. But they simply could not go on. I suppose that the rates here are something frightful now.”

“Oh, enormous, my dear; but it was not that alone. The Palatial has always aimed at being a ‘popular’ hotel, and so few of the upper middle class can afford hotels now. Then the new tax on every servant above one — calculated as fifty per cent. of their wages, I think, but there are so many new taxes to remember — proved the last straw.”

“Yes, it is fifty per cent. I remember because I had to give up my between-maid to pay the cook’s tax. But I thought that hotels were to be exempt?”

“Not in the end. It was argued that hotels existed for the convenience of the monied classes, and that they ought to pay for it. So a large number of hotels are closed altogether; others work with a reduced staff, and a great many servants have been thrown out of employment.”

Miss Lisle laughed unpleasantly. “A good thing, too,” she remarked. “I hate hotel servants. So does everybody. It is the only good thing I have heard of the Labour Government doing.”

“I am sure I don’t hate them,” said Mrs Lisle, looking round with pathetic resignation, “although they certainly had become rather grasping and over-bearing of late. But it was quite an unforeseen development of the scheme that so many should lose their places. Indeed the special object of the tax was to create a fund— ‘earmarked’ I think they call it — out of which to meet the growing pension claim, now that so few of the servant class think it worth while to save.”

Miss Lisle laughed again, this time with a note of genuine amusement.

(“A most unpleasant girl, I fear,” murmured the lady who had raised the white costume question, to her neighbour in a whisper: “so odd.”)

“It made a great difference at the registry offices. There are a dozen maids to be had any day where there were really none before. Only one cannot afford to keep them now.”

There was a word, a sigh, and an “Ah!” to mark this point of agreement among the four ladies.

“I am afraid that the Government confiscation of all dividends above five per cent. bears very heavily on some,” remarked one after a pause. “I know a poor soul of over sixty-five, nearly blind too, whose husband had invested all his savings in the company he had worked for because he knew that it was safe, and, having a good reserve, intended to pay ten per cent. for a long time. When he died it brought her in fifty pounds a year. Now — —”

There were little signs of sympathy and commiseration from the group. The sex was beginning to take an unwonted interest in terms financial — per centage, surrender value, trustee stock, unearned increment, and so on. They had reason to do so, for revolutionary finance was very much in the air, or, rather, had come tangibly down to earth at length: not the placid city echoes that were wont to ripple gently across the breakfast-table a few years earlier without leaving any one much better or much worse off, but the galvanic adjustment that by a stroke made the rich well-to-do, the well-to-do just so-so, the struggling poor, and left the poor where they were before. The frenzied effort that in a session strove to tear up the trees of the forest and leave the plants beneath untouched; to pull to pieces the intertwined fabric of a thousand years’ growth and to create from it a bundle of straight and equal twigs; in a word, to administer justice on the principle of knocking out one eye in all the sound because a number of people were unfortunately born or fallen blind.

“Five and twenty,” mused Mrs Lisle. “I suppose it is just possible.”

“It is really less than that,” explained the other. “You may have noticed that as it is now no good making more than five per cent., most companies pay even less. There is no incentive to do well.”

“One hears of even worse cases on every hand,” said another of the ladies. “I am trying to interest people in a poor deformed creature whose father left her an annuity derived from ground rents in the City.... As it has been worked out I think that she owes the Incomes Adjustment Department lawyers something a year now. But private charity seems almost to have ceased altogether. Have you heard that ‘Jim’s’ is closed?”

It was true. St James’s Hospital, whose unvarnished record was, “Three hundred of the very poor treated freely each day,” was a thing of the past, and across its portal, where ten years before a couple of stalwart gentlemen wearing red ties had rested for a moment, while they lit their pipes, a banner with the strange device, “Curse your Charity!” now ran the legend, “Closed for want of Funds.”

“I wonder sometimes,” mused the last speaker, “why some one doesn’t do something.”

“But,” objected another, “what is there to do? What is there?”

They all agreed that there was nothing — absolutely nothing. Every one else was tacitly making the same admission; that was the fatal symptom.

Miss Lisle jumped up and began to move away unceremoniously.

“Where are you going, dear?” asked her mother in mild reproof.

“Oh, anywhere,” replied Irene restlessly.

“But what for?” persisted Mrs Lisle.

“Oh, anything.”

“That is ‘nothing,’ Miss Lisle,” smiled the tactful lady of the party, anxious to smooth over the awkwardness of the moment.

“No, it is at least something,” flung back the girl brusquely; and with swinging strides she set off at a furious pace towards the open country.

“Irene is a little impulsive at times,” apologized her mother, sitting back with placidly folded hands.


CHAPTER II

THE PERIOD, AND THE COMING OF WINGS
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AN INTELLIGENT SOUTH Sea Islander, who had been imported into this country to stimulate missionary enterprise, on his return had said that the most marked characteristic of the English of the period was what they called “snap.”

The nearest equivalent in his own language signifying literally “quick hot words,” he had some difficulty in conveying the impression he desired, and his circle had to rest content that “snap” permeated the journalism, commerce, politics, drama, and social life of the English, had assailed their literature, and was beginning to influence religion, art, and science. It may be admitted that the foreign gentleman’s visit had coincided with a period of national stress, for the week in question had embraced the more entertaining half of a general election, seen the advent of two new farthing daily papers, and been marked by the Rev. Sebastian Tauthaul’s striking series of addresses from the pulpit of the City Sanctum, entitled “If Christ put up for Battersea.” It had also included the launching of a new cocoa, a new soap, and a new concentrated food.

The new food was called “Chip-Chunks.” “A name which I venture to think spells success of itself,” complacently remarked its inventor. “A very good name indeed,” admitted his advertising manager. “It has the great desideratum that it might be anything, and, on the other hand, it might equally well be nothing.” “Just so,” said the inventor with weighty approval; “just so.” A “snap-line” was required that would ineradicably fix Chip-Chunks in the public mind, and “Bow-wow! Feel chippy? Then champ Chip-Chunks” was found in an inspired moment. It was, of course, fully cooked and already quite digested. It was described as the delight of the unweaned infant, the mainstay of the toothless nonagenarian, and so simple and wholesome that it could be safely taken and at once assimilated by the invalid who had undergone the operation of having his principal organ of digestion removed. So little, indeed, remained for nature and the human parts to do in the matter of Chip-Chunks as to raise the doubt whether it might not be simpler and scarcely less nutritive to open the tin and pour the contents down the drain forthwith.

As Chip-Chunks was designed for those who were disinclined to exercise the functions of digestion, so Isabella soap made an appeal to those who disliked work and had something of an antipathy to soap at all. One did not wash with Isabella, it was assured: one sat down and watched it. It had its “snap-lines,” too:

“You write it ‘wash,’ but you call it ‘wosh.’

“What is the difference?

“There is ‘a’ difference.

“There is also ‘a’ difference between Isabella soap and all other soaps:

“All the difference.

“That’s our point. Put it in your washtub and watch it.”



Cocoa was approached in a more sober spirit. Soap may blow bubbles of light and airy fancy, pills ricochet from one gay conceit to another, meat extracts gambol with the irresponsible exuberance of bulls in china cups, but cocoa relied upon sincerity and statistics. Kingcup cocoa was the last word of the expert. It won its way into the great heart of the people by driving home the significant fact that it contained .00001 per cent. more phosphorus, and .000002 per cent. less of something fatty, than any other cocoa in existence. When the newspaper reader of the period had been confronted by this assertion, in various guises, seventeen thousand times, he had reached a state of mind in which .00001 per cent. more phosphorus and .000002 per cent. less fat represented the difference between vigorous manhood and drivelling imbecility.

The Rev. Sebastian was all “snap.” His topical midday addresses — described by himself as “Seven minutes sandwich-sermonettes” — have already been referred to. Young men who were pressed for time were bidden to bring their bath buns or buttered scones and eat openly and unashamed. Workmen with bread and cheese and pots of beer were welcomed with effusion. This particular series extended over the working days of a week, and was subdivided thus:

Monday. — The Issues before the Constituency.

Tuesday. — His Address to the Electors.

Wednesday. — The Day of the Contest.

Thursday. — Which Way are you Voting?

Friday. — Spoiled Papers.

Saturday. — At the Top of the Poll and the Leader of our Party.



Of the new papers, of their sprightliness, their enterprise, their general all-roundness, their almost wicked experience of the ways of the world, from a quite up-to-date fund of junior office witticism to a knowledge of the existence of actresses who do not act, outwardly respectable circles of society who play cards for money on Sunday, and (exclusively for the benefit of their readers) places where quite high-class provisions (only nominally damaged) could be bought cheap on Saturday nights, it is unnecessary to say much. Of their irresponsible cock-sureness, their bristling combativeness, their amazing powers of prophetic penetration, and, it must be confessed, their ineradicable air of somewhat second-rate infant phenomenonship, their crumbling yellow files still bear witness. As a halfpenny is half a penny, so a farthing is half a halfpenny, and the mind that is not too appalled by the possibilities of the development can people for itself this journalistic Eden.

The Whip described its programme as “Vervy and nervy; brainy and champagny.” The Broom relied more on solider attractions of the “News of the World in Pin Point Pars” and “Knowledge in Nodules” order. Both claimed to be written exclusively by “brainy” people, and both might have added, with equal truth, read exclusively by brainless. Avowedly appealing “to the great intellect of the nation,” neither fell into the easy mistake of aiming too high, and the humblest son of toil might take them up with the fullest confidence of finding nothing from beginning to end that was beyond his simple comprehension.

But the most cursory review of national “snappishness” would be incomplete if it omitted the field of politics, especially when the period in question contained so concentrated an accumulation of “snap” as a general election. Contests had long ceased to be decided on the merits of individuals or of parties, still less to be the occasions for deliberate consideration of policy. Each group had its label and its “snap-cries.” The outcome as a whole — the decision of each division with few exceptions — lay in the hands of a class which, while educated to the extent of a little reading and a little writing, was practically illiterate in thought, in experience, and in discrimination. To them a “snap-cry” was eminently suited, as representing a concrete idea and being in fact the next best argument to a decayed egg. That national disaster had never so far been evolved out of this rough-and-ready method could be traced to a variety of saving clauses. At such a time the strict veracity of the cries raised was not to be too closely examined; indeed, there was not the time for contradiction, and therein lay the essence of some of the most successful “snaps.”

Misrepresentation, if on a sufficiently large scale, was permissible, but it was advisable to make it wholesale, lurid, and applied not to an individual but to a party — emphasising, of course, the fact that your opponent was irretrievably pledged to that party through thick and thin.

In other words, it was quite legitimate for A to declare that the policy of the party to which his opponent B belonged was a policy of murder, rapine, piracy, black-mail, highway robbery, extermination, and indiscriminate bloodshed; that they had swum to office on a sea of tears racked from the broken hearts of an outraged peasantry, risen to power on the apex of a smoking hecatomb of women and children, and kept their position by methods of ruthless barbarism; that assassination, polygamy, thuggeeism, simony, bureaucracy, and perhaps even an additional penny on the poor man’s tea, would very likely be found included in their official programme; that they were definitely pledged to introduce Kalmucks and Ostyaks into the Government Dock-yards, who would work in chained gangs, be content with three farthings for a fourteen hours’ day, and live exclusively on engine waste and barley-water.

This and much more was held to be fair political warfare which should not offend the keenest patriot. But if A so far descended to vulgar personalities as to accuse B himself of employing an urchin to scare crows at eightpence a day when the trade union rate for crow-scaring was ninepence, he stood a fair chance of having an action for libel or defamation of character on his hands in addition to an election.

Under such a system the least snappy went to the wall. Happy was the man who was armed not necessarily with a just cause, but with a name that lent itself to topical alliteration. Who could resist the appeal to
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 — especially when it was coupled with the reminder that

Every vote given to A. J. Wallflower is a slice of bread filched from your innocent children’s hard-earned loaf.



Of course the schools could not escape the atmosphere. The State-taught children were wonderfully snappy — for the time being. Afterwards, it might be noticed, that when the props were pulled away they were generally either annoyingly dull or objectionably pert, or, perhaps, offensively dully-pert, according to whether their nature was backward or forward, or a mixture of both. The squad-drilled units could remember wonderfully well — for the time; they could apply the rules they learned in just the way they were taught to apply them — for the time. But they could not remember what they had not been drilled to remember; they could not apply the rules in any other way; they could not apply the principles at all; and they could not think.

High and low, children were not allowed to think; with ninety-nine mothers out of a hundred its proper name was “idleness.” “I do not like to see you sitting down doing nothing, dear,” said every mother to every daughter plaintively. “Is there no sewing you might do?” So the would-be thoughtful child was harried into working, or playing, or eating, or sleeping, as though a mind contentedly occupied with itself was an unworthy or a morbid thing.

Yet it was a too close adherence to the national character that proved to be the undoing of Wynchley Slocombe, who is now generally admitted to have been the father of the form of aerial propulsion so widely enjoyed to-day. Like everybody else, he had read the offer of the Traffic and Locomotion Department of a substantial reward for a satisfactory flying-machine, embracing “any contrivance ... that would by demonstration enable one or more persons, freed from all earth-support or connection (a) to remain stationary at will, at any height between 50 and 1500 feet; (b) at that height to travel between two points one mile apart within a time limit of seven minutes and without deviating more than fifty yards from a straight line connecting the two points; (c) to travel in a circle of not less than three miles in circumference within a time limit of fifteen minutes.” Wynchley took an ordinary intelligent interest in the subject, but he had no thought of competing.

It was not until the last day of the period allowed for submitting plans that Wynchley’s great idea occurred to him. There was then no time for elaborating the germ or for preparing the requisite specifications, even if he had any ability to do so, which he had not, being, in fact, quite ignorant of the subject. But he remembered hearing in his youth that when a former Government of its day had offered a premium for a convenient method of dividing postage stamps (until that time sold in unperforated sheets and cut up as required by the users), the successful competitor had simply tendered the advice, “Punch rows of little holes between them.” In the same spirit Wynchley Slocombe took half a sheet of silurian notepaper (now become famous, and preserved in the South Kensington Museum) and wrote on it, “Fasten on a pair of wings, and practise! practise!! practise!!!” It was to be the aerial counterpart of “Gunnery! Gunnery!! Gunnery!!!”

Unfortunately, the departmental offices were the only places in England where “snap” was not recognised. Wynchley was regarded as a suicidal lunatic — a familiar enough figure in flying-machine circles — and his suggestion was duly pigeon-holed without consideration.

The subsequent career of the unhappy man may be briefly stated. Disappointed in his hopes of an early recognition, and not having sufficient money at his disposal to demonstrate the practicability of his idea, he took to writing letters to the President of the Board, and subsequently to waylaying high officials and demanding interviews with them. Dismissed from his situation for systematic neglect of duty, he became a “poor litigant with a grievance” at the Law Courts, and periodically applied for summonses against the Prime Minister, the Lord Mayor of London, and the Archbishop of Canterbury. Still later his name became a by-word as that of a confirmed window-breaker at the Government offices. A few years afterwards, a brief paragraph in one or two papers announced that Wynchley Slocombe, “who, some time ago, gained an unenviable notoriety on account of his hallucinations,” had committed suicide in a Deptford model lodging-house.

In the meanwhile two plans for flying-machines had been selected as displaying the most merit, and their inventors were encouraged to press on with the construction under a monetary grant. Both were finished during the same week, and for the sake of comparison they were submitted to trial on the same day upon Shorncliffe plain. Vimbonne VI., which resembled a much-distended spider with outspread legs, made the first ascent. According to instructions, it was to demonstrate its ability to go in a straight line by descending in a field near the Military Canal, beyond Seabrook, but from the moment of its release it continued to describe short circles with a velocity hitherto unattained in any air-ship, until its frantic constructor was too dizzy to struggle with its mechanism any longer. The Moloch was then unmoored, and took up its position stationary at a height of 1000 feet with absolute precision. It was built on the lines of a gigantic centipede, with two rows of clubby oars beneath, and ranked as the popular favourite. Being instructed, for the sake of variety, to begin with the three mile circle, the Moloch started out to sea on the flash of the gun, the sinuous motion that rippled down its long vertebrate body producing an effect, accidental but so very life-like, that many of the vast concourse assembled on the ground turned pale and could not follow it unmoved....

There have been many plausible theories put forward by experts to account for the subsequent disaster, but for obvious reasons the real explanation can never progress beyond the realms of conjecture, for the Moloch, instead of bending to the east, encircling Folkestone and its suburbs, and descending again in the middle of Shorncliffe Camp, continued its unswerving line towards the coast of France, and never held communication with civilised man again.

So exact was its course, however, that it was easy to trace its passage across Europe. It reached Boulogne about four o’clock in the afternoon, and was cheered vociferously under the pathetic impression that everything was going well. Amiens saw it a little to the east in the fading light of evening, and a few early citizens of Dijon marked it soon after dawn. Its passage over the Alps was accurately timed and noted at several points, and the Italian frontier had a glimpse of it, very high up, it was recorded, at nightfall. A gentleman of Ajaccio, travelling in the interior of the island, thought that he had seen it some time during the next day; and several Tripoli Greeks swore that it had passed a few yards above their heads a week later; but the testimony of the Corsican was deemed the more reliable of the two. A relief expedition was subsequently sent out and traversed a great part of Africa, but although the natives in the district around the Albert Nyanza repeatedly prostrated themselves and smacked their thighs vigorously — the tribal signs of fear and recognition — when shown a small working model of the Moloch, no further trace was ever obtained of it.

The accident had a curious sequel in the House of Commons, which significantly illustrates how unexpected may be the ultimate developments of a chain of circumstance. It so happened that in addition to its complement of hands, the Moloch carried an assistant under-secretary to the Board of Agriculture. This gentleman, who had made entomology a lifelong study, was invaluable to his office, and the lamentable consequence of his absence was that when the President of the Board rose the following night to answer a question respecting the importation of lady-birds to arrest an aphis plague then devastating the orchards of the country, he ingenuously displayed so striking an unfamiliarity with the subject that his resignation was demanded, the Government discredited, and a dissolution forced. In particular, the hon. gentleman convulsed the House by referring throughout to lady-birds as “the female members of the various feathered tribes,” and warmly defending their importation as the only satisfactory expedient in the circumstances.

Wynchley’s suggestion remained on file for the next few years, and would doubtless have crumbled to dust unfruitfully had it not been for a trivial incident. A junior staff clerk, finding himself to be without matches one morning, and hesitating to mutilate the copy of — let us say, the official Pink Paper which he was reading at the moment, absent-mindedly tore a sheet haphazard from a bundle close at hand. As he lit his cigarette, the name of Wynchley Slocombe caught his eye and stirred a half-forgotten memory, for the unfortunate Wynchley had been a stock jest in the past.

Herbert Baedeker Phipps now becomes a force in the history of aerial conquest. He smoothed out the paper from which he had only torn off a fragment, read the stirring “Practise! Practise!! Practise!!!” (at least it has since been recognised to be stirring — stirring, inspired, and pulsating with the impassioned ardour of neglected genius), and pondered deeply to the accompaniment of three more cigarettes. Was there anything in it? Why could not people fly by means of artificial wings? There had been attempts; how did the enthusiasts begin? Usually by precipitating themselves out of an upper window in the first flush of their self-confidence. They were killed, and wings fell into disfavour; but the same result would attend the unsophisticated novice who made his first essay in swimming by diving off a cliff into ten fathoms deep of water. Here, even in a denser medium, was the admitted necessity for laborious practice before security was assured.

Phipps looked a step further. By nature man is ill-equipped for flying, whereas he possesses in himself all the requisites for successful propulsion through the water. Yet he needs practice in water; more practice therefore in air. For thousands of years mankind has been swimming and thereby lightening the task for his descendants, to such an extent that in certain islands the children swim almost naturally, even before they walk; whereas, with the solitary exception of a certain fabled gentleman who made the attempt so successfully and attained such a height that the sun melted the wax with which he had affixed his wings (Styckiton in convenient tubes not being then procurable), no man has ever flown. More, more practice. The very birds themselves, Phipps remembered, first require parental coaching in the art, while aquatic creatures and even the amphibia take to that element with developed faculties from their birth. Still more need of practice for ungainly man. Here, he was convinced, lay the whole secret of failure and possible success. “Practise! Practise!! Practise!!!” The last word was with Wynchley Slocombe.


CHAPTER III

THE MILLION TO ONE CHANCE

[image: img46.jpg]

SO WINGS CAME — to stay, every one admitted, although most people complained that after all flying was not so wonderful when one could do it as they thought it would have been. For at the first glance the popular fancy had inclined towards pinning on a pair of gauzy appendages and soaring at once into empyrean heights with the spontaneity of a lark, or of lightly fluttering from point to point with the ease and grace of a butterfly. They found that a pair of wings cost rather more than a high-grade bicycle, and that the novice who could struggle from the stage into a net placed twenty yards away, after a month’s course of daily practices, was held to be very promising. There was no more talk of England lying at the mercy of any and every invader; for one man, and one only, had so far succeeded in crossing even the Channel, and that at its narrowest limit. For at least three years after the conversion of Phipps the generality of people gleaned their knowledge of the progress of flying from the pages of the comic papers. To the comic papers wings had been sent as an undiluted blessing.

But if alatics, in their infancy, did not come up to the wider expectation, there were many who found in it a novel and exhilarating sport. There were also those who, discovering something congenial in the new force, set quietly and resolutely to work to develop its possibilities and to raise it above the level of a mere fashionable novelty. There have always been some, a few, not infrequently Englishmen, who have unostentatiously become pre-eminent in every development of science with a fixity of purpose. Their names rarely appear in the pages of history, but they largely write it.

Hastings permitted mixed flying. It was a question that had embittered many a town council. To one section it seemed intolerable that a father, a husband, or a brother should be torn for twenty minutes from the side of his female relatives; to the opposing section it seemed horrible that coatless men should be allowed to spread their wings within a hundred and fifty yards of shoeless women.

“I have no particular convictions,” one prominent citizen remarked, “but in view of the existing railway facilities it is worth while considering whether we shall have any visitors at all this season if we stand in the way of families flying down together.” The humour of the age was flowing mordaciously, even as the wit of France had done little more than a century before. The readiest jests carried a tang, whether turning upon personal poverty, municipal extravagance, or national incapacity. Opinion being evenly divided, the local rate of seventeen shillings in the pound influenced the casting vote in favour of mixed flying. There were necessary preparations, including a captive balloon in which an ancient mariner, decked out with a pair of wings like a superannuated Cupid, was posted to render assistance to the faltering. The rates at once rose to seventeen shillings and sixpence, but the principle of the enterprise was admitted to be sound.

So on this pleasant summer afternoon — an ideal day for a fly, said every one — the heights above the old town were echoing to the ceaseless gaiety of the watching crowd, for alatics had not yet ceased to be a novelty, while the air above was cleft by a hundred pairs of beating wings.

“A remarkable sight,” said an old man who had opened conversation with the sociable craving of the aged; “ten years ago we little expected this.”

“Why, no,” replied his chance acquaintance on the seat; “if I remember rightly, the tendency was all towards a combination either of a balloon and a motor-car or of a submarine and a band-box.”

“You don’t fly yourself?”

The young man — and he was a stalwart enough youth — looked at himself critically as if mentally picturing the effect of a pair of wings upon his person. “Well, no,” he replied; “one doesn’t get the time for practice. Then consider the price of the things. And the annual licence — oh, they won’t let you forget that, I assure you. Well, is it worth it?”

The old man shook his head in harmonious agreement; decidedly for him it was not worth it. “Perhaps you are in Somerset House?” he remarked tentatively. It is not the young who are curious; they have the fascinating study of themselves.

“Not exactly,” replied the other, veiling by this diplomatic ambiguity an eminent firm of West End drapers; “but I happen to have rather exceptional chances of knowing what is going on behind the scenes in London. I can assure you, sir, that in spite of the last sixpence on the income-tax and the hen-roost tax, the Chancellor of the Exchequer has sent out stringent orders to whip up every penny in the hope of lessening a serious deficit.”

“There may possibly be a deficit,” admitted the old man with bland assurance; “but what do a few millions, either one way or the other, matter to a country with our inexhaustible resources? We are certainly passing through a period of financial depression, but the unfailing lesson of the past has been that a cycle of bad years is inevitably followed by a cycle of good years, and in the competition with foreign countries our advantage of free trade ensures our pre-eminence.” For it is a mistake now to ascribe optimism to youth. Those youths have by this time grown up into old men. Age is the optimist because it has seen so many things “come right,” so many difficulties “muddled through.” Also because they who would have been pessimistic old men have worried themselves into early graves. Your unquenchable optimist needs no pill to aid digestion. “Then,” he concluded, “why trouble yourself unnecessarily on a beautiful day like this!”

“Oh, it doesn’t trouble me,” laughed the other man; “at least the deficit doesn’t; nor the income-tax, I regret to say. But I rather kick at ten per cent. on my season ticket and a few other trifles when I consider that there used to be better national value without them. And I rather think that most others have had about enough of it.”

“Patience, patience; you are a young man yet. Look round. I don’t think I ever saw the grass greener for the time of the year, and in my front garden I noticed only to-day that the syringa is out a full week earlier than I can remember.... Eh! What is it? Which way? Where?”

The clerk was on his feet suddenly, and standing on the seat. Every one was standing up, and all in a common impulse were pointing to the sky. Some — women — screamed as they stood and watched, but after a gasp of horrified surprise, like a cry of warning cut short because too late, the mingling noises of the crowd seemed to shrink away in a breath. Every one had read of the sickening tragedies of broken cross-rods or of sudden loss of wing-power — ærolanguisis it was called — and one was taking place before their eyes. High up, very high at first, and a little to the east, a female figure was cleaving headlong through the air, and beyond all human power to save.

So one would have said; so every one indeed assumed; and when a second later another figure crossed their range it only heralded a double tragedy. It drew a gasp ... a gasp that lingered, spun out long and turned to one loud, tumultuous shout. The next minute men were shouting incoherently, dancing wildly, shaking hands with all and any, and expressing frantic relief in a hundred frantic ways.

Thus makes his timely entry into this chronicle Gatacre Stobalt, and reviewing the progress of flying as it then immaturely stood, it is not too much to say that no other man could have turned that tragedy. With an instinctive judgment of time, distance, angle, and his own powers, Stobalt, from a hundred feet above, had leapt as a diver often leaps as he leaves the plank, and with rigid outstretched wings was dropping earthward on all but a plummet line. It was the famous “razor-edge” stroke at its narrowest angle, the delight of strong and daring fliers, the terror of those who watched beneath. It may be realised by ascending to the highest point of St Paul’s and contemplating a dive into the flooded churchyard.

The moment was a classic one in the history of the wing. The air had claimed its victims as the waters have; and there was a legitimate pride, since the enterprise was no longer foolhardy, that they had never been withheld. But never before had a rescue been effected beyond the limits of the nets; it was not then deemed practicable and the axiom of the sport “A broken wing is a broken neck,” so far held good. Yet here was a man, no novice in the art, deliberately pointing sheer to earth on a line that must bring him, if unswervingly maintained, into contact with the falling girl beneath. Up to that point the attempt would have been easy if daring, beyond it nothing but the readiest self-possession and the most consummate skill could avert an irretrievable disaster to himself.



“You have not even had the curiosity to ask if I am hurt yet.” Her voice certainly was.

“X = - 4 {C^2} {x^3},” murmured Stobalt abstractedly. “I assure you,” he explained, leaving the higher mathematics at her reproach, “that I had quite satisfied myself that you were not.... It all turns on the extra tension thrown on the crank by the additional three feathers. I am convinced that English makers have gone as far as they safely can in that direction.” He glanced at her wings as he mused. They were of the familiar detached feather — or “venetian blind,” as it was commonly called — pattern, and wonderfully graceful in their long sweep and elegant poise. Made of the purest white celluloid, just tinted with a delicate and deepening pink at the base, they harmonised with her sea-green costume as faultlessly as the lily with the leaves it springs from. Stobalt himself used the more difficult but much more powerful “bat” shape, built up of gold-beaters’ skin; he had already folded them in rest, but in those early days the prudish conventions of the air debarred the girl from seeking a like repose.

“I should certainly discard the three outside feathers,” he summed up.

“I shall certainly discard the whole thing,” she replied. “I do not know which felt the worse — being killed or being saved.”

He made a gesture that would seem to say that the personal details of the adventure were better dismissed. He was plainly a man of few words, but the mechanical defect still held his interest.

“One understands that a brave man always dislikes being thanked,” she continued a little nervously; “and, indeed, what can I say to thank you? You have saved my life, and I know that it must have been at a tremendous risk to yourself.”

“I think,” he said, “that the sooner you forget the incident.... That and the removal of those three feathers.” His gestures were deliberate and the reverse of vivacious, but when he glanced up and moved a hand, it at once conveyed to the girl that in his opinion nothing else need stand in the way of her recovered powers and confidence.

“And there is,” she said timidly, “nothing?” Precisely what there might be had not occurred to her satisfactorily.

“Nothing,” he said, without the air of being heroic in his generosity. “Unless,” he added, “you care to promise that you will not let — —” He stopped with easy self-possession and turned enquiringly to a man in some official dress who had suddenly appeared in the glade.

“Have you a licence?” demanded the official, ignoring Stobalt and addressing himself in a style that at one time would have been deemed objectionably abrupt, to the lady. He was in point of fact a policeman, and from a thong on his wrist swung a truncheon, while the butt of a revolver showed at his belt. He wore no number or identifying mark, for it had long since been agreed that it must be objectionable to their finer feelings to treat policemen as though they were — one cannot say convicts, for a sympathetic Home Secretary had already discontinued the numbering of convicts on the ground that it created a state of things “undistinguishable from slavery,” though not really slavery — but as though they were railway bridges or district council lamp-posts. “Treat a man as a dog, and he becomes a dog,” had been the invincible argument of the band of humanitarians who had introduced what was known as the “Get-up-when-you-like-and-have-what-you-want” system of prison discipline, and “Treat a man as a lamp-post, and he becomes a lamp-post,” had been the logical standpoint of the Amalgamated Union of Policemen and Plain Clothes Detectives.

“Yes,” replied the girl, and her voice had not quite that agreeable intonation that members of the force usually hear from the lips of fair young ladies nowadays. “Do you wish to see it?”

“What else should I ask you if you had one for?” he demanded with the innate boorishness of the heavy-witted man. “Of course I want to see it.”

She opened the little bag that hung from her girdle and handed him a paper without a word.

“Muriel Ursula Percy Sleigh Hampden?” It would be idle to pretend that the names pleased him, or that he tried to veil his contempt.

“Yes,” she replied.

He indicated his private disbelief — or possibly merely took a ready means of exercising his authority in a way that he knew to be offensive — by producing a small tin box from one of his pockets and passing it to her without any explanation. The requirement was so universal in practice, however, that no explanation was necessary, for the signature, as the chief mark of identification, had long been superseded by the simpler and more effective thumb-sign. Miss Hampden made a slight grimace when she saw the condition of the soft wax which the box contained, but she obediently pressed it with her thumb and passed it back again. As her licence bore another thumb-sign, stamped in pigment, it was only necessary for the constable to compare the two (a process simplified by the superimposing glass, a contrivance not unlike a small opera-glass with converging tubes) in order to satisfy himself at once whether the marks were the impress of the same thumb. Apparently they were, for with a careless “Right-O,” he proceeded on his way, swinging his truncheon with an easy grace, and occasionally striking off the end of an overhanging branch.

“I wonder,” said Stobalt, when at length the zealous officer had quite disappeared in search of other fields for tactful activity, “I wonder if you are a daughter of Sir John Hampden?”

“Yes,” she replied, looking at him with renewed interest. “His only daughter. Do you know my father?”

He shook his head. “I have been away, but we see the papers sometimes,” he said. “The Sir John I mean,” he explained, as though the point were a matter of some moment, “was a few years ago regarded as the one man who might unite our parties and save the position.”

“There is only one Sir John Hampden,” she replied. “But it was too late.”

“Oh yes,” he admitted vaguely, dismissing the subject.

Both were silent for a few minutes; it might be noticed that people often became thoughtful when they spoke of the past in those years. Indeed, an optimist might almost have had some ground for believing that a thinking era had begun.

When he spoke again it was with something of an air of constraint. “You asked me just now if there was — anything. Well, I have since thought — —”

“Yes?” she said encouragingly.

“I have thought that I should like to meet your father. I hear everywhere that he is the most inaccessible man in London; but perhaps if you could favour me with a line of introduction — —”

“Oh yes,” she exclaimed gladly. “I am sure that he would wish to thank you. I will write to-morrow.”

“I have paper and a pencil here,” he suggested. “I have been a sailor,” he added, as though that simple statement explained an omnipercipient resourcefulness; as perhaps it did.

“If you prefer it,” she said, accepting the proffered stationery. It did not make the least difference, she told herself, but this business-like expedition chilled her generous instincts.

“I leave for town to-night,” was all he vouchsafed.

For a few minutes she wrote in silence, while he looked fixedly out to sea. “What name am I to write, please?” she asked presently.

“Oh, Salt — George Salt,” he replied in a matter-of-fact voice, and without turning his head.

“Is it ‘Mr Salt,’ or ‘Captain,’ or —— ?”

“Just ‘Mr,’ please. And” — his voice fell a little flat in spite of himself, but he did not meet her eyes— “and would it be too much if I asked you to mention the circumstances under which we met?”

She bent a little lower over the paper in a shame she could not then define. “I will not fail to let my father know how heroic you have been, and to what an extent we are indebted to you,” she replied dispassionately.

“Thank you.” Suddenly he turned with an arresting gesture, and impulsive speech trembled on his tongue. But the sophistries of explanation, apology, self-extenuation, were foreign to the nature of this strong keen-featured man, whose grey and not unkindly eyes had gained their tranquil depth from long intercourse with sea and sky — those two masters who teach the larger things of life. The words were never spoken, his arm fell down again, and the moment passed.

“I have never,” he was known to say with quiet emphasis in later years, “regretted silence. I have never given way to an impulse and spoken hastily without regretting speech.”

The London evening papers were being cried in the streets of the old Cinque Port as “George Salt” walked to the station a few hours later. A general election was drawing to its desultory close, but the results seemed to excite curiously little interest among the well-dressed, leisured class that filled the promenades. It was a longer sweep of the pendulum than had ever been anticipated in the days when politics were more or less the pastime of the rich, and the working classes neither understood nor cared to understand them — only understood that whatever else happened nothing ever came their way.

The man who had been a sailor bought two papers of very different views, the Pall Mall Gazette and the orthodox labour organ called The Masses. Neither rejoiced, but to despair The Masses added a note of ingenuous surprise as it summarised the contest as a whole. This was how the matter stood:

Position of Parties at the Dissolution



	
Labour Members


	
300





	
Socialists


	
140





	
Liberals


	
112





	
Unionists


	
40






Party Gains



	
Socialist Gains


	
204





	
Moderate Labour Gains


	
5





	
Imperial Party Gains


	
0






Position of Parties in the New Parliament



	
Socialists


	
344





	
Moderate Labour Party (all groups)


	
179





	
Combined Imperial Party (Liberals Unionists)


	
68






(The above returns do not include the Orkney and Shetland Islands.)



	
Socialist majority over all possible combinations


	
97






There is no need to trace the development of political events leading up to this position. It lends itself to summary. The Labour party had come into power by pointing out to voters of the working classes that its members were their brothers, and promising them a great deal of property belonging to other people and a good many privileges which they vehemently denounced in every other class. When in power they had thrown open the doors of election to one and all. The Socialist party had come into power by pointing out to voters of the working classes that its members were even more their brothers, and promising them a still larger share of other people’s property (some, indeed, belonging to the more prosperous of the Labour representatives then in office) and still greater privileges. Yet the editor of The Masses was both pained and surprised at the result.


CHAPTER IV

THE COMPACT
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A STRONG MAN and a prominent politician, Sir John Hampden had occupied the unfamiliar position in Parliament of belonging to no party. To no party, that is, as the term had then been current in English politics; for, more discerning than most of his contemporaries, he had foreseen the obliteration of the existing boundaries and the phenomenal growth of purely class politics even in the old century. It was, he recognised, to be that development of the franchise with which the world was later to become tolerably familiar: civil war on constitutional lines. His warnings fell on very stony ground. The powers that had never yet prepared for war abroad until the enemy had comfortably occupied all the strategic points, lest they should wound some wily protesting old gentleman’s susceptibilities, were scarcely likely to take time by the forelock — or even by a hind fetlock, to enlarge the comparison — at home. While the Labour party was bringing pressure upon the Government of the day to grant an extension of suffrage that made Labour the master of eight out of every ten constituencies, the two great classical parties were quarrelling vehemently whether £5000 should be spent upon a sanatorium at Hai Yang and £5,000,000 upon a dockyard at Pittiescottie, or £5,000,000 upon a dockyard at Hai Yang and £5000 upon a sanatorium at Pittiescottie. When it is added that the Labour party was definitely pledged to the inauguration of universal peace by declining to go to war on any provocation, and looked towards wholesale disarmament as the first means of economy on attaining office, the cataclysmal humour of the situation becomes apparent.

They attained office, as it has been seen, thanks largely to the great Liberal party whom they succeeded. The great Liberal party, like the editor of The Masses some years later, was pained and surprised at this ingratitude. The great Liberal party had never contemplated such a development, and through thick and thin had insisted upon regarding the Labour party as its ally, notwithstanding the fact that the “ally” had always laughed uproariously at the “alliance,” and had pleasantly announced its intention of strewing Westminster with the wreckage of all existing capitalistic parties when once it was strong enough to do so.

Little wonder that that great Liberal Administration was destined to pass down to future ages as the “House of Pathetic Fools.” Posterity adjudicated that no greater example of servile fatuousness could be produced. This was unjust, for on 20th June 1792, Louis XVI., certainly, let it be admitted, harder pressed, had accepted a red “cap of liberty,” and putting it on in obedience to the command of the “extreme party” of his time, had bowed right and left with ingratiating friendliness, while a Labour gentleman, bearing upon a pike a raw cow’s heart labelled “The heart of an aristocrat,” roared out, with his twenty thousand friends, an amused approval.

It was out of the material of the two great traditional parties that Sir John Hampden tried to create his “class” coalition to meet the new conditions. The spectacle of working men suddenly dropping party differences and merging into a solid phalanx of labour was before their eyes, but the Tories were disintegrated and inert, the Whigs self-satisfied and cock-sure. The years of grace — just so many years as Sir John was before his contemporaries — passed. Then came a brief period, desperate indeed, but not hopeless, while something might yet be done; but the leaders of the historical parties were waiting for some happy chance by which they might retract and yet preserve their dignity. It was during this crisis that the party whose idea of dignity was symbolised by the escort of a brass band on a green-grocer’s cart, abolished the House of Lords, suspended the naval programme, and confiscated all ecclesiastical landed property. Panic reigned, but there could be no appeal, for the party in power had never concealed their aims and aspirations, and now that they had been returned, they were only carrying out their promises.

That is putting their position so mildly as to be almost unjust. They were, indeed, among political parties the only one immaculate and beyond reproach. All others had trimmed and whittled, promised and recalled, sworn and forsworn, till political assurances were emptier than libertines’ vows. The Socialists had nailed their manifesto to the mast, and no man could charge them with duplicity. On every platform from Caithness to Cornwall they had stood openly and declared: We are the enemies to Capital; we are at war with Society as it is at present constituted; we are for the forcible distribution of wealth, however come by, the abolition of class distinctions, and the levelling of humanity, with the unskilled labourer as the ideal standard.

“Good fellows all,” had, in effect, declared their Liberal “allies,” “and they do not really mean that — not phraseologically accurately, that is. We go in for a little, say, serpent-charming ourselves at election times, and when these excellent men are in Parliament the refining influence of the surroundings will tone them down wonderfully, and they will turn out thoroughly moderate and conciliatory members.”

“Don’t you make any error about that, comrades,” the Socialistic-Labour candidates had replied; and with a candour unparalleled in the history of electioneering they had not merely hinted this or said it among themselves, but had freely and honourably proclaimed it to the four winds. “If you like to help us just now that’s your affair, and we are quite willing to profit by it. But if you knew what you were doing, you would go home and all have the nightmare.”

“So naïve!” smiled the great Liberal party. “Suppose they have to talk like that at present to please the unemployed.”

Then came the deluge. Sir John Hampden could have every section of the middle and upper class political parties to lead if he so deigned, but wherever else he might lead them there was no possible hope of it being to St. Stephen’s. It was, as his daughter had said, then too late. Labour members of one complexion or another had captured three-quarters of the constituencies, and there was not the slightest chance of ousting them.

So it came about that in less than a decade from the first alarm, the extremity of the patriot’s hope was that in perhaps twenty years’ time, when the country was reduced to bankruptcy and the position of a third class power, and when there was no more property to confiscate in the interest of the working class voter, a popular rising or a foreign invasion might again place a responsible administration in power. But in the meantime the organisations of the old parties fell to pieces, the parties themselves ceased to be powers, their leaders were half forgotten. Sir John Hampden might still be a rallying point if he raised a standard in a time of renewed hope, but there was no hope, and Sir John was reported to have broken his staff, drowned his books, and cut himself off from politics in the bitterness of his indignation and impotent despair.

It was in something very like this mood that George Salt found him, and it was an issue of the mood that would have made him inaccessible to a less resourceful man. Day after day he had denied himself to his old associates, and little disappointed hucksters who were anxious to betray their party for their conscience’ sake — provided there was a definite offer of a more lucrative position in a new party — vainly shadowed his doorway with ready-made cabals in their pocket-books. But the man who had been a sailor and spoke few words had an air that carried where fluency and self-assurance failed. Even then, almost at his first words, Sir John would have closed the subject, definitely and without discussion.

“Politics do not concern me, Mr Salt,” he said, rising, with an angry flash in the eyes whose fighting light gave the lie to the story of abandoned hope. “If that is your business you have reached me by a subterfuge.”

“Having reached you,” replied Salt, unmoved, “will you allow me to put my suggestions before you?”

“I have no doubt that they are interesting,” replied the baronet, falling into smooth indifference, “but, as you may see, I am exclusively devoted to Euplexoptera now.” It might be true, for the table before him was covered with specimens, scientific instruments and entomological works, while not even a single newspaper betrayed an interest in the day; but a world of bitterness smouldered beneath his half-scornful admission. “If,” he continued in the same vein, “you have an idea for an effective series of magic lantern slides, you will find the offices of the Union of Imperial Agencies in Whitehall.”

The first act to which the new Government was pledged was the evacuation of Egypt, and the mighty counterblast from the headquarters of the remnant of the great opposing organisation was, it should be explained, a travelling magic lantern van, designed to satisfy rural voters as to the present happy condition of the fellahin!

“Possibly you would hardly complain that I am not prepared to go far enough,” replied the visitor. “But in order to discuss that, I must have your serious attention.”

“I have already expressed myself,” replied Sir John formally. “I am not interested.”

“If you will hear me out and then repeat that, I will go,” urged Salt with desperate calmness. “Yet I have thrown up the profession of my life because I hold that there is a certain remedy. And I have come a hundred miles to-night to offer it to you: for you are the man. Realise that I am vitally concerned.”

“I am very sorry,” replied Sir John courteously, but without the faintest encouragement, “but the matter is beyond me. Leave me, and try some younger, less disillusionised man.”

“There is no other man who will serve my purpose.” Sir John stared hard, as well he might: others had not been in the habit of appealing to him to serve their purposes. “You are the natural leader of our classes. You alone can inspire them; you alone have the authority to call them to any effort.”

“I have been invited to lead a hundred forlorn hopes,” replied Sir John. “A dozen years — nine years — aye, perhaps even six years ago any one of them might have been sufficient. Now — I have my earwigs. Good night, Mr Salt.”

The dismissal was so unmistakably final that the most stubborn persistence could scarcely ignore it. Mr Salt rose, but only to approach the table by which Sir John was standing.

“I wished to have you with me on the bare merits of my plan,” he said in a low voice, “but you would not. But you shall save England in spite of your dead heart. Read this letter.”

For a moment it seemed doubtful how Hampden would take so brusque a demand. Another second and he might have imperiously ordered Salt to leave the house, when his eyes fell with a start upon the writing thrust before him, and taking the letter in his hand he read it through, read it twice.

“Little fool!” he said, so low that it sounded tenderly; “poor little fool!” Then aloud: “Am I to understand that you have saved my daughter’s life?”

“Yes,” replied George Salt, and even the tropical sunburn could not cover his hot shame.

“At great personal risk to yourself?”

Again the reply was, “Yes,” without an added word.

“Why did you not let me know of this before?”

“Does that matter now?” It had been his master card, but a very humiliating one to play throughout: to trade upon that moment’s instinctive heroism, to assert his bravery, to apprise it at its worth, and to claim a fit return.

“No,” admitted Sir John with intuition, “I don’t suppose it does. The position then is, that instead of exchanging the usual compliments applicable to the occasion, I express my gratitude by listening to your views on the political situation? And further,” he continued, with the same gentle air of irony, accepting Salt’s silent acquiescence, “that I proceed to liquidate my obligation fully by identifying myself with a scheme which you have in your pocket for averting national disaster?”

“No,” replied Salt sharply. “That is for you to accept or reject unconditionally on your own judgment.”

“Very well. I am entirely at your service now.”

“In the first place, then, I ask you to admit that a state of civil war morally exists, and that the only possible hope for our existence lies in adopting the methods of covert civil war to secure our ends.”

“Admit! Good God! I have been shrieking it into deaf ears for half my life, it seems,” cried Sir John, suddenly stirred despite himself. “They called me the Phantom Storm-petrel— ‘Wolf-cry’ Hampden, Heaven knows what not — through an entire decade. Admit! Go on, Mr Salt. I accept your first clause more easily than Lord Stirling swallowed Socialistic amendments to his own Bills, and that is saying a great deal.”

“Then,” continued Salt, taking a bundle of papers from an inner pocket and selecting a docket of half a dozen typewritten sheets from it, “I propose for your acceptance the following plan of campaign.”

He looked round the littered desk for a vacant space on which to lay the document. With an impetuous movement of his arm Sir John swept books, trays, and insects into one chaotic heap, and spreading the summary before him plunged into it forthwith.


CHAPTER V

THE DOWNTRODDEN
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“KUMREDS,” ANNOUNCED MR Tubes with winning familiarity, “I may say now and once and for all that you’ve thoroughly convinced me of the justice of your claims. But that isn’t saying that the thing’s as good as done, so don’t go slinging it broadcast in the next pub you come to. There’s our good kumred the Chancellor of the Exchequer to be taken into account, and while I’m about it let me tell you straight that these Cabinet jobs, whether at twenty, fifty, or a hundred quid a week, aren’t the softest things going, as some of you chaps seem to imagine.”

“Swap you, mate, then,” called out a facetious L. & N. W. fireman. “Yus, and throw the missis and kids into the bargain. Call it a deal?”

In his modest little house the Right Hon. James Tubes, M.P., Secretary of State for the Home Department, was receiving a deputation. Success, said his friends, had not spoiled him; others admitted that success had not changed him. From the time of his first appearance in Parliament he had been dubbed “Honest Jim” (perhaps a somewhat empty compliment in view of the fact that every Labour constituency had barbed unconscious satire at its own expense by distinguishing its representative as “Honest” Tom, Dick, or Harry), and after his elevation to Cabinet rank he still remained honest. More to the point, because more apparent, he remained unpretentious. It is true that he ceased to wear, as a personal concession to the Prime Minister, by whose side he sat, the grimy coal miner’s suit in which he had first appeared in the House to the captivating of all hearts; but, more fortunate than Caractacus, he escaped envy by continuing to occupy his humble villa in Kilburn. The expenses of a Cabinet Minister, even in a Socialist Government, must inevitably be heavier than those of a private member, but this admirable man illustrated the uselessness of riches by continuing to live frugally but comfortably upon a tenth of his official income. According to intimate rumour he prudently invested the superfluous nine-tenths against a rainy day in the gilt-edged securities of countries where Socialism was least rampant.

Mr Tubes never refused to see a deputation, and when their views had been laid before him it was rare indeed that he was not able to declare a warm personal interest in their objects. True, he could not always undertake to carry their recommendations into effect; as a Minister he could not always express official approval of them, but they were rarely sent away without the moral support of that wink which is proverbially as significant as a more compromising form of agreement. Whether the particular expression of the great voice of the people was in the direction of the State adoption of Zulu orphans, or the compulsory removal of park palings from around private estates, the deputation could always go away with the inward satisfaction that however his words might read to outsiders on the morrow, they knew that as a man and a comrade, he, Jim Tubes, was with them heart and soul. “It costs nothing,” he was wont to remark broad-mindedly to his home circle — referring, of course, to his own sympathetic attitude; for some of the ingenuous proposals which he countenanced were found in practice to prove very costly indeed— “and who knows what may happen next?”

But on this occasion, as far as compliance lay within his power, there had been no need for mental reservation. The railway-men had been patient under capitalistic oppression in the past; they were convincing now in argument; and they were moderate in their demands for the future. It was no “Væ victis!” that these sturdy wearers of green corduroy trousers held out to their employers, but a cheery “Come now, mates. Fair does and we’ll mess along somehow till the next strike.”

Mr Drugget, M.P., introduced the deputation. It consisted of railway workers of all the lower grades with the exception of clerks. After many ineffectual attempts to get clerks to enter the existing Labour ring, it had been seriously proposed by the Labour wirepullers (who loved them in spite of their waywardness, and would have saved them, and their votes and their weekly contribution, from themselves) that they should form a Union of their own in conjunction with shop assistants and domestic servants. When the clerks (of whom the majority employed domestic servants directly or indirectly in their homes or in their lodgings) laughed slightly at the proposal; when the shop assistants smiled self-consciously, and when the domestic servants giggled openly, the promoters of this amusing triple alliance cruelly left them to their fate thenceforward, pettishly declaring that all three were a set of snobs — a designation which they impartially applied to every class of society except their own, and among themselves to every minute subdivision of Labour except the one which they adorned.

It devolved upon a rising young “greaser” in the service of the Great Northern to explain, as spokesman, the object of the visit. Under the existing unfair conditions the directors of the various companies were elected at large salaries by that unnecessary and parasitic group, the shareholders, while the workmen — the true creators of every penny of income — had no direct hand in the management of affairs. When they wished to approach the chief authorities it was necessary for them to send delegates from their Union, who were frequently kept waiting ten minutes in an ante-room; and although of late years their demands were practically always conceded without demur, the position was anomalous and humiliating. What seemed only reasonable to them, then, was that they should have the right to elect an equal number of directors from among themselves, who should sit on the Board with the other directors, have equal powers, and receive similar salaries.

“To be, in fact, your permanent deputation to the Board,” suggested the Home Secretary.

“That’s it — with powers,” replied the G. N. man.

“There’ll be some soft jobs going — then,” murmured a shunter, who was getting on in years, reflectively.

“No need for the missis to take in young men lodgers if you get one, eh, Bill?” said his neighbour jocosely.

Whether it was the extreme unlikelihood of his ever being made a director, or some other deeper cause, the secret history of the period does not say, but Bill turned upon his innocent friend in a very aggressive mood.

“What d’yer mean — young men lodgers?” he demanded warmly. “What call have you to bring that up? Come now!”

“Why, mate,” expostulated the offending one mildly, “no one said anything to give any offence. What’s the ‘arm? Your missis does take in lodgers, same as plenty more, don’t she? Well, then!”

“I can take a ‘int along the lines as well as any other,” replied Bill darkly. “It’s gone far enough between pals. See? I never said anything about your sister leaving that there laundry, did I? Never, I didn’t.”

“And what about it if you did?” demanded the neighbour, growing hot in his turn. “I should think you’d have enough — —”

“Gentlemen, gentlemen,” expostulated the glib young spokesman, as the voices rose above the conversational whisper, “let us have absolute unanimity, if you please — expressed in the usual way, by all saying nothing together.”

“Wha’s matter with Bill?” murmured the next delegate with polite curiosity.

“Seems to me the little man is troubled with his teef,” replied the unfortunate cause of the ill-feeling, with smouldering passion. “Strike me if he isn’t. Ah!” And seeing the impropriety of relieving his feelings in the usual way in a Cabinet Minister’s private study, he relapsed into bitter silence.

Mr Tubes having expressed his absolute approval of this detail of the programme, the second point was explained. Why, it was demanded, should the provisions of the Employers’ Liability Act apply only to the hours during which a man was at work? Furthermore, why should they apply only to accidents? Supposing, said Mr William Mulch, the spokesman in question, that a bloke went out in a social way among his friends, as any bloke might, caught the small-pox, and got laid up for life with after-effects, or died? Or suppose the bloke, after sweating through a day’s work, went home dog-tired to his miserable hovel, and broke his leg falling over the carpet, or poisoned his hand opening a tin of sardines? They looked to the present Government to extend the working of the Act so as to cover the disablement or death of employés from every cause whatever, natural death included, and wherever they might be at the time. Under the present unfair and artificial conditions of labour, the work-people were nothing but the slaves and chattels of capitalists, and it was manifestly unfair that the latter should escape their responsibilities after exploiting a man’s labour for their own greedy ends, simply because he happened to die of hydrophobia or senile decay, or because the injury that disabled him was received outside the fœtid, insanitary den where in exchange for a bare sordid pittance his flesh was ground from his bones for eight hours daily.

The Right Hon. gentleman expressed his entire concurrence with this provision also, and roused considerable enthusiasm by mentioning that some time ago he had independently arrived at the conclusion that such a clause was urgently required.

Before the next point was considered, Comrade Tintwistle asked permission to say a few words. He explained that he had no intention of introducing a discordant note. On the contrary, he heartily supported the proposal as far as it went, but — and here he wished to say that though he only voiced the demands of a minority, it was a large, a growing, and a noisy minority — it did not go far enough. The contention of those he represented was that the responsibility of employers ought to extend to the wives and families of their work-people. Many a poor comrade was sadly harassed by having to keep a crippled child who would never be a bread-winner, or an ailing wife who was incapable of looking after his home comfort properly. They were fighting over again the battle that they had won in the matter of free meals for school children. It had taken years to convince people that it was equally necessary that children who did not happen to be attending school should have meals provided for them, and even more necessary to see that their mothers should be well nourished; it had taken even longer to arrive at the logical conclusion that if free meals were requisite, free clothes were not a whit less necessary. No one nowadays doubted the soundness of that policy, yet here they were again timorously contemplating half-measures, while the insatiable birds of prey who sucked their blood laughed in their sleeve at the spectacle of the British working men hiding their heads ostrich-like in the shifting quicksand of a fool’s paradise.

The signs of approval that greeted this proposal showed clearly enough that other members of the deputation had sympathetic leanings towards the larger policy of the minority. Mr Tubes himself more than hinted at the possibility of a personal conversion in the near future. “In the meantime,” he remarked, “everything is on your side. Your position is logical, moderate, and just. All can admit that, although we may not all exactly agree as to whether the time is ripe for the measure. With every temptation to wipe off some of the arrears of injustice of the past, we must not go so far as to kill the goose that lays the golden egg.”

“How do you make that out?” demanded an unsophisticated young signalman. “It’s the work of the people that produces every penny that circulates.”

“Oh, just so,” replied Tubes readily. “That is the real point of the story. It was the grains of corn that made the eggs, and the goose did nothing but sit and lay them. We must always have our geese.” He turned to the subject in hand again with a laugh, and approved a few more modest suggestions for abolishing “privileges.”

“The last point,” continued the spokesman, “is one that closely concerns the principles that we all profess. I refer to the obsolete and humiliating anachronism that with a Government pledged to the maintenance of social equality in office, at any hour of the day, at practically every railway station throughout the land you will still see trains subdivided as regards designation and accommodation into first, second, and third classes. It is a distinction which to us, as the representatives of the so-called third class, is nothing more or less than insulting. Why should me and my missis when we travel be compelled to sit where the accidents generally happen and have to put up with eighteen in a compartment, when smug clerks and saucy ladies’ maids, who are no better than us, enjoy the comparative luxury of only fifteen in a compartment away from the collisions, and snide financiers and questionable duchesses, who are certainly a good deal worse, sit in padded rooms, well protected front and rear, and never know what it is to be packed more than six a-side? If that isn’t class distinction I should like to know what is. It isn’t — Gawd help us! — that we wish to mix with these people, or that we envy their position or covet their wealth. Such motives have never entered into the calculations of those who have been foremost in Socialistic propaganda. But as thoughtful and self-respecting units of an integral community we object to being segregated by the imposition of obsolete and arbitrary barriers, we do resent the artificial creation of social grades, and we regard with antagonism and distrust the unjust accumulation of labour-created wealth in the hands of the idle and incapable few.

“But if this is the standpoint of the great mass of the democracy, to us of the Amalgamated Unions of Railway Workers and Permanent Way Staffs the invidious distinction has a closer significance. As ordinary citizens our sense of equality is outraged by the demarcations I have referred to; but as our work often places us in a temporary subordination to the occupants of these so-called first and second classes, whom we despise intellectually and resent economically, we incur the additional stigma of having to render them an external deference which we recognise to be obsolete and servile. The Arden and Avon Valley case, which earned the martyrdom of dismissal for William Jukson and ultimately involved forty thousand of us in a now historic strike, simply because that heroic man categorically refused to the doddering Duke of Pentarlington any other title than the honourable appellation of ‘Comrade,’ is doubtless still fresh within your minds. We lost on that occasion through insufficiency of funds, but the ducal portmanteau over which William Jukson took his memorable stand, will yet serve as a rallying point to a more successful issue.”

Mr Mulch paused for approbation, which was not stinted, but before he could resume, a passionate little man who had been rising to a more exalted state of fervour with every demand, suddenly hurled himself like a human wedge into the forefront of the proceedings.

“Kumrids!” he exclaimed, breathless from the first, “with your kind permission I would say a few words embodying a suggestion which, though not actually included in the agenda, is quite in ‘armony with the subject before us.”

“Won’t it keep?” suggested a tired delegate hopefully.

“The suggestion is briefly this,” continued the little man, far too enthusiastic to notice any interruption, “that as a tribute to William Jukson’s sterling determination and as a perpetual reminder of the issues raised, we forthwith add to the banners of the Amalgamated Unions one bearing an allegorical design consisting of two emblematic figures struggling for the possession of a leather portmanteau with the words ‘No Surrender!’ beneath. The whole might be made obvious to a person of the meanest intelligence by the inscription ‘A. and A. V. Ry. Test Case. W. J. upholds the Principles of Social Democracy and Vindicates the People’s Rights,’ running round.”

“Why should he be running round?” asked a slow-witted member of the deputation.

“Who running round?” demanded the last speaker, amenable to outside influence now that he had said his say.

“William Jukson. Didn’t you say he was to be on this banner vindicating the people’s rights running round? He stood there on the platform, man to man, so I’ve always heard.”

The redoubtable Jukson’s champion cast a look of ineffable contempt upon his simple brother and made a gesture expressive of despair. “That’s all,” he said, and sat down.

Mr Mulch resumed his interrupted innings. “The suggestion will doubtless receive attention if submitted through the proper channels,” he remarked a little coldly. It was one thing to take the indomitable Jukson under his own ægis; quite another to countenance his canonisation at a period when strenuous candidates were more numerous than remunerative niches. “But to revert to the subject in hand from which we have strayed somewhat. It only remains for me to say that all artificial distinctions between class and class are distasteful to the people at large, detestable to the powerful Unions on whose behalf we are here to-day, and antagonistic to the interests of the community. We confidently look, therefore, to the present Government to put an end to a state of things that is inconsistent with the maintenance of practical Socialism.”

Towards this proposal, also, Mr Tubes turned a friendly ear, but he admitted that in practice his sympathies must be purely platonic, for the time at least. In truth, the revenue yielded by the taxation of first and second class tickets was so considerable that it could not be ignored. Many people adopted the third class rather than suffer the exaction, and the receipts of all the railway companies in the kingdom fell considerably — to the great delight of that large section of the Socialistic party that had not yet begun to think. But the majority of the wealthy still paid the price, and not a few among the weak, aged, and timorous, among children, old men, and ladies, were driven to the superior classes which they could ill afford by the increased difficulty of finding a seat elsewhere, and by the growing truculence of the workmen who were thrust upon them in the thirds. For more than a decade it had been observed that when a seat in tram or train was at stake the age of courtesy was past, but a new Burke, listening to the conversation of those around, might too frequently have cause to think that the age of decency had faded also. Another development, contributing to the maintenance of the higher classes, was the fact that one was as heavily mulcted if he turned to any of the other forms of more exclusive travelling. Private carriages of all kinds were the butt of each succeeding Budget, even bicycles (unless owned by workmen) were not exempt; and so heavily was the Chancellor’s hand laid upon motor cars (except such as were the property of Members of Parliament) that even the Marquis of Kingsbery was satisfied, and withdrew his threat to haunt the Portsmouth Road with an elephant gun.

And yet, despite the persistence of a Stuart in imposing taxation and the instincts of a Vespasian in making it peculiarly offensive, the Treasury was always in desperate straits. The reason was not far to seek. In the old days Liberal governments had at times proved extravagant; Tory governments had perhaps oftener proved even more extravagant; but in each case it was the tempered profusion of those who through position and education were too careless to count their pence and too unconcerned to be dazzled by their pounds. The Labour and the Socialist administrations proved superlatively extravagant: and there is nothing more irredeemable than the spendthrift recklessness of your navvy who has unexpectedly “come into money.” The beggar was truly on horseback, or, to travel with the times, he had set off in his motor car, and he was now bowling along the great high-road towards the cliff-bound sea of national perdition, a very absent-minded beggar indeed, with a merry hand upon the high speed gear.

“I am with you heart and soul,” therefore declared Mr Tubes as a man, and as a member of the Cabinet added— “in principle. But the contemplated Act for providing State maintenance of strikers, in strikes approved of by the Board of Trade, makes it extremely undesirable to abolish any of the existing sources of revenue, at least until we see what the measure will involve.”

“Save on the Navy, then,” growled a malcontent in the rear rank.

“We have already reduced the Navy to the fullest extent that we consider it desirable to go at present; that is to say, to the common-sense limit — equality with any one of the other leading powers.”

“The Army, then.”

“We have already reduced the Army very considerably, but with a navy on the lines which I have indicated and an army traditionally weaker at the best than those of the great military powers, which are also naval powers, is it prudent?” The gesture that closed the sentence clearly expressed Mr Tubes’s own misgivings on the subject. He had always been regarded as a moderate though a vacillating man among his party, and the “reduce everything and chance it” policy of a powerful section of the Cabinet disturbed his rest at times.

“Why halt ye between two opinions?” exclaimed a clear and singularly sweet voice from the doorway. “Temporise not with the powers of darkness when the day of opportunity is now at hand. Sweep away arms and armies, engines of war and navies, in one vast and irresistible wave of Universal Brotherhood. Beat the swords into ploughshares, cast your guns into instruments of music, let all strife cease. Extend the hand of friendship and equality not only man to man and class to class, but nation to nation and race to race. Make a great feast, and in love and fellowship compel them to come in: so shall you inaugurate the reign of Christ anew on earth.”

Every one looked at the speaker and then glanced at his neighbour with amusement, contempt, enquiry, here and there something of approval, in his eye. “The Mad Parson,” “Brother Ambrose,” “The Ragged Priest,” “St Ambrose of Shadwell,” ran from lip to lip as a few recognised the tonsured barefoot figure standing in his shabby cassock by the door. Mr Tubes alone, seated out of the range of whispers and a victim to the defective sight that is the coal-pit heritage throughout the world, received no inkling of his identity, and, assuming that he was a late arrival of the deputation, sought to extend a gentle conciliation.

“The goal of complete disarmament is one that we never fail to strive for,” he accordingly replied, “but our impulsive comrade must admit that the present is hardly the moment for us to make the experiment entirely on our own. Prudence — —”

“Prudence!” exclaimed the ragged priest with flashing vehemence. “There is no more cowardly word in the history of that Black Art which you call Statecraft. All your wars, all your laws, all tyranny, injustice, inhumanity, all have their origin in a fancied prudence. It marks the downward path in whitened milestones more surely than good intentions pave that same decline. Dare! dare! dare! man. Dare to love your brother. Herod was prudent when he sought to destroy all the children of Bethlehem; it was prudence that led Pilate to deliver up our Master to the Jews. The deadly ignis fatuus of prudence marched and counter-marched destroying armies from the East and from the West through every age, formed vast coalitions and dissolved them treacherously, made dynasties and flung them from the throne. It led pagan Rome, it illumined the birth of a faith now choked in official bonds, it danced before stricken Europe, lit the martyrs’ fires, lured the cold greed of commerce, and now hangs a sickly beacon over Westminster. But prudence never raised the fallen Magdalene nor forgave the dying thief. Christ was not prudent.”

“Christ, who’s ‘e?” said a man who had a reputation for facetiousness to maintain. “Oh! I remember. He’s been dead a long time.”

Ambrose turned on him the face that led men and the eye that quelled. “My brother,” he almost whispered across the room, “if you die with that in your heart it were better for you that He had never lived.”

There was something in the voice, the look, the presence, that checked the ready methods by which a hostile intruder was wont to be expelled. All recognised a blind inspired devotion beside which their own party enthusiasm was at the best pale and thin. Even to men who were wholly indifferent to the forms of religion, Ambrose’s self-denying life, his ascetic discipline, his fanatical whole-heartedness, his noble — almost royal — family, and the magnetic influence which he exercised over masses of the most wretched of the poor and degraded gave pause for thought, and often extorted a grudging regard. Not a few among those who had dispassionately watched the rise and fall of parties held the opinion that the man might yet play a wildly prominent part in the nation’s destinies and involve a tragedy that could only yet be dimly guessed: for most men deemed him mad.

“Whatever you may wish to say this is neither the time nor the place,” said Mr Drugget mildly. “We are not taking part in a public meeting which invites discussion, but are here in a semi-private capacity to confer with the Home Secretary.”

“There is no time or place unseasonable to me, who come with Supreme authority,” replied Ambrose. “Nor, if the man is worthy of his office, can the Home Secretary close his ears to the representative of the people.”

“The people!” exclaimed a startled member of the Amalgamated Unions. “What d’yer mean by the ‘representative of the people’? We are the representatives of the people. We are the people!”

“You?” replied Ambrose scornfully, sweeping the assembly with his eye and returning finally with a disconcerting gaze to the man who spoke, “you smug, easy, well-fed, well-clad, well-to-do in your little way, self-satisfied band of Pharisees, you the people of the earth! Are you the poor, are you the meek, the hungry, the persecuted? You are the comfortable, complacent bourgeoisie of labourdom. You can never inherit the Kingdom of Christ on earth. Outside your gates, despised of all, stand His chosen people.”

There was a low, rolling murmur of approval, growing in volume before it died away, but it rose not within the chamber but from the road outside.

“Mr Tubes,” whispered the introducer of the deputation uneasily, “give the word, sir. Shall we have this man put out?”

“No, no,” muttered Tubes, with his eyes fixed on the window and turning slightly pale; “wait a minute. Who are those outside?”

The Member of Parliament looked out; others were looking too, and for a moment not only their own business was forgotten, but the indomitable priest’s outspoken challenge passed unheeded in a curious contemplation of his following. At that period the sight was a new one in the streets of London, though afterwards it became familiar enough, not only in the Capital, but to the inhabitants of every large town and city throughout the land.

Ambrose had been called “The Ragged Priest,” and it was a very ragged regiment that formed his bodyguard; he was “The Mad Parson,” and an ethereal mania shone in the faces of many of his followers, though as many sufficiently betrayed the slum-bred cunning, the inborn brutishness of the unchanged criminal and the hooligan, thinly cloaked beneath a shifty mask of assumed humility. As became “St Ambrose,” the banners which here and there stood out above the ranks — mere sackcloth standards lashed to the roughest poles — nearly all bore religious references in their crude emblems and sprawling inscriptions. The gibes at charity, the demands for work of an earlier decade had given place to another phase. “Christ is mocked,” was one; “Having all things in common,” ran another; while “As it was in the beginning,” “Equality, in Christ,” “Thy Kingdom come,” might frequently be seen. But a more significant note was struck by an occasional threat veiled beneath a text, as “The sun shall be turned into darkness, the moon into blood,” though their leader himself never hinted violence in his most impassioned flights. Among the upturned faces a leisurely observer might have detected a few that were still conspicuous in refinement despite their sordid settings — women chiefly, and for the most part fanatical converts who had been swept off their feet by Ambrose’s eloquence in the more orthodox days when he had thrilled fashionable congregations from the pulpit of a Mayfair church. Other women there were in plenty; men, old and young; even a few children; dirty, diseased, criminal, brutalised, vicious, crippled, the unemployed, the unemployable. Beggars from the streets, begging on a better lay; thieves hopeful of a larger booty; malcontents of every phase; enemies of society reckoning on a day of reckoning; the unfortunate and the unfortunates swayed by vague yearnings after righteousness; schemers striving for their private ends; with a salting of the simple-hearted; all held together so far by the vehement personality of one fanatic, and glancing down the ranks one could prophesy what manner of monster out of the depths this might prove when it had reached rampant maturity. Poverty, abject poverty, was the dominant note; for all who marched beneath the ragged banner must go in rags.

Mr Drugget was the first to recover himself. “Look here,” he said, turning to Ambrose aggressively, “I don’t quite catch on to your game, but that’s neither here nor there. If you want to know what I call it, I call it a bit of blasted impertinence to bring a mob like that to a man’s private house, no matter who he may be. What’s more, this is an unlawful gathering according to Act of Parliament.”

“That which breaks no divine commandment cannot be unlawful,” replied Ambrose, unmoved. “I recognise no other law. And you, who call yourselves Socialists and claim equality, what are your laws but the old privileges which you denounced in others extended to include yourselves, what your equality but the spoliation of those above you?”

“We are practical Socialists,” exclaimed one or two members with dignity. “As reasonable men we recognise that there must be a limit somewhere.”

“Practical is the last thing you can claim to be. You are impractical visionaries; for it would be as easy for a diver to pause in mid-air as for mankind to remain at a half-way house to Equality. All! All! Every man-made distinction must be swept away. Neither proprietor nor property, paid leader nor gain, task-work nor pride of place; nothing between God and man’s heart. That is the only practical Socialism, and it is at hand.”

“Not while we’re in office,” said the Home Secretary shortly.

“Mene, Mene, Tekel, Upharsin,” cast back Ambrose. “Where is now the great Unionist party? In a single season the sturdy Liberal stronghold crumbled into dust. You deposed a Labour government that was deemed invulnerable in its time. Beware, the hand is already on the wall. Those forces which you so blindly ignore will yet combine and crush you.”

It was not unlikely. In former times it would have required barricades and some personal bravery. But with universal suffrage the power of the pauper criminal was no less than that of the ducal millionaire, and the alcohol lunatic, presenting himself at the poll between the spasms of delirium tremens, was as potent a force as the philosopher. A party composed of paupers, aliens, chronic unemployed, criminals, lunatics, unfortunates, the hysterical and degenerate of every kind, together with so many of the working classes as might be attracted by the glamour of a final and universal spoliation, led by a sincere and impassioned firebrand, might yet have to be reckoned with.

“And you, comrade?” said a railway-man with pardonable curiosity. “When you’ve had your little fling, who’s going to turn you out and come in?”

“We!” exclaimed Ambrose with a touch of genuine surprise; “how can you be so blind! We represent the ultimate destiny of mankind.”

In another age and another place a form of government called the States General, and largely composed of amiable clerics, had been called up to redress existing grievances. Being found too slow, it gave place to the National Assembly, and, to go yet a little faster, became the Legislative Assembly. This in turn was left behind by the more expeditious Girondins, but as even they lagged according to the bustling times, the Jacobins came into favour. The ultimate development of quick-change Equality was reached in the Hébertists. From one to another had been but a step, and they were all “The People”; but while the States General had looked for the millennium by the abolition of a grievance here and there, and the lightening of a chafing collar in the mass, the followers of Hébert found so little left for them to abolish that they abolished God. The experiment convinced the sagest of the leaders that human equality is only to be found in death, and, true to their principles, they “equalised” a million of their fellow-countrymen through the instrumentality of the guillotine, and other forms of moral suasion. Grown more tender-hearted, “The People” no longer thirsted for another section of “The People’s” blood — only for their money; and in place of Fouquier-Tinville and the Gentleman with the Wooden Frame, their instruments of justice were represented by a Chancellor of the Exchequer, and an individual delivering blue papers.

“We represent the ultimate destiny of mankind: absolute equality,” announced Ambrose. “Any other condition is inconsistent with the professions to which your party has repeatedly pledged itself. Will you, my brother,” he continued, addressing himself to the Home Secretary, “receive a deputation?”

The deputation was already waiting at the outer door, three men and three women. It included a countess, a converted house-breaker, and an anarchist who had become embittered with life since the premature explosion of one of his bombs had blown off both his arms and driven him to subsist on the charitable. The other three were uninteresting nonentities, but all were equal in their passion for equality.

“We are all pledged to the principle of social equality, and every step in that direction that comes within the range of practical politics must have our sympathy,” replied Mr Tubes. “Further than that I am not prepared to commit myself at present. That being the case, there would be no object in receiving a deputation.” To this had Mr Tubes come at last.

“The unending formula,” said Brother Ambrose with weary bitterness. “... Bread, and you give them stones ... Man,” he cried with sudden energy, “almost within your grasp lies the foundation of New Jerusalem, tranquil, smiling, sinless. What stands in your way? Nothing, nothing! truly nothing but the heavy shadow of the old and cruel past. Throw it off; is it not worth doing? No more spiritual death, no more sorrow of the things of this world, nor crying, ‘Neither shall there be any more pain: for the former things are passed away.’”

“I have nothing more to say,” responded the Home Secretary coldly, bending over his desk to write.

“Then I have much more to do,” retorted Ambrose impetuously, “and that shall be with the sword of my mouth.” He strode from the room with an air that no amount of legislative equality could ever confer upon any of those he left behind, and a moment later his ragged escort was in motion homeward — slumward.

“Kumreds,” said Mr Tubes, looking up, “the harmony of the occasion has been somewhat impaired by an untoward incident, but on the whole I think that you may rest well satisfied with the result of your representations. Having another appointment I must now leave you, but I have given instructions for some beer and sandwidges to be brought in, and I trust that in my enforced absence you will all make yourselves quite at home.” He shook hands with each man present and withdrew.

“Beer and sandwidges!” muttered Comrade Tintwistle, with no affectation of delight, to a chosen spirit. “And this is the man we pay fifty quid a week to!”

“Ah!” assented the friend, following Mr Tubes’s hospitable directions by strolling round the room and fingering the ornaments. “Well, when it comes to a general share-out I don’t know but what I should mind having this here little round barometer for my parlour.”

“Neat little thing,” assented Tintwistle with friendly interest. “What does it say?”

“Seems to be dropping from ’Change’ to ‘Stormy,’” read the friend.


CHAPTER VI

MISS LISLE TELLS A LONG POINTLESS STORY
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SIR JOHN HAMPDEN lived within a stone-throw of the Marble Arch; George Salt had established himself in Westminster; and about midway between the two, in the neighbourhood of Pall Mall, a convenient but quite unostentatious suite of offices had been taken and registered as the headquarters of the Unity League.

The Unity League was a modern organisation that had come into existence suddenly, and with no great parade, within a week of that day when George Salt had forced Hampden to hear what he wished to say, a day now nearly two years ago. The name was simple and commonplace, and therefore it aroused neither curiosity nor suspicion; it was explained by the fact that it had only one object: “By constitutional means to obtain an adequate representation of the middle and upper classes in Parliament,” a phrase rendered by the lighter-hearted members colloquially as “To kick out the Socialists.” The Government, quite content to govern constitutionally (in the wider sense) and to be attacked constitutionally (in the narrower sense), treated the existence of the Unity League as a playful ebullition on the part of the milch sections of society, and raised the minimum income-tax to four and threepence as a sedative.

At first the existence of the League met with very little response and no enthusiasm among those for whom it was intended. It had become an article of faith with the oppressed classes that no propagandism could ever restore an equitable balance of taxation. Every change must inevitably tend to be worse than the state before. To ask the working classes (the phrase lingered; by the demarcation of taxation it meant just what it conventionally means to-day, and, similarly, it excluded clerical workers of all grades) — to ask this privileged class which dominated practically every constituency to throw out their own people and put in a party whose avowed policy would be to repeal the Employers’ Liability Act (Extended), the Strikes Act, the Unemployed Act, the Amended Companies Act, the Ecclesiastical Property Act, the infamous Necessity Act, and a score of other preposterous Acts of Injustice before they even gave their attention to anything else, had long been recognised to be grotesque. A League, therefore, which spoke of working towards freedom on constitutional lines fell flat. The newspapers noticed it in their various individual fashions, and all but the Government organs extended to it a welcome of cold despair. The general reader gathered the impression that he might look for its early demise.

The first revulsion of opinion came when it was understood that Sir John Hampden had returned to public life as the President of the League. What his name meant to his contemporaries, how much the League gained from his association, may be scarcely realised in an age existing under different and more conflicting conditions. Briefly, his personality lifted the effort into the plane — not of a national movement, for with the nation so sharply riven by two irreconcilable interests that was impossible, but certainly beyond all cavil as to motives and methods. When it was further known that he was not lending his name half-heartedly as to a forlorn hope, or returning reluctantly as from a tardy sense of duty, men began to wonder what might lie behind.

The first public meeting of the newly formed League deepened the impression. Men and women of the middle and upper classes were invited to become members. The annual subscription being a guinea, none but adults were expected. Those of the working class were not invited. If the subscription seemed large, the audience was asked to remember what lay at stake, and to compare with it the case of the artisan cheerfully contributing his sixpence a week to the strike fund of his class. “As a result there is a Strikes Act now in force,” the President reminded them, “and the artisan no longer pays the cost — —”

“No, we do,” interjected a listener.

“I ask you to pay it for three years longer; no more, perhaps less,” replied Hampden with a reassuring smile, and his audience stared.

If the subscription seemed large for an organisation of the kind the audience was assured that it was by no means all, or even the most, that would be expected of them. They must be prepared to make some sacrifice when called upon; the nature he could not indicate at that early stage. No balance sheet would be published; no detailed reports would be issued. There would be no dances, no garden-parties, no club houses, no pretty badges. The President warned them that membership offered no facilities for gaining a precarious footing in desirable society, through the medium of tea on the Vicarage lawn, or croquet in the Home Park. “We are not playing at tin politics nowadays,” he caustically remarked.

That closed the exordium. In a different vein Hampden turned to review the past, and with the chartered freedom of the man who had prophesied it all, he traced in broad lines and with masterly force the course of Conservative ineptitude, Radical pusillanimity, Labour selfishness, and Socialistic tyranny. What would be the crowning phase of grab government? History foreshadowed it; common-sense certified it. Before the dark curtain of that last stupendous act the wealth and wisdom, the dignity and responsibility of the nation, stood in paralysed expectancy.

There was a telling pause; a dramatic poignant silence hung over the massed crowd that listened to the one man who could still inspire a kindling spark of hope. Then, just at the opportune moment, a friendly challenge gave the effective lead:

“And what does Sir John Hampden offer now?”

“Absolute victory,” replied the speaker, with the thrilling energy of quiet but assured conviction, “and with it the ending of this nightmare dream of life in which we are living now, when every man in his half-guilty helplessness shuns his own thoughts, and all are filled with a new unnatural pain: the shame of being Englishmen. Blink the fact or not, it is civil war upon which we are now engaged. Votes are the weapons, and England and her destiny, nothing more or less, are the stakes. It has frequently been one of the curious features even of the most desperate civil struggles of the past, that while battles were raging all around, towns besieged, and thrones falling, commerce was at the same time being carried on as usual, wordy controversies on trivial alien subjects were being hotly discussed by opposing sections, as though their pedantic differences were the most serious matters in the world, and the ordinary details of everyday life were proceeding as before. So it is to-day, but civil, social, war is in our midst, and — again blink it or not — we are losing, and wage it as it is being waged we shall continue to lose. I am not here to-day to urge the justice of our cause, to palliate unwise things done, to indulge in regrets for wise things left undone. One does not discuss diplomacy in the middle of a battle. I am here to hold out a new hope for the triumph of our cause, for the revival of an era of justice, for the recovered respect of nations. I have never been accused of undue optimism, yet fully weighing my words, I stand on this platform to-night to share with you my conviction that it is within our power, in three years’ time, to send an overwhelming majority of our reconstructed party into power, to reduce the income-tax to a sane and normal level, and to recommence the building up of a treasonably neglected navy.”

Another man — perhaps any other man — would have been met by ridicule, but Hampden’s reputation was unique. The one point of emphasis that could not fail to impress itself upon every listener was that there was something behind all this. It was a point that did not convey itself half so forcefully in the newspaper reports, so that, as Socialists and their friends did not attend the meetings (even as members of the wealthier classes had ignored Socialistic “vapourings” in days gone by), any menace to the Government that the League might contain was lost on them for the present. It was the moral of an old fable: the Dog in Luxury grown slothful and unready.

The subscription deterred few. It was an epoch when everything was, apparently, being given away for nothing; though never had the grandfatherly maxim that in business nothing ever is offered without its price, been so keenly observed. But superficially, to ride in a penny ‘bus entitled one to a probable pension for life; to buy a pound of tea was only the preliminary to being presented with a motor-car or a grand piano. Fortunes lurked in cigarette boxes, whole libraries sprang gratuitously from the columns of the daily papers; not only oxen, but silver spoons inexhaustible were compressed within the covers of each jar of meat extract, and buried treasure, “Mysterious Millionaires,” and “Have-you-that-ten-pound-note?” men littered the countryside. To be asked to subscribe a guinea for nothing definite in return, was therefore a pleasing novelty which took amazingly. So, too, the idea of participating in some sort of legal revolution which would entail sacrifices and result in unexpected developments, was found to be delightfully invigorating. How the movement spread is a matter of history. Incomes had been reduced wholesale, yet, so great was the confidence in Hampden’s name, that many members sent their subscription ten times told. When he asked, as he frequently did at the close of a meeting, for recruits who were willing to devote their whole time unpaid to the work in various departments, more than could be accepted were invariably forthcoming. All members proselytised on their own initiative, but within these there were thousands of quiet and devoted workers who were in close touch with the office of the League. They acted on detailed instructions in their methods, and submitted regular reports of progress and of the state of public feeling in every part of the kingdom and among every class of the community. To what length the roll of membership had now extended only two men knew, even approximately. All that could be used as a guide was the fact that it was the exception rather than the rule anywhere to find a family among the classes aimed at, that did not contain at least one member; while London, within the same indicated limits, had practically gone solid for membership.

And George Salt? The public knew nothing of him; his name did not appear in connection with the League, nor did he ever take a place among the notables upon the platform at its meetings. But the thousands of the inner ring knew him very well, and few whose business led them to the offices missed encountering him. He was officially supposed to be a League secretary to Sir John Hampden, endowed with large discretionary powers.

At the moment when this chapter opens he was receiving in his office a representative of the leading Government organ: a daily paper which purveyed a mixture of fervent demagogism and child-like inconsistency, for the modest sum of one halfpenny. The Tocsin, as it was called, was widely read by a public who believed every word it contained, with that simple credulity in what is printed which is one of the most pathetic features of the semi-illiterate.

Mr Hammet, the representative of The Tocsin, had come to find out what was really behind the remarkable spread of the Unity League. Possibly members of the Government were beginning to fidget. Salt had seen him for the purpose of telling him everything else that he cared to know. To enquirers, the officials of the League were always candid and open, and laughingly disclaimed any idea of a mysterious secret society. So Salt admitted that they really hoped for a change of public opinion shortly; that they based their calculation on the inevitable swing of the pendulum, and so forth. He allowed it to be drawn easily from him that they had great faith in party organisation, and that perhaps — between themselves and not for publication — the Government would be surprised by a substantial lowering of their majority at the next election, as a result of quiet, unostentatious “spade work.” “As a party we are not satisfied with the state of things,” he said. “We cannot be expected to be satisfied with it, and we are certainly relying on a stronger representation in opposition to make our views felt.”

“Quite right,” said Mr Hammet sympathetically. He closed the note-book in which he had made a few entries and put it away, to indicate that his visit was officially at an end, and whatever passed between them now was simply one private gentleman talking to another, and might be regarded as sacredly confidential. Salt also relaxed the secretarial manner which he had taken the pains to acquire, and seemed as though he would be glad of a little human conversation with a man who knew life and Fleet Street: which meant, of course, that both were prepared to be particularly alert.

“I was at one of your meetings the other night — the Albert Hall one,” remarked the newspaper man casually. “Your Chief fairly took the crowd with him. No being satisfied with a strong opposition for him! Why, he went bald-headed for sweeping the country and going in with a couple of hundred majority or so.”

Salt laughed appreciatively. “No good being down-hearted,” he replied. “That was the end of all the old organisations. ‘We see no hope for the future, so you all may as well mark time,’ was their attitude, and they dropped out. ‘When anything turns up we intend being ready for it, so come in now,’ we say.”

“Seems to take all right too,” admitted Mr Hammet. “I was offered a level dollar by a friend of mine the other day that you had over half a million members. I took it in a sporting spirit, because I know that half a million needs a lot of raking in, and I put it at rather less myself — but, of course, as you are close about it we can never settle up.” Half a million, it may be observed, was everybody’s property, as an estimate on “excellent authority.”

“We don’t publish figures, as a matter of fact,” admitted Salt half-reluctantly, “but I don’t know why there should be any very particular secret about it — —”

“Oh, every office has its cupboards and its skeletons,” said Mr Hammet generously. “But if one could see inside,” he added with a knowing look, “I think that I should win.”

“No,” exclaimed Salt suddenly. “I don’t mind telling you in confidence. We have passed the half million: passed it last — well, some time ago.”

“Lucky for me that it is in confidence,” remarked the pressman with a grimace, “or I should have to pay up. What is the exact figure, then?” he ventured carelessly.

“No one could quite tell you that,” replied Salt, equally off-hand.

“Six hundred thousand?” suggested Mr Hammet.

“Oh, that is a considerable advance, — a hundred thousand,” admitted Salt with transparent disappointment. It is not pleasant when you have impressed your man to have him expecting too much the next minute.

“I was thinking of the old Buttercup League,” said Mr Hammet. “You took the remains over, lock, stock, and barrel, I believe?”

“Yes, all that would come. Half belonged to your party really, and half of the remainder were children. What an organisation that was in its time! A million and a half!” The smart young newspaper man noted Mr Salt’s open admiration for these figures. It convinced him that the newer League was not yet within measurable distance of half that total.

“And in the end it did — what?” he remarked.

Salt was bound to apologise. “What is there to do, after all?” he admitted. “What can you do but keep your people together, show them where their interest lies, and wait?”

“And rake in the shekels?” suggested Mr Hammet airily.

“Oh, that!” agreed Salt a little uneasily. “Of course one has to look after the finances.”

“Ra-ther,” agreed Mr Hammet. “Wish I had the job. Do you smoke here as a general thing?”

“Oh yes,” replied Salt, who never did. “Try one of these.”

“Fairish cigars. Better than you’d find in the old man’s private box up at our show,” was the verdict. “But then we haven’t a revenue of half a million.”

“Of course I rely on you not to say anything about our numbers,” said the secretary anxiously.

The visitor made a reassuring gesture, expressive of inviolable secrecy. “Though I suppose you have to make a return for income-tax purposes,” he mused. “My aunt! what an item you must have!”

“No,” replied Salt. “We do not pay anything.”

Mr Hammet stared in incredulous surprise. “How do you manage to work it?” he demanded familiarly. “You don’t mean that they have forgotten you?”

“No; it’s quite simple,” explained Salt. “Your friends made the funds and incomes of Trades Unions sacred against claims and taxes of every kind a few years ago, and we rank as a Trade Union.”

“Don’t call them my friends, please God,” exclaimed Mr Hammet with ingratiating disloyalty. “I work as in a house of bondage. You don’t publish any balance-sheet, by the way, do you?”

“No, we don’t see why we should let every one know how the money is being spent. No matter how economically things are carried on there are always some who want to interfere.”

“Especially if they sampled your weeds,” suggested the visitor pleasantly. “Pretty snug cribs you must have, but that’s not my business. Between ourselves, what does Sir John draw a year?”

“Nothing,” protested Salt eagerly, too eagerly. “As President of the League he does not receive a penny.”

Sharp Mr Hammet, who prided himself upon being a terror for exposures and on having a record of seven flagrant cases of contempt of court, read the secretary’s eagerness like an open book. “But then there are Committees, Sub-committees, Executives, Emergency Funds, and what not,” he pointed out, “and our unpaid League President may be Chairman of one, and Secretary of another, and Grand Master of a third with a royal salary from each, eh? Can you assure me — —”

“Oh, well; of course,” admitted Salt, cornered beyond prevarication, “that is a private matter that has to do with the officials of the League alone. But you may take it from me that every one in these offices earns his salary whatever it may be.”

Mr Hammet smiled his polite acquiescence broadly.

“Same here, changing the scene of action to Stonecutter Street,” he commented. “Do you happen to know how Sir John came to start this affair? Well, Tagg M.P. met Miss Hampden once and wanted to marry her. He called on Sir John, who received him about as warmly as a shoulder of Canterbury lamb even before he knew what his business was. When he did know, he gave such an exhibition of sheet lightning that Tagg, who is really a very level-headed young fellow in general, completely lost his nerve and tried to dazzle him into consenting, by offering him a safe seat in the Huddersfield division and a small place in the Government if he’d consent to put up as a bracketted Imperialist hyphened Socialist. Then the old man kicked Tagg out of the house, and swore to do the same with his Government within three years. At least that’s what I heard about the time, but very likely there isn’t a word of truth in it;” a tolerably safe inference on Mr Hammet’s part, as, in point of fact, he had concocted Mr Tagg’s romance on the spur of the moment.

“No,” volunteered Salt. “I don’t think that that is the true story, or I should have heard something about it. It’s rather curious that you should have mentioned it. I believe —— But it’s scarcely worth taking up your time with.”

“Not at all: I mean that I am quite interested,” protested Mr Hammet.

“Well — of course it sounds rather absurd in the broad light of day, but I believe, as a matter of fact, that he was led into founding the League simply as the result of a dream.”

“A dream!” exclaimed Mr Hammet, deeply surprised. “What sort of a dream?”

“Well, it naturally must have been a rather extraordinary dream to affect him so strongly. In fact you might perhaps call it a vision.”

“A vision!” repeated Mr Hammet, thoroughly absorbed in the mysterious element thus brought in. “Do I understand that this is Sir John’s own explanation?” Hampden’s sudden return to activity had, indeed, from time to time been a riddle of wide interest.

“Oh no,” Salt hastened to correct. “I expect that he would be the last man to admit it, or to offer any explanation at all. Of course the history of the world has been changed in every age through dreams and visions, but that explanation nowadays, in a weighty matter, would run the risk of being thought trivial and open to ridicule.”

“But what do you base your deductions upon, then?” demanded Mr Hammet, rather fogged by the serious introduction of this new light. “Is Sir John a believer in clairvoyance?”

“I am afraid that I must not state the real grounds for several reasons, if you won’t think me discourteous,” replied Salt firmly. “But this I may say: that I had occasion to see Sir John late one night, and then he had not the faintest intention of coming forward. Early the following morning I saw him again, and by that time the whole affair was cut and dried. Of course you are at liberty to confirm or contradict the story just as you like, if you should happen to come across it again.”

In a state of conscious bewilderment through which he was powerless to assert himself, Mr Hammet submitted to polite dismissal. The visible result of his interview was half a column of peptonised personalities in The Tocsin, rendered still easier of assimilation to the dyspeptic mind by being well cut up into light paragraphs and garnished with sub-headings throughout. The unseen result, except to the privileged eyes of half a dozen people, was a confidential report which found its way ultimately into the desk of the Home Secretary. The following points summarised Mr Hammet’s deductions.



“The Unity League probably has a membership of half a million. It may be safely assumed that it does not exceed that figure by a hundred thousand at the most.

“While largely recruiting by the device of holding out a suggestion of some indefinite and effective political scheme, the policy of the League will be that of laisser faire, and its influence may be safely ignored. Very little of its vast income is spent in propagandism or organisation. On the contrary, there is the certainty that considerable sums are lying at short notice at the banks, and strong evidence that equally large sums have been sent out of the country through the agency of foreign houses.

“Many men of so-called ‘good position’ enjoy obvious sinecure posts under the League, and all connected with the organisation appear to draw salaries disproportionate to their positions, and in some cases wildly disproportionate.

“The plain inference from the bulk of evidence is that the League is, and was formed to be, the preserve for a number of extravagant and incapable unemployed of the so-called upper and upper-middle classes, who have organised this means of increasing their incomes to balance the diminution which they have of late years experienced through the equalising legislation of Socialism. The money sent abroad is doubtless a reserve for a few of the higher officials to fall back on if future contingencies drive them out of this country.

“This information has been carefully derived from a variety of sources, including John Hampden’s secretary, a man called Salt. Salt appears to be a simple, unsuspicious sort of fellow, and with careful handling might be used as a continual means of securing information in the future should there be any necessity.”



The simple, unsuspicious secretary had dismissed Mr Hammet with scarcely another thought as soon as that gentleman had departed. In order to fit himself for the requirements of his new sphere of action, Salt had, during the past two years, compelled himself to acquire that art of ready speech which we are told is the most efficient safeguard of our thoughts. But he hated it. Most of all he despised the necessity of engaging in such verbal chicane as Mr Hammet’s mission demanded. Of that mission he had the amplest particulars long before the representative of The Tocsin had passed his threshold. He knew when he was coming, why he was coming, and the particular points upon which information was desired. He could have disconcerted Hammet beyond measure by placing before him a list of all those persons who had been so delicately sounded, together with an abstract of the results; and finally, he received as a matter of ordinary routine a copy of the confidential report three hours before it reached Mr James Tubes. Armies engaged in active warfare have their Intelligence Departments, and the Secret Service of the Unity League was remarkably complete and keen.

“My name is Irene Lisle,” said the next caller, and there being nothing particular to say in reply Salt expressed himself by his favourite medium — silence; but in such a way that Miss Lisle felt encouraged to continue.

“I have come to you because I am sick of seeing things go on as they have been going for years, and no one doing anything. I believe that you are going to do something.”

“Why?” demanded Salt with quiet interest. It mattered — it might matter a great deal — why this unknown Miss Lisle should have been led to form that conclusion.

“I have a great many friends — some in London, others all over the country. I have been making enquiries lately, through them and also by other means. It is generally understood that your membership is about half a million, and you tacitly assent to that.” She took up a scrap of waste paper that lay before her, and writing on it, passed it across the desk. “That, however, is my estimate. If I am right, or anything like it, you are concealing your strength.”

Salt took the paper, glanced at it, smiled and shook his head without committing himself to any expression. But he carefully burned the fragment with its single row of figures after Miss Lisle had left.

“I have attended your meetings,” continued Miss Lisle composedly, “for, of course, I am a member in the ordinary way. I came once as a matter of curiosity, or because one’s friends were speaking of it, and I came again because, even then, I was humbled and dispirited at the shameful part that our country was being made to play before the world. I caught something, but I did not grasp all — because I am not a man, I suppose. I saw meeting after meeting of impassive unemotional, black-coated gentlemen lifted into the undemonstrative white-heat of purposeful enthusiasm by the suggestion of that new hope which I failed to understand. At one of the earliest Queen’s Hall meetings I particularly noticed a young man who sat next to me. He was just an ordinary keen-faced, gentlemanly, well-dressed, athletic-looking youth, who might have been anything from an upper clerk to a millionaire. He sat through the meeting without a word or a sign of applause, but when at the finish twenty volunteers were asked for, to give their whole time to serving the object of the League, he was the first to reach the platform, with a happier look on his face, in the stolid English style, than I should have ever expected to see there. It was beyond me. Then among the audiences one frequently heard remarks such as ‘I believe there’s something behind it all’; ‘I really think Hampden has more than an idea’; ‘It strikes me that we are going to have something livelier than tea and tennis,’ and suggestions of that kind. Some time ago, after a meeting at Kensington, I was walking home alone when you overtook me. Immediately in front were two gentlemen who had evidently been to the meeting also, and they were discussing it. At that moment one said emphatically to the other: ‘I don’t know what it is, but that it is something I’ll swear; and if it is I’d give them my last penny sooner than have things as they are.’ Sir John Hampden, who was with you, looked at you enquiringly, and you shook your head and said, ‘Not one of our men.’ ‘Then I believe it’s beginning to take already,’ he replied.”

Two things occurred to Salt: that Miss Lisle might be a rather sharp young lady, and that he and Hampden had been unusually careless. “Anything else?” was all he said.

“It’s rather a long wild tale, and it has no particular point,” explained the lady.

“If you can spare the time,” he urged. The long pointless tale might be a pointer to others beside Miss Lisle.

“I was cycling a little way out in the country recently,” narrated Miss Lisle, “when I found that I required a spanner, or I could not go on. It was rather a lonely part for so near London, within ten or twelve miles, I suppose, and there was not a house to be seen. I wheeled my bicycle along and soon came to a narrow side lane. It had a notice ‘Private Road’ up, and I could not see far down it as it wound about very much, but it seemed to be well used, so I turned into it hoping to find a house. There was no house, for after a few turns the lane ended suddenly. It ended, so to speak, in a pair of large double doors — like those of a coach-house — for before me was a stream crossed by an iron bridge; immediately beyond that a high wall and the doors. But do you care for me to go on?”

“If you please,” said Salt, and paid the narrative the compliment of a close and tranquil attention.

“It was rather a peculiar place to come on unexpectedly,” continued Miss Lisle. “It had originally been a powder works, and the old notices warning intruders had been left standing; as a matter of fact a stranger would probably still take it to be a powder mill, but one learned locally that it was the depot and distributing centre of an artificial manure company with a valuable secret process. Which, of course, made it less interesting than explosives.”

“And less dangerous,” suggested Salt, smiling.

“I don’t know,” shot back Miss Lisle with a glance. “Mark the precautions. There was the stream almost enclosing this place — the size, I suppose, of a considerable farm — and in the powder mill days it had been completely turned into an island by digging a canal or moat at the narrowest point of the bend. Immediately on the other side of the water rose the high brick wall topped with iron spikes. The one bridge was the only way across the stream, the one set of double doors, as high as the wall, the only way through beyond. Inside was thickly wooded. I don’t suggest wild animals, you know, but savage dogs would not surprise me.

“As I stood there, concluding that I should have to turn back, I heard a heavy motor coming down the lane. It came on very quickly as though the driver knew the twisting road perfectly, shot across the bridge, the big gates fell open apparently of their own accord, and it passed inside. I had only time to note that it was a large trade vehicle with a square van-like body, before the gates had closed again.”

Miss Lisle paused for a moment, but she had by no means reached the end of her pointless adventure.

“I had seen no one but the motor driver, but I was mistaken in thinking that there was no one else to see, for as I stood there undecided a small door in the large gate was opened and a man came out. He was obviously the gate-keeper, and in view of the notices I at once concluded that he was coming to warn me off, so I anticipated him by asking him if he could lend me a spanner. He muttered rather surlily that if I waited there he would see, and went back, closing the little door behind him. I thought that I heard the click of a self-acting lock. Presently he came back just as unamiable as before and insisted on screwing up the bolt himself — to get me away the sooner, I suppose. He absolutely started when I naturally enough offered him sixpence — I imagine the poor man doesn’t get very good wages — and went quite red as he took it.”

“And all ended happily?” remarked Salt tentatively, as though he had expected that a possible relevance might have been forthcoming after all.

“Happily but perplexingly,” replied Miss Lisle, looking him full in the face as she unmasked the point of her long pointless story. “For the surly workman who was embarrassed by sixpence was my gentlemanly neighbour of the Queen’s Hall meeting, and I was curious to know how he should be serving the object of the League by acting as a gate-keeper to the Lacon Equalised Superphosphate Company.”

Salt laughed quietly and looked back with unmoved composure. “No doubt many possible explanations will occur to you,” he said with very plausible candour. “The simplest is the true one. Several undertakings either belong to the League or are closely connected with it, for increasing its revenue or for other purposes. The Lacon is one of these.”

“And I don’t doubt that even the position of doorkeeper is a responsible one, requiring the intelligence of an educated gentleman to fill it,” retorted Miss Lisle. “It must certainly be an exacting one. You know better than I do how many great motor vans pass down that quiet little lane every hour. They bear the names of different companies, they are ingeniously different in appearance, and they pass through London by various roads and by-roads. But they have one unique resemblance: they are all driven by mechanics who are astonishingly disconcerted by the offer of stray sixpences and shillings! It is the same at the little private wharf on the canal a mile away. It was quite a relief to find that the bargemen were common human bargees!”

Salt still smiled kindly. The slow, silent habit gives the best mask after all. “And why have you come to me?” he asked.

“Because I know that you are going to do something, and I want to help. I loathe the way things are being done down there.” The nod meant the stately Palace of Westminster, though it happened to be really in the direction of Charing Cross, but it was equally appropriate, for the monuments of the Government, like those of Wren, lay all around. “Who can go on playing tennis as usual when an ambassador who learned his diplomacy in a Slaughter-housemen’s Union represents us by acting alternately as a fool and a cad before an astounded Paris? Or have an interest in bridge when the Sultan of Turkey is contemptuously ordering us to keep our fleet out of sight of Mitylene and we apologise and obey? I will be content to address envelopes all day long if it will be of any use. Surely there are other secret processes down other little lanes? I will even be the doorkeeper at another artificial manure works if there is nothing else!”

Salt sat thinking, but from the first he knew that for good or ill some degree of their confidence must be extended to a woman. It is the common experience of every movement when it swells beyond two members: or conspiracies would be much more dangerous to their foes.

“It may be monotonous, perhaps even purposeless as far as you can see,” he warned. “I do not know yet, and it will not be for you to say.”

Miss Lisle flushed with the pleasurable thrill of blind sacrifice. “I will not question,” she replied. “Only if there should be any need you might find that an ordinary uninteresting middle-class girl with a slangy style and a muddy complexion could be as devoted as a Flora Macdonald or a Charlotte Corday.”

Salt made a quiet deprecating gesture. “A girl with a fearless truthful face can be capable of any heroism,” he remarked as he began to write. “Especially when she combines exceptional intelligence with exceptional discretion. Only,” he added as an afterthought, “it may be uncalled-for, and might be inconvenient in a law-abiding constitutional age.”

“I quite understand that now; the conscientious addressing of circulars shall bound my horizon. Only, please let me be somewhere in it, when it does come.”

“I say, Salt,” drawled an immaculately garbed young man, lounging into the room, “do you happen — —”

Miss Lisle, who had been cut off from the door by a screen, rose to leave.

“Oh, I say, I beg your pardon,” exclaimed the young man. “They told me that you were alone.”

“I shall be disengaged in a moment,” replied Salt formally. “At ten o’clock to-morrow morning then, Miss Lisle, please.” She bowed and withdrew, the Honourable Freddy Tantroy, who had lingered rather helplessly, holding the door as she went out and favouring her with a criticising glance.

“Always making rotten ass of myself,” murmured that gentleman plaintively. “General Office fault. Engaging lady clerk? Not bad idea, but you might have gone in for really superior article while you were about it. Cheaper in the end. Oh, I don’t know, though.”

“Miss Lisle came with the best of recommendations,” said Salt almost distantly. One might have judged that he had no desire for Mr Tantroy’s society, but that reasons existed why he should not tell him so.

“Yes, I know,” nodded Freddy sagely; “they do. Hockey girl, I should imagine. Face of the pomegranate type, carved by amateur whose hand slipped when he was doing the mouth. Prefer the pink and pneumatic style myself. Matter taste.”

Salt made no reply. The only possible reply was the one he denied himself. He occupied the time by burning a scrap of paper with a single row of figures.

“I say, Salt. I was really coming about something, but I’ve forgotten what,” announced the honourable youth after a vacuous pause. “Oh, I remember. That elusive old cheesecake of a hunk of mine. Do you happen to know where the volatile Sir John is to be unearthed?”

“I imagine that your uncle is in Paris at this moment,” replied Salt. “He is expected back to-morrow.”

“Paris!” exclaimed Freddy with some interest. “Good luck at the Pink Windmill, old boy! Anything in the air, Salt? Projected French landing at Brighton pier next week? Seriously, don’t you think League bit of gilded fizzle? Expected something with coloured lights long ago.”

“I think that we have every reason to be satisfied with the progress,” replied Salt. “The weight of a great organisation must exercise some influence in the end.”

“Oh yes,” retorted Mr Tantroy with a cunning look. “That’s the other face of double-headed Johnny they have stuffed in museums. Well, all in good time, little Freddy, if you sit quiet.” He carried out this condition literally for a couple of minutes, gazing pensively at a slender ring he wore. Then: “I’ll tell you what, Salt,” he continued. “I wish you’d use benign influence with Sir John. Tired of apeing the golden ass, and I am thinking of settling down. Want an office here and absolutely grinding hard work ten to four, and couple of thousand a year or so until I’m worth more. Fact is, met girl I could absolutely exist for ever with in gilded bird-cage. Been Vivarium lately?”

“No,” replied Salt.

“Oh, well, no good trying my rotten powers description. Must go with me some night and see. She hangs by her toes to a slack wire eighty-five feet above the stage and sings:

‘Things are strangely upside down, dear boys. Nowadays.’

No getting away from it, she is positively the most crystallised damson that ever stepped out of lace-edged box. No fear monotony in home with girl like that. The very thought of it —— ! Well, come out and have drink, Salt?”

“Thanks, no,” replied Salt. “I’ve quite got out of the habit.”

“Great Scott!” exclaimed Freddy, aghast. “You better try some of those newspaper things that Johnnies with funny addresses and members of the Greek Royal Family write up to say have done them no end. I say, Salt, I suppose there is spare office in this palatial suite that I could have if I grappled with the gilded effort?”

“I really don’t know that there is.” He had not the most shadowy faith in the Honourable Freddy’s perseverance, even in intention, for a week. To expect any real work from him was out of the question. “We are rather overcrowded here as it is.”

“If I were you, Salt, I should insist upon the old man removing better premises somewhere. Place seems absolutely congealed with underlings. Just listen to that in next room: it’s like hive of gilded bees. What is it?”

“Simply routine work going on,” said Salt half-impatiently. “Sorry I can’t spare the time to come out with you.”

“Oh, that’s all right-angled,” said Freddy, taking the hint and rising. “Sorry. Pramp, pramp. You think I shall find Sir John here Friday if I look in?”

“Yes, here; but desperately busy.”

“Er, thanks,” drawled Freddy, with just a suggestion of vice. “Perhaps my uncle will be able to spare me five minutes when he has done with you.”

He drifted languidly through the door and sauntered down the passage. At the door of the room where the monotonous voice rose and fell in the ceaseless repetition of short sentences, he paused to light a cigarette. For perhaps a full minute he remained quite motionless, the cigarette between his lips, the match pressed ready against the corrugations of the jewelled box he held.

“Listretton, Fergus, 572 Upper Holloway Road, N.

“Listwell-Phelps, J. Walter, F.R.S., Department of Ethopian Antiquities, British Museum, W.C.

“Litchit, Miss, Dressmaker, 15 The Grove, Westpoint-on-Sea.

“Little, Rev. H. K., The Vicarage, Lower Skerrington, Dorset.

“Little, Lieutenant-General Sir Alfred Vernon, C.B., V.C., 14a Eaton Square, S.W.

“Littlejohn, John George, Byryxia, Cole Park, Twickenham.”

Freddy Tantroy lit his cigarette and passed on. The prosaic list of new members dictated to an entering clerk did not interest him. Five names a minute, three hundred an hour, three thousand a day; an ordinary day, weeks after any special meeting, and in the flat season of the year. But it did not interest Mr Tantroy. Immersed in a scheme for taxing baths, soda-water syphons, and asparagus beds, and further occupied with the unexpectedly delicate details of withdrawing from India, it did not interest the Government.

It was only the ordinary routine work of the Unity League.


CHAPTER VII

“SCHEDULE B”
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ON THE FOLLOWING day Sir John Hampden returned from Paris. A week later and he had again left London. At the office of the League it was impossible to learn where he had gone; perhaps fishing, it was suggested. In any case he was taking a well-earned holiday and did not want to be troubled with business, so that nothing was being forwarded. A little later any one might know for the asking that he was in Berlin — and returning the next day. There was never any secret made of Sir John’s movements if the office knew them, only he occasionally liked to cut himself completely off from communication in order to ensure a perfect rest. As soon as the office knew where he was, every one else could know too; only it invariably happened that he was on his way back by that time. The incident was repeated. Callers at Trafalgar Chambers found all the heads communicative and very leisured. It came out that nothing much was being done just then; it was not the time of the year for politics. For all the good they were doing three-quarters of the offices might be closed for the next few months and three-quarters of the staff take a holiday. In fact, that was what they were doing to a large extent. It was Mr Salt’s turn as soon as Sir John got back.

That time it was St. Petersburg.

For a man who had been a sailor George Salt displayed a curious taste when he came to take his holiday. The sea had no call for him, nor the coast-line any charm. The inland resorts, the golf centres, moors, lakes, mountains and rivers, all were passed by. It was not even to an “undiscovered” village or some secluded country house that he turned his footsteps in hope of perfect change. On the contrary, where the ceaseless din of industry made rest impossible; where the puny but irresistible hands of generations of mankind had scarred the face of earth like a corroding growth, where the sky was shut out by smoke, vegetation stifled beneath a cloak of grime, day and night turned into one lurid vulcanian twilight, in which by bands and companies, by trains and outposts, dwarfish men toiled in the unlovely rhythm of hopeless, endless labour: the lupus-spots of nature; there Salt spent his holiday. Coal was the loadstone that drew him on, and in a vast contour his journey through that month defined the limits of the coal-fields of the land.

In the subsequent histories of this period no mention of Salt’s significant appearance in the provinces finds a place. Yet in presenting a dispassionate review of the succeeding events it is impossible to ignore its influence; although, to adopt a just proportion, it is not necessary to deal with it at length. It was not a vital detail of the scheme on which the League had staked its cause; it was less momentous than any of Hampden’s three Continental missions; but by disarming opposition in certain influential quarters when the crisis came, it removed a possible cause of dissension from the first. That is its place.

It was an indication of the extreme care with which the operations had been developed, that even at this point there were still only two men who had any real knowledge of what the plan of campaign would be. There were those who did not hesitate to declare that a hostile demonstration was being arranged by a foreign power with whom Hampden had come to an understanding. At a favourable moment a pretext for a quarrel would be found, relations would be broken off immediately, ambassadors recalled, and within three days England would be threatened with war. If necessary, an actual invasion would take place, and in view of the sweeping reductions in the army and navy no one thought it worth while to express a doubt that an actual invasion could take place. After arranging for a suitable indemnity the invaders would withdraw, leaving a provisional government in power, with Hampden at its head. This was the extremists’ view, and the majority, feeling at heart that however England might be internally riven and their liberties assailed, nothing could ever justify so unpatriotic a course, held that Hampden was incapable of the step. Others suggested civil war; passive resistance to the payment of rates and taxes on so organised a scale as to embarrass the Government for supplies; an alliance, on a basis not readily discernible, with the rank and file of the Socialist party; the secret importation of a sufficient number of aliens to turn an election; and a variety of other ingenious devices, easy to suggest but difficult to maintain. Those who, like Miss Lisle, observed the most, talked the least.

Among the working men of the country — the class that the League had come into being to control — it had passed into the category of a second Buttercup League and was ignored. A few, better informed, accepted the conclusions that Mr Hammet and his associates had arrived at, and laughed quietly in their sleeves at the thought of the coming humiliation of the confiding members. Last of all there remained a scattered few here and there, who, through natural suspicion or a shrewder wisdom than their fellows, had of late begun to detect in the existence of the League a real menace to themselves, and to urge the powers, and Mr Tubes in particular, to counteract its aims. It might have been a race, a desperate race, but for one simple thing. Hampden had asked for three years in which to complete his plans, and both friends and foes, deducing from every experience of the past, ranging from the opening of an exhibition to the closing of a war, had conceded that this meant four at least. But Hampden and the man who had been a sailor had no intention of being embarrassed by a race. Not three years meaning four, but three years meaning two, had underlain the boast, and at the end of two years, although there was still much to be gained by time and an unfettered choice of the moment of attack, there was no probability of being forestalled on any important point.

Such was the position when Salt set out on his provincial holiday.

He had nothing to learn; elementary detail of that kind belonged to another journey, when, more than two years ago, he had made the self-same tour. He did not go to offer peace or war; that die had been cast blindly — who shall say how many years before? — in Northampton boot factories, Lancashire mills, Durham coal-pits, in Radical clubs and Labour cabinets. But in war, and in civil war most of all, every blow aimed at the foe must spend its expiring force upon a friend — and therefore Salt went to the coal-fields.

At each centre he was met by a high official of the League who had local knowledge. The man made his report; it concerned a list he brought, a list of names. Sometimes it contained only three or four names, sometimes as many dozens. If to each name there stood the word “Content,” Salt passed on to his next centre. If some were reported to be holding out or dissatisfied, Salt remained. When he resumed his methodical way the word “Content” had been added to every name.

Only once did failure threaten to mar his record. A Lancashire colliery proprietor, a man who had risen from the lowest grade of labour, as men more often did in the hard, healthy days of emulous rivalry than in the later piping times of union-imposed collective indolence, did not wish to listen. Positive, narrow, over-bearing, he was permeated with the dogmatic egotism of his successful life. He had never asked another man’s advice; he had never made a mistake. As hard as the ground out of which he had carved his fortune, he hated and despised his men; they knew it, and hated and respected him in return. His own brother worked as a miner in his “1500 deep” and received a miner’s wage. He hated his master with the rest. Lomas was the “closest” employer in the north central coal-field, and the richest. But there were fewer widows and orphans in Halghcroft than in any other pit village of its size, and Lomas spent nothing in insurance. Under his immediate eye cage cables did not snap, tram shackles part, nor did unexpected falls of shoring occur. His men did not smoke at their work, and no mysterious explosion had ever engaged the attention of a Board of Trade enquiry.

Salt found him sitting in his shirt sleeves in a noble room, furnished in the taste and profusion of a crowded pantechnicon with the most costly specimens of seventeen periods of decorative art. He received him with his usual manner, and that was the manner of a bellicose curmudgeon towards an unwelcome deputation of suppliants. For emphasis, between the frank didactic aphorisms which formed his arguments and his rules of life, he banged with his fist a lapis lazuli table, and lowered his voice in a confidential aside to inform his visitor that three thousand pounds was the figure that the little piece of furniture had cost him, and that in matters of taste he stuck at nothing — an unnecessary piece of information after one had cast an astonished glance around that bizarre room.

In Lomas’s future there loomed a knighthood — the consummation in his mind of all earthly ambition and the possible fruit of a lavish charity of the kind that is scarcely the greatest of the three, and his policy was wholly dictated by a fear of endangering his chances. He would have resented the suggestion, in the face of several munificent donations that he had recently made to certain funds, and a gracious acknowledgment which he had received, that the King was not following his career with a personal interest. What, then, was the King’s attitude towards the Unity League and its plan of campaign? Had Salt anything to show? It was useless to protest the inviolability of royal neutrality; Lomas only banged the lapis lazuli. That was good enough for outsiders, he retorted: now, between themselves? The strong man who was restrained by diplomatic conventions could make no headway with the strong man who was frankly primitive in his selfishness, and Salt withdrew, baffled, but unperturbed. But the sequel was that before he left his hotel the following day Lomas had waited upon him with full acquiescence to the terms, and the central coal-field was “Content.”

The inference might be that at last the intentions of the League must have been disclosed. The reality was nothing of the kind. What had been revealed to these men, then — the largest employers of labour of any class throughout the country — to which they had signified their consent? it may be asked. And the truth was that nothing had been revealed; that even the officers of the League who sounded them were in the dark. In the past, industrial struggles had always been between capital and labour. That vaster encounter, upon which the League was now concentrating its energies, was not to be on such clearly defined lines, and in the strife capital might suffer side by side with labour. Against that contingency the coal influence had now been indemnified in the name of the Unity League and the future Government, and the guarantee had been accepted. It was a far-reaching precaution in the end; it narrowed the issue, and it secured more than neutrality in a quarter where open hostility might have otherwise been proclaimed. It just tended to realise that perfection of detail and completeness of preparation that mark the successful campaign.

But if there was nothing more to learn in the sense that the data upon which the League had based its plans had long since been complete, it was impossible for a thoughtful observer to pass through the land without learning much. Even two years of increasing privilege had left a deeper mark. A lavish policy of “Bread and Circuses” was again depleting the countryside, choking the towns, and destroying the instinct of citizenship, just as it had speeded the decline of another world-power two thousand years before. While wages had remained practically stationary, the leisure of the working man had been appreciably increased, and it was now being discovered that the working man had no way of passing his leisure except in spending money. Betting and drunkenness had increased in direct ratio to the lengthened hours of enforced idleness, and other disquieting indications of how the time was being spent, were brought home to those who moved among the poor. Where the money came from, the books of the great thrift societies at once revealed. There was no longer any necessity for the working man to save; his wages were guaranteed, his risks of sickness and every other adversity were insured against, his old age was pensioned, his children were, if necessary, State-adopted.

Even the Trades Unions had abolished their subscriptions and dissipated their reserves. There was no need of thrift now, for the Government was the working man’s savings bank, and had cut out the debit pages of his pass-book. It was almost the Millennium. The only drawback was that, with all this affluence around, the working man found himself very much in the condition of a financial Ancient Mariner. There was a great deal of money being spent on him, and for him, and by him, but he never had any in his pocket. And the working man’s wife was even worse off.

Other classes there were which found themselves in the same position, but not by the same process. The rich were taxed up to the eyes, but the rich had obvious means of retrenchment. But the great mass of the middle class had no elastic extravagances upon which they could economise. Even under favourable conditions they were for the most part fulfilling Disraeli’s pessimistic dictum: to the generality, manhood had been a struggle. It had passed into a failure. It stood face to face with the certainty of becoming a disaster. Inevitably there were tragedies.... So it happened that the one vivid haunting picture that George Salt carried down into later years from this period was not a lurid impression of some blackened earth-gnarled scene of Dantesque desolation, not even a memory of any of the incidents of his own personal triumph, but the sharp details of an episode that lay quite off the high-road of his work.

He was walking along a pretty country lane one evening (for it is a characteristic of many of these unhappy regions that almost to the edge of man’s squalid usurpation Nature spreads her most gracious charms) when a sudden thunderstorm drove him to seek the hospitality of a labourer’s cottage.

The man who opened the door was not a labourer, although he was shabbily dressed. He looked sombrely at his visitor. “What is it?” he asked, standing in the doorway with no sign of invitation.

“It is raining very heavily,” replied Salt. “I should like to shelter, if you will permit me.”

The man seemed to notice the downpour, which had now become a continuous stream, for the first time. “I’m very busy,” he said churlishly.

“If I might stand just inside your doorway?” suggested Salt.

“No, come in,” said the host with an air of sudden resolution. “After all — —” He led the way out of the tiny entrance-hall into a room. Salt could not refrain from noticing that although the furniture was meagre, the walls were covered with paintings.

“I am an artist,” said the brusque tenant of the cottage, noticing the involuntary glance around. “Come — in return for shelter you shall tell me what you think of these things.”

“I am not a critic,” replied Salt, stepping from picture to picture, “and it would be presumptuous, therefore, for me to give an opinion on works that I do not understand, although I can recognise them as striking and unconventional.”

“Ah,” commented the artist. “And that?”

He indicated a portrait with a nod. It was in an earlier, a smoother, and less characteristic style. To the man who was no artist it was a very beautiful painting of a very beautiful girl.

“My dead wife,” said the artist, as Salt stood in silent admiration. “I have buried her this afternoon.”

The man who had never known or even seen her felt a stab as he looked up at the lovely, smiling face.

“Well,” said the painter roughly, “why don’t you say how sorry you are, or some platitude of that sort?”

Salt turned away, to leave the other alone meeting the sweet eyes. “Because I cannot say how sorry I am,” he replied with gentle pity.

“Oh, my beloved!” he heard the whisper. “Not long, not long.”

“You are packing,” Salt continued a minute later. “Let me help you — with some.”

A heap of straw and shavings littered the floor; boxes and cases stood ready at hand.

“No,” replied the man, looking moodily at his preparations. “I have changed my mind. I have to go on a journey to-night, but I shall leave this place as it is and secure the doors and windows instead.”

He brought tools, and together they nailed across the cottage windows the stout old-fashioned shutters that secured them. Neither spoke much.

“Come,” said the artist, when the melancholy work was complete; “the storm is over. Our roads lie together for a little way.” He locked the outer door, and stood lingering reluctantly with his hand upon the key. “A moment,” he said, unlocking the door again, and entering. “Only a moment. Wait for me at the gate.”

Salt waited as he was directed beside a dripping linden. The storm had indeed passed over, but the sky was low and grey. Little rivulets meandered in changing currents down the garden path; from beneath the narrow lane came the continuous sobbing rush of some unseen swollen water-course. The hand of despair lay heavy across the scene; it seemed as though Nature had wept herself out, but was uncomforted. Salt pictured the lonely man standing before the soulless, smiling creation of his own hand.

The door opened, the lock again creaked mournfully as its rusty bolt was driven home, and without a backward glance the artist came slowly down the walk, twisting the clumsy key aimlessly upon his finger. He stopped at a tangled patch where the anemone struggled vainly among the choking bindweed, and the hyacinths and lupines had been beaten down to earth.

“Her garden!” he said aloud, and a spasm crossed his face. “But now how overgrown.” On a thought he dropped the key gently among the luxuriant growth and turned away.

“I will tell you why my wife died,” said the artist suddenly, after they had passed round a bend of the road that hid the cottage from their sight. “It should point a moral, and it will not take long.”

“It may plead a cause,” replied Salt.

“Ah!” exclaimed his companion, looking at him sharply. “Who are you, then?”

“You do not know me, but you may know my business. I am Salt of the Unity League.”

“Strange,” murmured the other. “Well, then, Mr Salt, my name is Leslie Garnet, and, as I have told you, I am an artist. Ten years ago, at the age of thirty, I came into a small legacy — three hundred pounds a year, to be precise. Up to that time I had been making a somewhat precarious living by illustration; on the strength of my fortune — which, of course, to a successful man in any walk of life would be the merest pittance — I rearranged my plans.

“Black and white work was drudgery to me, and it would never be anything else, because it was not my medium, but it was the only form of pictorial art that earned a livelihood. Pictures had ceased to sell. At the same time I had encouragement for thinking that I could do something worthy of existence in the higher branch of art.

“I don’t want to trouble you with views. I made my choice. I determined to live frugally on my income, give up hack work, to the incidental advantage of some other poor struggler, and devote myself wholly to pictures which might possibly bring me some recognition at the end of a lifetime — more probably not — but pictures which would certainly never enrich me. I do not think that the choice was an ignoble one — but, of course, it was purely a personal matter.

“It was very soon afterwards that I got married. Had I thought of that step earlier I might have acted differently. As it was, Hilda would not hear of it. There seemed no need; we were very comfortable on our small income in a tiny way.

“Nine years ago that. You know the course of events. My income was derived from a prudently invested capital, so disposed as to give the highest safe return. Not many years had passed before the Government then in power fixed seven per cent. as the highest rate of interest compatible with commercial morality, and confiscated all above. My fixed system of living was embarrassed by a deduction of fifty pounds a year. The next year an open-minded Chancellor, in need of a few millions to spend on free amusements for the working class, was converted to the principle that two per cent. of immorality still remained, so five was made the maximum, and my small income was thus permanently reduced to two hundred pounds.

“We received this second blow rather blankly, but Hilda would not hear of surrender. As a matter of fact, I soon found out that there was practically no chance of it, and that in throwing up all connections when I did, I had burned my boats. Artists of every kind were turning to illustration work, but half of the magazines were dead. We gave up the flat that had been made pretty and home-like with inexpensive taste, and moved into three dreary rooms.

“You know what the next development would be, perhaps? Yes, the Unearned Incomes Act. And you will understand how it affected me.

“I was assessed in the same class as the Duke of Belgravia and Mr Dives-Keeps, the millionaire, as a gentleman of private income, capable of earning a living, but electing to live in idleness on invested capital not of my own creating. I was married, could not plead ‘encumbrances’ in any form, well-educated, strong and healthy, and in the prime of life. So I came under ‘Schedule B,’ and must pay a tax of ten shillings and sixpence in the pound. It was nothing that I might actually work twelve hours every day. Officially I must be living in voluptuous idleness, because the work of my hands did not bring me in an income bearing any appreciable proportion to my private means. The Government that denounced Riches in every form and had come in on the mandate of the poor and needy, recognised no other standard of attainment but Money. Therefore ‘Schedule B.’

“Of course the effect of that was overwhelming. I could not afford a studio, I could not afford a model. I could scarcely afford materials. My wife, who had long been delicate, was now really ill, between anxiety and the unaccustomed daily work to which she bound herself. One of the companies from which I derived a portion of my income failed at this time: ruined by foreign competition and home restrictions. In a panic I endeavoured to get work of any kind. I had not the experience necessary for the lowest rungs of commerce; I was unknown in art. Who would employ a broken-down man beginning life at thirty-eight? I was too old.

“I was warned that appeal was useless, but I did appeal before the Commission. It was useless. I learned that mine was a thoroughly bad case from every official point of view, with no redeeming feature: that I was, in fact, a parasite upon the social system; and I narrowly escaped having the assessment raised.

“It was then that we left London and came to this cottage. My wife’s health was permanently undermined, and change of air was necessary even to prolong her life. Her native county was recommended; that is why we chose this spot. When I reviewed affairs I found that I had a clear fifty pounds a year. And there, a few miles to the west, where you see that tracery of wheels and scaffolding against the sun, and there, a few miles to the north, where you see that pall of smoke upon the air, there lie hundreds and hundreds of cottages where gross luxury is rampant, where beneath one roof family incomes of ten times mine are free from any tax at all.

“That is enough for you to fill in the detail,” continued Garnet bitterly, as he revived the memory of the closing scenes. “Doctors, things that had to be bought, bare existence. What remained of the investments sold for what a forced sale would bring — you know what that means to-day. The end you have seen. And there, Mr Salt, is the story to your hand. Here is the churchyard.... Killed, to make a Labour holiday!”

He opened the rustic gate of the hillside churchyard and led the way to a newly-turned mound, where the perfume hung stagnantly from the rain-lashed petals of a great sheaf of Bermuda lilies.

“I remain here,” he said quietly, after a few minutes’ silence by the grave-side. “Your road lies straight on, along the field path. You can even see the smoke of Thornley from here, lying to your right.”

Salt did not reply. Looking intently in the opposite direction, he was locating with a seaman’s eye another cloud of smoke that rose above the tree-tops in the valley they had left.

“Your house!” he exclaimed, pointing. “Man!” he cried suddenly, with a flash of intuition, “what are you doing? You fired the straw before we left!”

A sharp report was the only answer. Salt turned too late to arrest his arm, only in time to catch him as he fell. He lowered him — there was nothing else to do — lowered him on to the wet sods that flanked the mound, and knelt by his side so that he might support him somewhat. To one who had been on battle-fields there was no need to wonder what to do. It was a matter not of minutes but of seconds. The mute eyes met his dimly; he heard the single whisper, “Hilda,” and then, without a tremor, Garnet, self-murdered, pressed a little more heavily against his arm and lay across the yet unfinished grave of his State-murdered wife.


CHAPTER VIII

TANTROY EARNS HIS WAGE
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“I THINK,” OBSERVED Salt reflectively, soon after his return, “that you had better take a short holiday now, Miss Lisle.”

Miss Lisle looked up from her work — she was not addressing circulars, it may be stated — with an expression not quite devoid of suspicion.

“I will, if you wish me to do so, sir,” she replied meekly. “But, personally, I do not require one.”

“You have been of great use to us while I was away,” he explained kindly, but with official precision, “and now that I am back again you have the opportunity.”

Miss Lisle coloured rather rapturously at the formal praise, but the astute young woman did not allow her exaltation to beguile her senses.

“A week’s holiday?” she asked.

“I would suggest a fortnight,” he replied.

“That would be until the end of June?”

Salt agreed.

“Then nothing is likely to happen before the end of June?”

He laughed frankly. There was no trace of the mystery and restraint, of the electric tension in the air, that forerun portentous events, as we are told, to be noticed about the office of the League.

“A great deal may happen before that time, but nothing, I think I can assure you, that comes within your meaning.”

“Is there any particular place that you would like me to go to?”

“Oh, not at all. Forget Trafalgar Chambers and business entirely for the time.”

Possibly Miss Lisle had looked for some hidden meaning behind the simple suggestion of a holiday: had anticipated “another secret process down another little lane.” At any rate, she did not rejoice at the prospect; on the contrary, she declined it.

“Thank you, sir,” she replied, “but unless it is for your convenience, I should prefer to go on addressing circulars.”

Salt frowned slightly and smiled slightly, and inwardly admitted to himself that he had probably expected worse things when he had first accepted Miss Lisle’s services.

“I am a very plain, straightforward person in all my dealings,” he remarked, “and you, outside the strict line of work here, have an oblique vein that taxes the imagination. Further, it carries the sting that with all you generally arrive at the same conclusion as I do, only a little earlier.”

“I have a loathsome, repulsive nature, I know,” admitted Irene cheerfully. “Trivial, ill-mannered, suspicious. I require strict discipline. That is why I am better here.”

“So far I have not been inconvenienced by the two first characteristics. It is a mistake, perhaps, to be over-suspicious.”

“Yes,” agreed the lady with a level glance. “It only ends in you finding people out, when otherwise you might have gone on believing in them to the last.”

Salt had only known Miss Lisle for a few months, and for a third of the period he had not seen her. But he knew that when she showed a disposition to take up his time something more than the amenities of conversation lay behind her words. He remembered that level glance. It foreshadowed another “long pointless tale.”

“For instance?” he suggested encouragingly.

“If I left this office locked when I went out to lunch, for instance, and found it still locked but the papers slightly disarranged on my return,” she replied.

“Anything more?”

“It is very unpleasant to set traps, of course, but if I put a little dab of typewriter ink on the inner handle of the door when I next went out, and subsequently found a slight stain of a similar colour on my white glove after shaking hands with some one, the suspicion would be deepened.”

“I think that the matter is of sufficient importance for you to tell me all you know,” he said gravely. “If you hesitate to be definite for fear of making a mistake, I will take pains to verify your suspicions and I will accept all responsibility.”

“Then I accuse Mr Tantroy of being a paid spy in the service of the Government.”

“Tantroy!” exclaimed Salt with a momentary feeling of incredulity. “Tantroy! It seems impossible, but, after all, it is possible enough. You know, of course, that he has a room here now, and might even think in his inexperience that he was at liberty to come into this office at any time.”

“But not to take impressions of my keys and have duplicates made; nor to copy extracts in my absence; nor to open and examine the cipher typewriter.”

“Has that been left unlocked?” he demanded sharply.

“No,” she replied. “You have the only key that I know of. But it has been unlocked, and I infer that the code has been copied.”

For quite three minutes there was silence. Salt was thinking, not idly, but estimating exactly the effect of what had happened. Miss Lisle was waiting, with somewhat rare perception, until he was ready to continue.

“Sooner or later something of the sort was bound to come,” he summed up quietly, without a trace of discomfiture. “It is only the personality that is surprising. His interests are identical with ours; he has everything to gain by our success. Why; why on earth?”

“I think that I can explain that in three words,” suggested Miss Lisle. “Velma St Saint.”

Salt looked enquiringly. He had forgotten the Hon. Freddy’s deity for the moment.

“Of the Vivarium,” added Irene.

“Oh, the lady who hangs by her toes,” he remarked with enlightenment.

“‘The World’s Greatest Inverted Cantatrice’!” quoted Miss Lisle. “That is her celebrated ‘Upside Down’ song that the organ is playing in the street below. A few years ago she got a week’s engagement at the Elysium at a salary of eighty pounds. She calculated from that that she could afford to spend four thousand a year, and although all theatrical incomes have steadily declined ever since until she only gets ten pounds a week now, she has never been able to make any difference in her style of living.... Of course there is a deficit to be made up.”

“It is just as well. If it had not been Tantroy it would have been some one abler. Now what has he done, what has he learned?”

“Duplicate keys of this door and of my desk have been made. The lock of the cipher typewriter case is not of an elaborate pattern, and any one bringing a quantity of keys of the right size would probably find one to answer. I don’t think that either your desk or the safe has been opened; certainly not since I began to notice. The papers to which he would have access are consequently not highly important.”

“Letters?” suggested Salt. “For instance, my letters lying here until you forwarded them. There is a post in at eight o’clock in the morning; others after you have left up to ten at night. There would be every opportunity for abstracting some, opening them at leisure, and then dropping them into the letter-box again a little later.”

“No,” said Miss Lisle. “I took precautions against that.”

“How?” he demanded, and waited very keenly for her answer.

“Simply by arriving here before eight and remaining until ten.”

“Thank you.” It was all he said, but it did not leave Miss Lisle with the empty feeling that virtue had merely been its own reward.

“Perhaps I ought to add that Mr Tantroy tried to get information from me,” she remarked distantly. “He — he came here frequently and wished me to accept presents; boxes of chocolate at first, I think, and jewellery afterwards. It was a mistake he made.”

“Yes,” assented Salt thoughtfully, “I think it was. There is one other thing, Miss Lisle. You could scarcely know with whom he was negotiating on the other side?”

“No,” she admitted regretfully; “I had not sufficient time. That was why I did not wish to go away just now.”

“I do not think that you need hesitate to leave it now. I am not taking it out of your hands, only carrying on another phase that you have made possible. It will simplify matters if I have the office to myself. Could you find an opportunity for telling Tantroy casually that you are taking a fortnight’s holiday?”

Her answer hung just a moment. Had he known Tantroy better he might have guessed. “Yes, certainly,” she replied hastily, with a little stumble in her speech.

Perhaps he guessed. “No,” he corrected himself. “On second thoughts, it does not matter.”

“I do not mind,” she protested loyally.

“If it were necessary I should not hesitate to ask you,” he replied half brusquely. “It is not.”

“Very well. I will go to-morrow.”

That evening, when he was alone. Salt unlocked the typewriter case to which Miss Lisle had alluded, took out the machine, and seating himself before it proceeded to compose a letter upon which he seemed to spend much consideration. As his fingers struck the keys, upon the sheet of paper in the carrier there appeared the following mystifying composition:

kbeljsl

wopmjvsjxkivslilscalkwespljkjscwecsspssp fxfejsloxmjcneoeqjdncs —— 

It was, in fact, as Miss Lisle had said, a code typewriter. The letters which appeared on the paper did not correspond with the letters on the keys. According to the keyboard the writing should have been:

mydrstr

nwhvsltscmpltrprtbfrmndthrsmstbndbtthtth prpslhvfrmltdsfsblndth —— 

and signified, to resolve it into its ultimate form:

My Dear Estair, — I now have Salt’s complete report before me, and there seems to be no doubt that the proposal I have formulated is feasible, and the —— 

Written without vowels, stops, capitals, or spaces, this gave a very serviceable cryptograph, but there was an added safeguard. After completing the first line the writer moved a shift-key and brought another set of symbols into play — or, rather, the same symbols under a different arrangement. The process was repeated for the third line, and then the fourth line returned to the system of the first. Thus three codes were really in operation, and the danger of the key being found by the frequent recurrence of certain symbols (the most fruitful cause of detection) was almost overcome. Six identical machines were in existence. One has been accounted for; Sir John Hampden had another; and a third was in the possession of Robert Estair, the venerable titular head of the combined Imperial party. A sociable young publican, who had a very snug house in the neighbourhood of Westminster Abbey, could have put his hand upon the fourth; the fifth was in the office of a super-phosphate company carrying on an unostentatious business down a quiet little lane about ten or a dozen miles out of London; and the sixth had fallen to the lot of a busy journalist, who seemed to have the happy knack of getting political articles and paragraphs accepted without demur by all the leading newspapers by the simple expedient of scribbling “Urgent” and some one else’s initials across the envelopes he sent them in. Communications of the highest importance never reached the stage of ink and paper, but the six machines were in frequent use. In bonâ fide communications the customary phraseology with which letters begin and end was not used, it is perhaps unnecessary to say. So obvious a clue as the short line “kbeljsl” at the head of a letter addressed to Estair would be as fatal to the secrecy of any code as the cartouched “Cleopatra” and “Ptolemy” were to the mystery of Egyptian hieroglyphics. That Salt wrote it may be taken as an indication that he had another end in view; and it is sometimes a mistake to overrate the intelligence of your opponents. When the letter was finished he put it away in his pocket-book, arranged the fastenings of both safe and desk so that he could tell if they had been disturbed, and then went home.

The next morning his preparations advanced another step. He brought with him a new letter copying-book, a silver cigarette-case with a plain polished surface, and a small jar of some oily preparation. With a little of the substance from the jar he smeared the cigarette-case all over, wiped away the greater part again until nothing but an almost imperceptible trace remained, and then placed it carefully within his desk. The next detail was to write a dozen letters with dates extending over the last few days. All were short; all were quite unimportant; they were chiefly concerned with appointments, references to future League meetings, and the like. Some few were written in cipher, but the majority were plain reading, and Salt signed them all in Sir John’s name, appending his own initials. To sign the long letter which he had already written he cut off from a note in the baronet’s own handwriting the signature “John Hampden,” fastened it lightly at the foot of the typewritten sheet, and then proceeded to copy all the letters into the new book. The effect was patent: one letter and one alone stood out among the rest as of pre-eminent importance. The completion was reached by gumming upon the back of the book a label inscribed “Hampden. Private,” treating the leather binding with a coating of the preparation from the jar, and finally substituting it in the safe in place of the genuine volume. Then he burned his originals of all the fictitious letters and turned to other matters.

It was not until two days later that Mr Tantroy paid Salt a passing visit. He dropped in in a friendly way with the plea that the burden of his own society in his own room, where he apparently spent two hours daily in thinking deeply, had grown intolerable.

“You are always such a jolly busy, energetic chap, Salt, that it quite bucks me up to watch you,” he explained.

Salt, however, was not busy that afternoon. He only excused himself to ring for a note, which was lying before him already addressed, to be taken out, and then gave his visitor an undivided attention. He was positively entertaining over his recent journeyings. Freddy Tantroy had never thought that the chap had so much in him before.

“Jolly quaint set of beggars you must have had to do with,” he remarked. “Thought that you were having gilded flutter Monte Carlo, or Margate, or some of those places where crowds people go.”

Salt looked across at him with a smile. “I think that there was an impression of that sort given out,” he replied. “But, between ourselves, it was strictly on a matter of business.”

“We League Johnnies do get most frightfully rushed,” said Freddy sympathetically. “Bring it off?”

“Better than I had expected. I don’t think it will be long before we begin to move now. You would be surprised if I could tell you of the unexpected form it will take.”

“Don’t see why you shouldn’t,” dropped Tantroy negligently.

Salt allowed the moment to pass on a note of indecision.

“Perhaps I am speaking prematurely,” he qualified. “Things are only evolving at the moment, and I don’t suppose that there will be anything at all doing during the next few weeks. I have even sent Miss Lisle off on a holiday.”

“Noticed the fair Irene’s empty chair,” said Freddy. “For long?”

“I told her to take a fortnight. She can have longer if she wants.”

“Wish Sir John could spare me; but simply won’t hear of it. Don’t fancy you find girl much good, though.”

“Oh, she is painstaking,” put in her employer tolerantly.

“No initiative,” declared Tantroy solemnly. “No idea of rising to the occasion or of making use of her opportunities.”

“You noticed that?” To Freddy’s imagination it seemed as though Salt was regarding him with open admiration.

He wagged his head judicially. “I knew you’d like me to keep eye on things while you were away,” he said, “so I looked in here occasionally as I passed. Don’t believe she had any idea what to do. Invariably found her sitting here in gilded idleness at every hour of the day. If I were you, should sack her while she is away.”

Salt thought it as well to change the subject.

“By the way,” he remarked, “I came across what seemed to me a rather good thing in cigarettes at Cardiff, and I wanted to ask your opinion about them. It’s a new leaf — Bolivian with a Virginian blend, not on the market yet. I wish you’d try one now.”

There was nothing Freddy Tantroy liked better than being asked to give his opinion on tobacco from the standpoint of an expert. He took the case held out to him, selected a cigarette with grave deliberation, and leaned back in his chair with a critical air, preparing to deliver judgment. Salt returned the case to its compartment in the desk.

“It has a very distinctive aroma,” announced Freddy sagely, after he had drawn a few whiffs, held the cigarette under his nose, waved it slowly in the air before him, and resorted to several other devices of connoisseurship.

“I thought so too,” agreed Salt. He had bought a suitable packet of some obscure brand in a side street, as he walked to the office two days before.

“Cardiff,” mused Tantroy. “Variety grotesque holes you seem to have explored, Salt.”

“Oh, I had to see a lot of men all over the place. I got a few packets of these from a docker who had them from a South American merchant in a roundabout way. Smuggled, of course.” All along, his conversation had touched upon labourers, mill-hands, miners, and other sons of toil. Apparently, as Tantroy noted, he had scarcely associated with any other class. He was lying deliberately, and in a manner calculated to alienate the sympathy of many excellent people; for there is a worthy and not inconsiderable class with an ineradicable conviction that although in a just cause the sixth commandment may be suspended, as it were by Act of Parliament, and the killing of your enemy become an active virtue, yet in no case is it permissible to tell him a falsehood. If it is necessary to deceive him the end must be gained by leading him to it by inference. But Salt belonged to a hard-grained school which believed in doing things thoroughly, and when on active service he swept the sophistries away. He had to mislead a man whose very existence he believed to be steeped in treachery and falsehood, and, as the most effectual way, he lied deliberately to him.

“Frantic adventure,” drawled Tantroy. “Didn’t know League dealt in people that kind.”

“Of course, I saw all sorts,” corrected Salt hastily, as though he feared that he had indicated too closely the trend of his business; “only it happened that those were the most amusing,” and to emphasise the fact he launched into another anecdote. At an out-of-the-way village there was neither hotel nor inn. His business was unfinished, and it was desirable that he should stay the night there. At last he heard of a small farm-house where apartments were occasionally let, and, making his way there, he asked if he could have a room. The woman seemed doubtful. “Of course, as I am a stranger, I should wish to pay you in advance,” said Salt. “It isn’t that, sir,” replied the hostess, “but I like to be sure of making people comfortable.” “I don’t think that we shall disagree about that,” he urged. “Perhaps not,” she admitted, “but the last gentleman was very hard to please. Everything I got him he’d had better somewhere else till he was sick of it. But,” she added in a burst of confidence, “look what a swell he was! I knew that nothing would satisfy him when I saw him come in a motor-car puffed out with rheumatic tyres, and wearing a pair of them blasé kid boots.”

Tantroy contributed an appreciative cackle, and Salt, leaning back in his chair, pressed against a pile of books standing on his desk so that they fell to the ground with a crash.

By the time he had picked them up again a telegram was waiting at his elbow. He took it, opened it with a word of apology, and with a sharp exclamation pulled out his watch. Before Tantroy could realise what was happening, Salt had caught up his hat and gloves, slammed down his self-locking desk, and, after a single hasty glance round the room, was standing at the door.

“Excuse me, won’t you?” he called back. “Most important. Can just catch a train. Pull my door to after you, please,” and the next minute he was gone.

Left to himself, Tantroy’s first action was not an unnatural one in the circumstance. He picked up the telegram which Salt had left in his wild hurry and read it. “Come at once, if you wish to see Vernon alive,” was the imperative message, and it appeared to have been handed in at Croydon half an hour before. He stepped to the window, and from behind the curtains he saw Salt run down the steps into the road, call a hansom from the rank near at hand, and disappear in the direction of Victoria at a gallop.

Mr Tantroy sat down again, and his eyes ran over the various objects in the room in quick succession. The code typewriter. He had all he wanted from that. Salt’s desk. Locked, of course. The girl’s desk. Locked, and, as he knew, not worth the trouble of unlocking with his duplicate key. The safe —— His heart gave a bound, his eyes stood wide in incredulous surprise, and he sprang to his feet and stealthily crossed the room to make sure of his astounding luck. The safe was unlocked! The door stood just an inch or so ajar, and Salt, having failed to notice it in his hurried glance, was on his way to Croydon!

Living in a pretentious, breathless age, drawn into a social circle beside whose feverish artificiality the natural artificiality inseparable from any phase of civilisation stood comparable to a sturdy, healthy tree, badly brought up, neglected, petted, the Honourable Frederick Tantroy had grown to the form of the vacuous pose which he had adopted. Beneath it lay his real character. A moderately honest man would not have played his part, but an utterly weak one could not have played it. It demanded certain qualities not contemptible. There were risks to be taken, and he was prepared to take them, and in their presence his face took on a stronger, even better, look. He bolted the door on the inside, picked up a few sheets of paper from the desk-top, and without any sign of nervousness or haste began to do his work.

It was fully three hours later when Salt returned; for with that extreme passion for covering every possible contingency that marked his career, he had been to Croydon. Many a better scheme has failed through the neglect of a smaller detail. The room, when he entered it and secured the door, looked exactly as when he left, three hours before. For all the disarrangement he had caused, Tantroy might have melted out of it.

On the top of his desk, at the side nearest to the safe, lay a packet of octavo scribbling paper. He took out the sheets and twice counted them. Thirty-one, and he had left thirty-four. His face betrayed no emotion. Satisfaction at having outwitted a spy was merged in regret that there must need be one, and pain on Hampden’s account that his nephew should be the traitor. He unlocked his desk and carefully lifted out the cigarette-case, pulled open the safe door, and took up the fictitious letter-book. To the naked eye the finger-prints on each were scarcely discernible, but under the magnifying lenses of the superimposing glass all doubt was finally dispelled. They were there, they corresponded, they were identical. Thumb to thumb, finger to finger, and line to line they fitted over one another without a blur or fault. It was, as it often proved to be in those days, hanging evidence.

Salt relocked the safe, tore out the used pages of the letter-book, and reduced them to ashes on the spot. The less important remains of the book he took with him to his chambers, and there burned them from cover to cover before he went to bed.

It had served its purpose, and not a legitimate trace remained. Around the stolen copy the policy of the coming strife might crystallise, and towards any issue it might raise Salt could look with confidence. Finally, if the unforeseen arose, the way was clear for Sir John to denounce a shameless forgery, and who could contradict his indignant word?


CHAPTER IX

SECRET HISTORY

[image: img46.jpg]

UNDER SUCCEEDING ADMINISTRATIONS, each pledged to a larger policy to themselves and a smaller one towards every one else, most of the traditional outward forms of government had continued to be observed. Thus there was a Minister for the Colonies, though the Colonies themselves had shamefacedly one by one dropped off into the troubled waters of weak independence, or else clung on with pathetic loyalty in spite of rebuff after rebuff, and the disintegration of all mutual interests, until nothing but the most shadowy bond remained. There was a Secretary of State for War in spite of the fact that the flag which the Government nailed to the mast when it entered into negotiations with an aggrieved and aggressive Power, bore the legend, “Peace at any Price. None but a Coward Strikes the Weak.” There had been more than one First Lord of the Admiralty whose maritime experience had begun and ended on the familiar deck of the Koh-I-Noor. There were practically all the usual officers of ministerial rank — and the recipients of ministerial salaries.

Apart from the enjoyment of the title and the salary, however, there were a few members of the Cabinet who exercised no real authority. Lord Henry Stokes had been the last of upper class politicians of standing to accept office under the new régime. Largely in sympathy with the democratic tendency of the age, optimistic as to the growth of moderation and restraint in the ranks of the mushroom party, and actuated by the most sterling patriotism, Lord Henry had essayed the superhuman task of premiership. Superhuman it was, because no mortal could have combined the qualities necessary for success in the face of the fierce distrust and jealousy which his rank and social position excited in the minds of the rawer recruits of his own party; superhuman, because no man possessing his convictions could have long reconciled with them the growing and not diminishing illiberality of those whom he was to lead. There were dissensions, suspicions, and recriminations from the first. The end came in a tragic scene, unparalleled among the many historic spectacles which the House has witnessed. A trivial point in the naval estimates was under discussion, and Lord Henry, totally out of sympathy with the bulk of his nominal following, had risen to patch up the situation on the best terms he could. At the end of a studiously moderate speech, which had provoked cheers from the opposition and murmurs of dissent from his own party throughout, he had wound up his plea for unity, toleration, and patriotism, with the following words: “It is true that here no Government measure is at stake, no crisis is involved, and honourable members on this side of the House are free of party trammels and at liberty to vote as seems best to each. But if the motion should be persisted in, an inevitable conclusion must be faced, an irretrievable step will have been taken, and of the moral outcome of that act who dare trace the end?”

There was just a perceptible pause of sullen silence, then from among the compact mass that sat behind their leader rose a coarse voice, charged with a squiggling laugh.

“We give it up, ‘Enry. If it’s a riddle about morals, suppose you ask little Flo?”

It was an aside — it was afterwards claimed that it was a drunken whisper — but it was heard, as it was meant to be heard, throughout the crowded Chamber. From the opposition ranks there was torn a cry, almost of horror, at the enormity of the insult, at the direful profanation of the House. Responsible members of the Government turned angrily, imploringly, frantically upon their followers. At least half of these, sitting pained and scandalised, needed no restraint, but from the malcontents and extreme wings came shriek upon shriek of boisterous mirth, as they rocked with laughter about their seats. As for Lord Henry, sitting immobile as he scanned a paper in his hand, he did not appear to have heard at first, nor even to have noticed that anything unusual was taking place. But the next minute he turned deadly pale, began to tremble violently, and with a low and hurried, “Your help, Meadowsweet!” he stumbled from the Hall.

For twenty years he had been a member of the House, years of full-blooded politics when party strife ran strong, but never before had the vaguest innuendo from that deep-seared, unforgotten past dropped from an opponent’s lips. It had been reserved for his own party to achieve that distinction and to exact the crowning phase of penance in nature’s inexorable cycle.

Apologists afterwards claimed that too much had been made of the incident — that much worse things were often said, and passed, at the meetings of Boards of Guardians and Borough Councils. It was as true as it was biting: worse things were said at Borough Councils, and the Mother of Parliaments had sunk to the rhetorical level of a Borough Council.

Stokes never took his seat again, and with him there passed out of that arena the last of a hopeful patriotic group, whose only failure was that they tried to reconcile two irreconcilable forces of their times.

It did not result, however, that no men of social position were to be found among the Labour benches. There was a demand, and there followed the supply. Rank, mediocrity, and moral obsequiousness were the essentials for their posts. There were no more Stokeses to be had, so obliging creatures were obtained who were willing for a consideration to be paraded as the successors to his patriotic mantle. They were plainly made to understand their position, and if they ventured to show individuality they soon resigned. Nominally occupying high offices, they had neither influence, power, nor respect; like Marlborough in compliance they had “to do it for their bread.” They were ruled by their junior lords, assistants, and underlings in various degrees. Many of these men, too strong to be ignored, were frankly recognised to be impossible in the chief offices of State. As a consequence the Cabinet soon became an empty form. Its councils were still held, but the proceedings were cut and dried in advance. The real assembly that dictated the policy of the Government was the Expediency Council, held informally as the necessity arose.

The gathering which was taking place at the Premier’s house on this occasion had been convened for the purpose of clearing the air with regard to the policy to be pursued at home. The Government had come into power with very liberal ideas on the question of what ought to be done for the working classes. They had made good their promises, and still that free and enlightened body, having found by experience that they only had to ask often enough and loudly enough to be met in their demands, were already clamouring for more. The most moderate section of the Government was of opinion that the limit had been reached; others thought that the limit lay yet a little further on; the irresponsibles denied that any limit could be fixed at all. That had been the experience of every administration for a long time past, and each one in turn had been succeeded by its malcontents.

Mr Strummery, the Premier, did not occupy the official residence provided for him. Mrs Strummery, an excellent lady who had once been heard to remark that she could never understand why her husband was called Prime Minister when he was not a minister at all, flatly declared that the work of cleaning the windows alone of the house in Downing Street put it out of the question. Even Mr Strummery, who, among his political associates, was reported to have rather exalted ideas of the dignity of his position, came to the conclusion, after fully considering the residence from every standpoint, that he might not feel really at home there. It was therefore let, furnished, to an American lady who engineered wealthy débutantes from her native land into “the best” English society, and the Strummerys found more congenial surroundings in Brandenburg Place. There, within a convenient distance of the Hampstead Road and other choice shopping centres, Mrs Strummery, like the wife of another eminent statesman whose statue stood almost within sight of her bedroom windows, was able to indulge in her amiable foible for cheap marketing. And if the two ladies had this in common, the points of resemblance between their respective lords (the moral side excluded) might be multiplied many-fold, for no phrase put into Mr Strummery’s mouth could epigrammatise his point of view more concisely than Fox’s inopportune toast, “Our Sovereign: the People.” History’s dispassionate comment was that the sentiment which lost the abler man his Privy Councillorship in his day, gained for the other a Premiership a century later.

“One thing that gets me is why no one ever seems to take any notice of us when we have a Council on,” remarked the President of the Board of Education with an involuntary plaint in his voice. He was standing on the balcony outside the large front room on Mr Strummery’s first floor — a room which boasted the noble proportions of a salon, and possibly served as one in Georgian days. Certainly Brandenburg Place did not present a spectacle of fluttering animation at the prospect of seeing the great ones of the land assembling within its bounds. At one end of the thoroughfare a milkman was going from area to area with a prolonged melancholy cry more suggestive of Stoke Poges churchyard than of any other spot on earth; at the opposite end a grocer’s errand boy, with basket resourcefully inverted upon his head, had sunk down by the railings to sip the nectar from a few more pages of “Iroquois Ike’s Last Hope; or, The Phantom Cow-Puncher’s Bride.” Midway between the two a cat, in the act of crossing the road, had stopped to twitch a forepaw with that air of imperturbable deliberateness in its movements that no other created thing can ever succeed in attaining. In a house opposite some one was rattling off the exhilarating strains of “Humming Ephraim,” but even when a hansom cab and two four-wheelers drove up in quick succession to the Premier’s door, no one betrayed curiosity to the extent of looking out of the window. The Minister of Education noted these things as he stood on the balcony, and possibly he felt another phase of the gratitude of men that often left Mr Wordsworth mourning. “I can remember the time when crowds used to wait hours in the rain along Downing Street — our people, too — to catch a sight of Estair or Nettlebury. I won’t exactly say that it annoys me, because I’ve seen too much of the hollowness of things for that, but it certainly is rummy why it should be so.”

“A very good thing, too,” commented the Premier briskly from the room. “I don’t know that we could have a greater compliment. The people know that we are plain, straightforward men like themselves, and they know that we are doing our work without having to come and see us at it. They don’t regard us almost as little deities — interesting to see, but quite different and above themselves. That’s why.”

Every one in the room said “Hear! Hear!” as though that exactly defined his own sentiments; and every one in the room looked rather sad, as though at the back of their collective minds there lurked a doubt whether it might not be more pleasant to be regarded almost as little deities.

“You needn’t go as far back as Estair and Nettlebury,” put in Vossit of the Treasury. “See how they fairly ‘um round Hampden whenever he’s about.”

“Not us,” interposed another man emphatically. “Let them go on their own messin’ way; it’ll do us no harm. You never saw a working man at any of their high and mighty meetings.”

“So much the worse, for they didn’t want them. But there ought to have been working men there, from the very first meeting until now.” The speaker was one of the most recent additions to the potent circle of the Brandenburg Place councils, and the freedom of criticism which he allowed himself had already been the subject of pained comment on the part of a section of his seniors.

“Well,” suggested some one, with politely-pointed meaning, “I don’t know what’s to prevent one individual from attending a meeting if he so wants. He’d probably find one going on somewhere at this minute if he looked round hard. Doesn’t seem to me that any one’s holding him back.”

“Now, now,” reproved Mr Guppling, the Postmaster-General, “let the man speak if he has anything on his mind. Come now, comrade, what do you mean?”

“I don’t know what I mean,” replied the comrade, at which there was a general shout of laughter. “I don’t know what I mean,” he continued, having secured general attention by this simple device of oratory, “because I am told in those Government quarters where I ought to be able to find information, that no information has been collected, no systematic enquiries made, nothing is known, in fact. Therefore, I do not know what I mean because I do not know — none of us know — what the Unity League means. But I know this: that a hostile organisation of over a million and a half strong — —”

Dissent came forcibly from every quarter of the room. “Not half!” was the milder form it took.

“ —— of over a million and a half strong,” continued the speaker grimly— “perhaps more, in fact, than all our Trades Unions put together — with an income very little less than what all the Trades Unions put together used to have, and funds in hand probably more, is a living menace in our midst, and ought to have been closely watched.”

“It keeps ’em quiet,” urged the Foreign Under-Secretary.

“Too quiet. I don’t like my enemy to be quiet. I prefer him to be talking large and telling us exactly what he’s going to do.”

“They’re going to chuck us out, Tirrel; that’s what they’re going to do,” said a sarcastic comrade playfully. “So was the Buttercup League, so was the Liberal-Conservative alliance. Lo, history repeats itself!”

“I see a long line of strong men fallen in the past — premiers, popes, kings, generals, ambassadors,” replied Tirrel. “They all took it for granted that when they had got their positions they could keep them without troubling about their enemies any more. That’s generally the repeating point in history.”

Mr Strummery felt that the instances were perhaps getting too near home. “Come, come, chaps, and Comrade Tirrel in particular,” he said mildly, “don’t imagine that nothing is being done in the proper quarter because you mayn’t hear much talk about it. Our Executives work and don’t talk. I think that you may trust our good comrade Tubes to keep an eye on the Unity League.”

“Wish he’d keep an eye on the clock,” murmured a captious member. “Not once,” he added conclusively, “but three times out of four.”

There was a vigorous knock at the front door, and the hurried footsteps of some one ascending the stairs with the consciousness that he was late.

“Talk of Tubes and you’ll have a puncture,” confided a comrade of humorous bent to his neighbour, and on the words the Home Secretary, certainly with very little breath left in him, entered the room and made his apologies.

The special business for which the Council had been called together was to consider a series of reports from the constituencies, and to decide how to be influenced by their tenor. The Government had no desire to wait for a general election in order to find out the views of the electors of the country; given a close summary of those sentiments, it might be possible to fall in with their wishes, and thereby to be spared the anxiety of an election until their septennial existence had run its course; or, if forced by the action of their own malcontents to take that unwelcome step, at least to cut the ground from beneath their opponents’ feet in advance.

If there was not complete unanimity among those present, there was no distinct line of variance. Men of the extremest views had naturally not been included, and although the prevailing opinion was that the conditions of labour had been put upon a fair and equitable basis during their tenure of office — or as far in that direction as it was possible to go without utterly stampeding capitalists and ratepayers from the country — there were many who were prepared to go yet a little further if it seemed desirable.

Judging from the summarised reports, it did seem desirable. From the mills of Lancashire and Yorkshire, the coal-pits of the north and west, the iron fields of the Midlands, the quarries of Derbyshire, the boot factories of Northampton and the lace factories of Nottingham, from every swarming port around the coast, and from that vast cosmopolitan clearing house, the Capital itself, came the same tale. The people did not find themselves so well off as they wished to be; they were, in fact, rather poorer than before. There was nothing local about it. The Thurso flag-stone hewer shared the symptoms with his Celtic brother, digging out tin and copper from beneath the Atlantic waters beyond Pendeen; the Pembroke dock-hand and the Ipswich mechanic were in just the same position. When industries collapsed, as industries had an unhappy character for doing about the period, no one had any reserves. It was possible to live by provision of the Government, but the working man had been educated up to requiring a great deal more than bare living. When wages went down in spite of all artificial inflation, or short time was declared, a great many working-class houses, financed from week to week but up to the hilt in debt, went down too. The agricultural labourer was the least disturbed; he had had the least done for him, and he had never known a “boom.” The paradox remained that with more money the majority of the poor were poorer than before, and they were worse than poor, for they were dissatisfied. The remedy, of course, was for some one to give them still more money, not for them to spend less. The shortest way to that remedy, as they had been well taught by their agitators in the past, was to clamour for the Government to do something else for them, and therefore they were clamouring now.

“That is the position,” announced Mr Tubes, when he had finished reading the general summary. “The question it raises may not be exactly urgent, but it is at least pressing. On the one hand, there is the undoubted feeling of grievance existing among a large proportion of electors — our own people. On the other hand, there is the serious question of national finances not to be overlooked. As the matter is one that must ultimately concern me more closely than anybody else, I will reserve my own opinion to the last.”

The view taken by those present has already been indicated. Their platform was that of Moderate Socialism; they wished it always to be understood that they were practical. They had the interest of their fellow working men (certainly of no other class of the community) at heart, but as Practical Socialists they had a suspicion (taking the condition of the Exchequer into consideration) that for the moment they had reached the limit of Practical Socialism. There was an undoubted dilemma. If a mistake of policy on their part let in the impractical Socialists, the result would be disastrous. Most of them regarded the danger as infinitesimal; like every other political party during the last two centuries, they felt that they could rely on the “sound common-sense of the community.” Still, admitting a possibility, even if it was microscopic, might it not be more — say practically socialistic (the word “patriotic” had long been expunged from their vocabulary) in the end to make some slight concessions? If there existed a more material inducement it was not referred to, and any ingenuous comrade, using as an argument in favour of compliance a homely proverb anent the inadvisability of quarrelling with one’s bread and butter, would have been promptly discouraged. Yet, although the actors themselves in this great morality play apparently overlooked the consideration, it is impossible for the spectator to ignore the fact. Some few members of the Cabinet might have provided for a rainy day, but even to many of official class, and practically to all of the rank and file, a reversal at the polls must mean that they would have to give up a variety of highly-esteemed privileges and return to private life in less interesting capacities, some in very humble ones indeed.

It ended, as it was bound to end, in compromise. They would not play into the hands of the extreme party and ignore the voice of the constituencies; they would not be false to their convictions and be dictated to by the electors. They would decline to bring in the suggested Minimum Wage Bill, and they would not impose the Personal Property Tax. They would meet matters by extending the National Obligations Act, and save money on the Estimates. They would be sound, if commonplace.

The formal proceedings having been concluded, it was open for any one to introduce any subject he pleased in terms of censure, enquiry or discussion. Comrade Tirrel was on his feet at once, and returned to the subject that lay heavy on his mind.

“Is the Home Secretary in possession of any confidential information regarding the Unity League?” he demanded; “and can he assure us, in view of the admittedly hostile object of the organisation, that adequate means are being taken to neutralise any possible lines of action it may adopt?”

“The answer to the first part of the question is in the affirmative,” replied Mr Tubes in his best parliamentary manner. “As regards the second part, I may state that after considering the reports we have received it is not anticipated that the League offers any serious menace to the Government. Should the necessity arise, the Council may rely upon the Home Office taking the requisite precautions.”

“The answer is satisfactory as far as it goes. Being in possession of special information, will the Home Secretary go a step further and allay the anxiety that certainly exists in some quarters, by indicating the real intentions and proposed modus operandi of the League?”

Mr Tubes conferred for a moment with his chief. “I may say that on broad lines the League has no definite plan for the future, and its intentions, as represented by the policy of its heads, will simply be to go on existing so long as the deluded followers will continue their subscriptions. I may point out that the League has now been in existence for two years, and during that time it has done nothing at all to justify its founders’ expectations; it has not embarrassed us at any point nor turned a single by-election. For two years we heard practically nothing of it, and there has been no fresh development to justify the present uneasiness which it seems to be causing in the minds of a few nervous comrades. Its membership is admittedly imposing, but the bare fact that a million and a half of people are foolish enough — —”

There was a significant exchange of astonished glances among the occupants of Mr Strummery’s council chamber. Murmurs grew, and Mr Guppling voiced the general feeling by calling the Home Secretary’s attention to the figures he had mentioned “doubtless inadvertently.”

“No,” admitted Mr Tubes carelessly, “that is our latest estimate. From recent information we have reason to think that the previous figure we adopted was too low — or the League may have received large additions lately through some accidental cause. We are now probably erring as widely on the other side, but it is the safe side, and I therefore retain that figure.”

Mr Tirrel had not yet finished, but he was listened to with respectful attention now.

“Is the Home Secretary in a position to tell us who this man Salt is?” was his next enquiry.

The Home Secretary looked frankly puzzled. “Who is Salt?” he replied, innocently enough.

“That is the essential point of my enquiry,” replied the comrade. “Salt,” he continued, his voice stilling the laughter it had raised, “is the Man behind the Unity League. You think it is Hampden, but I tell you that you are mistaken. Hampden is undoubtedly a dangerous power; the classes will follow him blindly, and he is no mere figure-head, but it was Salt who stirred Hampden from his apathy, and it is Salt who pulls the wires.”

“And who is Salt?” demanded the Premier, as Mr Tubes offered no comment.

Tirrel shook his head. “I know no more than I have stated,” he replied; “but his secret influence must be tremendous, and all doubt as to the identity of the man and his past record should be set at rest.”

Mr Tubes looked up from the papers he had before him with a gleam of subdued anger in his eye. “I think that our cock-sure kumred has geete howd of another mare’s neest,” he remarked, relapsing unconsciously into his native dialect as he frequently did when stirred. “I remember hearin’ o’ this Saut in one o’ th’ reports, and here it is. So far from being a principal, he occupies a very different position — that of Hampden’s private secretary, which would explain how he might have to come into contact with a great many people without having any real influence hissel. He is described in my confidential report as a simple, unsuspicious man, who might be safely made use of, and, in fact, most of my information is derived from that source.”

There was a sharp, smothered exclamation from one or two men, and then a sudden stillness fell upon the room. Mr Tubes was among the last to realise the trend of his admission.

“Are we to understand that the greater part — perhaps the whole — of the information upon which the Home Office has been relying, and of the assurances of inaction which have lulled our suspicions to rest, have been blindly accepted from this man Salt, the head and fount of the League itself?” demanded Tirrel with ominous precision. “If that indicates the methods of the Department, I think that this Council will share my view when I suggest that the terms ‘simple’ and ‘unsuspicious’ have been inaccurately allotted — to Salt.”

Mr Tubes made no reply. Lying at the bottom of the man’s nature smouldered a volcanic passion that he watched as though it were a sleeping beast. Twice in his public career it had escaped him, and each time the result had been a sharp reverse to his ambitions. Repression — firm, instant, and unconditional — was the only safeguard, so that now recognising the danger-signal in his breast, he sat without a word in spite of the Premier’s anxious looks, in spite of the concern of those about him.

“I will not press for a verbal reply,” continued Tirrel after a telling pause; “the inference of silence makes that superfluous. But I will ask whether the Home Secretary is aware that Salt has been quietly engaged in canvassing the provinces for a month, and whether he has any information about his object and results. Yes,” he continued vehemently, turning to those immediately about him, “for a month past this simple, unsuspecting individual from whom we derive our confidential information has been passing quietly and unmarked from town to town; and if you were to hang a map of England on the wall before me, I would undertake to trace his route across the land by the points of most marked discontent in the report to which we have just listened.”

A knock at the locked door of the room saved the Home Secretary for the moment from the necessity of replying. It was an unusual incident, and when the nearest man went and asked what was wanted, some one was understood to reply that a stranger, who refused to give his name, wished to see Mr Tubes. Perhaps Mr Tubes personally might have welcomed a respite, but the master of the house anticipated him.

“Tell him, whoever he may be, that Mr Tubes cannot be disturbed just now,” he declared.

“He says it’s important, very important,” urged the voice, with a suggestion of largess received and more to come, in its eagerness.

“Then let him write it down or wait,” said Mr Strummery decisively, and the matter was supposed to have ended.

The momentary interruption had broken the tension and perhaps saved Tubes from a passionate outburst. He rose to make a reply without any sign of anger or any fear that he would not be able to smooth away the awkward impression.

“As far as canvassing in the provinces is concerned,” he remarked plausibly, “it is open for any man, whatever his politics may be, to do that from morning to night all his life if he likes, so long as it isn’t for an illegal object. As regards Salt having been engaged this way for the past month, it is quite true that I have had no intimation of the fact so far. I may explain that as my Department has not yet come to regard the Unity League as the one object in the world to which it must devote its whole attention, I am not in the habit of receiving reports on the subject every day, nor even every week. It may be, however — —”

There was another knock upon the door. Mr Tubes stopped, and the Premier frowned. In the space between the door and the carpet there appeared for a second a scrap of paper; the next moment it came skimming a few yards into the room. There was no attempt to hold further communication, and the footsteps of the silent messenger were heard descending the stairs again.

Mr Vossit, who sat nearest to the door, picked up the little oblong card. He saw, as he could scarcely fail to see, that it was an ordinary visiting-card, and on the upper side, as it lay, there appeared a roughly-pencilled sign — two lines at right angle drawn through a semicircle, it appeared superficially to be. As he handed it to Mr Tubes he reversed the position so that the name should be uppermost, and again he saw, as he could scarcely fail to see, that the other side was blank. The roughly-pencilled diagram was all the message it contained.

“It may be, however — —” the Home Secretary was repeating half-mechanically. He took the card and glanced at the symbol it bore. “It may be, however,” he continued, as though there had been no interruption, “that I shall very soon be in possession of the full facts to lay before you.” Then with a few whispered words to the Premier and a comprehensive murmur of apology to the rest of the company, he withdrew.

Fully a quarter of an hour passed before there was any sign of the absent Minister, and then it did not take the form of his return. The conversation, in his absence, had worked round to the engaging alternative of whether it was more correct to educate one’s son at Eton or at Margate College, when a message was sent up requesting the Premier’s attendance in another room. After another quarter of an hour some one was heard to leave the house, but it was ten minutes later before the two men returned. It was felt in the atmosphere that some new development was at hand, and they had to run the curious scrutiny of every eye. Both had an air of constraint, and both were rather pale. The Premier moved to his seat with brusque indifference, and one who knew Tubes well passed a whispered warning that Jim had got his storm-cone fairly hoisted. The door was locked again, chairs were drawn up to the table, and a hush of marked expectancy settled over the meeting.

The Prime Minister spoke first.

“In the past half-hour a letter has come into our possession that may cause us to alter our arrangements,” he announced baldly. “How it came into our possession doesn’t matter. All that does matter is, that it’s genuine. Tubes will read it to you.”

“It is signed ‘John Hampden,’ addressed to Robert Estair, and dated three days ago,” contributed the Home Secretary just as briefly. “The original was in cipher. This is the deciphered form:

“‘My Dear Estair, — I now have Salt’s complete report before me, and there seems to be no doubt that the proposal I have formulated is feasible, and the moment almost ripe. Salt has covered all the most important industrial centres, and everywhere the reports of our agents are favourable to the plan. Not having found universal happiness and a complete immunity from the cares incident to humanity in the privileges which they so ardently desired and have now obtained, the working classes are tending to believe that the panacea must lie, not in greater moderation, but in extended privilege.

“‘For the moment the present Government is indisposed to go much further, not possessing the funds necessary for enlarged concessions and fearing that increased taxation might result in a serious stream of emigration among the monied classes. For the moment the working men hesitate to throw in their lot with the extreme Socialists, distrusting the revolutionary and anarchical wing of that party, and instinctively feeling that any temporary advantage which they might enjoy would soon be swallowed up in the reign of open lawlessness that must inevitably arise.

“‘For the moment, therefore, there is a pause, and now occurs the opportunity — perhaps the last in history — for us to retrieve some of the losses of the past. There are scruples to be overcome, but I do not think that an alliance with the moderate section of the Labour interest is inconsistent with the aims and traditions of the great parties which our League represents. It would, of course, be necessary to guarantee to our new allies the privileges which they now possess, and even to promise more; but I am convinced, not only by past experience but also by specific assurances from certain quarters, that they would prefer to remain as they are, and form an alliance with us rather than grasp at larger gains and suffer absorption into another party which they dare not trust.

“‘From the definite nature of this statement you will gather that the negotiations are more than in the air. The distribution of Cabinet offices will have to be considered at once. B —— might be first gained over with the offer of the Exchequer. He carries great weight with a considerable section of his party, and is dissatisfied with his recognition so far. Heape is a representative man who would repay early attention, especially as he is, at the moment, envious of R — — ‘s better treatment. But these are matters of detail. The great thing is to get back on any terms. Once in power, by a modification of the franchise we might make good our position. I trust that this, a desperate remedy in a desperate time, will earn at least your tacit acquiescence. Much is irretrievably lost; England remains — yet.

“Yours sincerely,

“John Hampden.’”

Six men were on their feet before the signature was reached. With an impatient gesture Strummery waved them collectively aside.

“We all know your opinion on the writer and the letter, and we can all put it into our own words without wasting time in listening,” he said with suppressed fury. “In five minutes’ time I shall entirely reopen the consideration of the reports which we met this afternoon to discuss.”

“Has any effort been made to learn the nature of Estair’s reply?” enquired Tirrel. If he was not the least moved man in the room he was the least perturbed, and he instinctively picked out the only point of importance that remained.

“It probably does not exist in writing,” replied Mr Tubes, avoiding Tirrel’s steady gaze. “I find that he arrived in town last night. There would certainly be a meeting.”

“Was Bannister summoned to this Council?” demanded another. It was taken for granted that “B” stood for Bannister.

“Yes,” replied the Premier, with one eye on his watch. “He was indisposed.”

“I protest against the reference to myself,” said Heape coldly.



Mr Strummery nodded. “Time’s up,” he announced.

That is the “secret history” of the Government’s sudden and inexplicable conversion to the necessity of the Minimum Wage Bill and to the propriety of imposing the Personal Property Tax. A fortnight later the Prime Minister outlined the programme in the course of a speech at Newcastle. The announcement was received almost with stupefaction. For the first time in history, property — money, merchandise, personal belongings — was to be saddled with an annual tax apart from, and in addition to, the tax it paid on the incomes derived from it. It was an entire wedge of the extreme policy that must end in Partition. It was more than the poorer classes had dared to hope; it was more than the tax-paying classes had dared to fear. It marked a new era of extended privilege for the one; it marked the final extinction of hope even among the hopeful for the other.

“It could not have happened more opportunely for us even if we had arranged it in every detail,” declared Hampden, going into Salt’s room with the tidings in huge delight, a fortnight later.

“No,” agreed Salt, looking up with his slow, pleasant smile. “Not even if we had arranged it.”


CHAPTER X

THE ORDER OF ST MARTIN OF TOURS

[image: img46.jpg]

SIR JOHN HAMPDEN paused for a moment with arrested pen. He had been in the act of crossing off another day on the calendar that hung inside his desk, the last detail before he pulled the roll-top down for the night, when the date had caught his eye with a sudden meaning.

“A week to-day, Salt,” he remarked, looking up.

“A week to-day,” repeated Salt. “That gives us seven more days for details.”

Hampden laughed quietly as he bent forward and continued the red line through the “14.”

“That is one way of looking at it,” he said. “Personally, I was rather wishing that it had been to-day. I confess that I cannot watch the climax of these two years approaching without feeling keyed up to concert pitch. I suppose that you never had any nerves?”

“I suppose not. If I had, the Atlantic water soon washed them out.”

“But you are superstitious?” he asked curiously. It suddenly occurred to him how little he really knew of the man with whom he was linked in such a momentous hazard.

“Oh yes. Blue water inoculates us all with that. Fortunately, mine does not go beyond trifles, such as touching posts and stepping over paving stones — a hobby and not a passion, or I should have to curb it.”

“Do you really do things like that? Well, I remember Northland, the great nerve specialist, telling me that most people have something of the sort — a persistent feeling of impending calamity unless they conform to some trivial impulse. I am exempt.”

“Yes,” commented Salt; “or you would hardly be likely to cross off the date before the day is over.”

“Good Heavens!” exclaimed Hampden. “What an age we live in! Is it tannin or the dregs of paganism? And you think it would be tempting Providence to do it while there are five more hours to run?”

“I never do it, as a matter of fact,” admitted Salt with perfect seriousness. “Of course, I know that nothing would happen in the five hours if I did, but, all the same, I rather think that something would.”

“I hope that something will,” said Hampden cheerfully. “Dinner, for example. Did I ever strike you as a gourmet, Salt? Well, nevertheless, I am a terrific believer in regular meals, although I don’t care a straw how simple they are. You may read of some marvellous Trojan working under heavy pressure for twenty-four hours, and then snatching a hurried glass of Château d’Yquem and a couple of Abernethy biscuits, and going on again for another twenty-four. Don’t believe it, Salt. If he is not used to it, his knees go; if he is used to it, they have gone already. If I were a general I solemnly declare that I would risk more to feed my men before an engagement, than I would risk to hold the best position all along the front. Your hungry man may fight well enough for a time, but the moment he is beaten he knows it. And, strangely enough, we English have won a good many important battles after we had been beaten.”

He had been locking up the safe and desk as he ran on, and now they walked together down the corridor. At the door of his own office Salt excused himself for a moment and went in. When he rejoined the baronet at the outer door, he held in his hand a little square of thin paper on which was printed in bold type

JULY 14.

“You will regret it,” said Hampden, not wholly jestingly. He saw at once that it was the tag for the day, torn from his calendar, that Salt held.

“No,” he replied, crumpling up the scrap of paper and throwing it away, “I may remember, but I shall not regret. When you have to think twice about doing a thing like that, it is time to do it.... You have no particular message for Deland?”

“None at all, personally, I think. You will tell him as much as we decided upon. Let him know that his post will certainly be one of the most important outside the central office. What time do you go?”

“The 10 train from Marylebone. Deland will be waiting up for me. There is an early restaurant train in the morning — the 7.20, getting in at 10.40. I shall breakfast en route, and come straight on here.”

“That’s right. Look out for young Hampshire in the train; he will probably wait on you, but you won’t recognise him unless you remember the Manners-Clinton nose in profile. He regards it as a vast joke, but he is very keen. And sleep all the time you aren’t feeding. Can’t do better. Good night.”

Salt laughed as he turned into Pall Mall, speculating for a moment, by the light of his own knowledge, how little time this strenuous, simple-living man devoted to the things he advocated. If he had been able to follow Sir John’s electric brougham for the remainder of that night he would have had still more reason to be sceptical.

When Hampden reached his house and strode up to the door with the elastic step of a young man, despite his iron-grey hair and burden of responsibility, instead of the bronze Medusa knocker that had dropped from the hands of Pietro Sarpi and Donato in its time, his eyes encountered the smiling face of his daughter as she swung open the door before him. She had been sitting at an open window of the dull-fronted house until she saw the Hampden livery in the distance.

“There is some one waiting in the library to see you,” she said, as he kissed her cheek. “He said that he would wait ten minutes; you had already been seven.”

“Who is it?” he asked in quiet expectation. It was not unusual for Muriel to watch for him from the upper room, and to come down into the hall to welcome him, but to-night he saw at once that there was a mild excitement in her manner. “Who is it?” he asked.

She told him in half a dozen whispered words, and then returned to the drawing-room and the society of a depressing companion, who chanced to be a poor and distant cousin, while Sir John turned toward the library.

“Tell Styles to remain with the brougham if he is still in front,” he said to a passing footman. The visit might presage anything.

A young man, an inconspicuous young man in a blue serge suit, rose from the chair of Jacobean oak and Spanish leather where he had been sitting with a bowler hat between his hands and a cheap umbrella across his knees, and made a cursory bow as he began to search an inner pocket.

“Sir John Hampden?” he enquired.

“Yes,” replied the master of the house, favouring his visitor with a more curious attention than he received in return. “You are from Plantagenet House, I believe?”

The young man detached his left hand from the search and turned down the lapel of his coat in a perfunctory display of his credentials. Pinned beneath so that it should not obtrude was an insignificant little medal, so small and trivial that it would require the closest scrutiny to distinguish its design and lettering.

But Sir John Hampden did not require any assurance upon the point. He knew by the evidence of just such another medallion which lay in his own possession that upon one side, around the engraved name of the holder, ran the inscription, “Every man according as he purposeth in his heart;” upon the other side a representation of St Martin dividing his cloak with the beggar. It was the badge of the Order of St Martin of Tours.

The Order of St Martin embodied the last phase of organised benevolence. In the history of the world there had never been a time when men so passionately desired to help their fellow men; there had never been a time when they found it more difficult to do so to their satisfaction. From the lips of every social reformer, from the reports of the charitable organisations, from the testimony of the poor themselves the broad indictment had gone forth that every casual beggar was a rogue and a vagabond. Promiscuous alms-giving was tabulated among the Seven Curses of London.

Organised charity was the readiest alternative. Again obliging counsellors raised their conscientious voices. Organised charity was wasteful, inelastic, unsympathetic, often superfluous. The preacher added a warning note: Let none think that the easy donation of a cheque here and there was charity. It was frequently vanity, it was often a cowardly compromise with conscience, it was never an absolution from the individual responsibility.

So brotherly love continued, but often did not fructify, and the man who felt that he had the true Samaritan instinct, as he passed by on the one side of the suburban road, looked at his ragged neighbour lying under the hedge on the other side in a fit which might be epilepsy but might equally well be soap-suds in the mouth, and assured himself that if only he could believe the case to be genuine there was nothing on earth he would not do for the man.

It was a very difficult age, every one admitted: “Society was so complex.”

There was evidence of the generous feeling — ill-balanced and spasmodic, it is true — on every hand. The poor were bravely, almost blindly, good to their neighbours in misfortune. The better-off were lavish — or had been until a few years previously — when they had certified proof that the cases were deserving. If a magistrate or a police court missionary gave publicity to a Pathetic Case, the Pathetic Case might be sure of being able to retire on a comfortable annuity. If only every Pathetic Case could have been induced to come pathetically into the clutches of a sympathetic police court cadi, instead of dying quite as pathetically in a rat-hole, one of the most pressing problems of benevolence might have been satisfactorily solved.

The Order of St Martin of Tours was one of the attempts to reconcile the generous yearnings of mankind with modern conditions. Its field of action had no definable limit, and whatever a man wished to give it was prepared to utilise. It was not primarily concerned with money, although judged by the guaranteed resources upon which it could call if necessary, it would rank as a rich society. It imposed no subscription and made no outside appeal. Upon its books, against the name of every member, there was entered what he bound himself to do when it was required of him. It was a vast and comprehensive list, so varied that few ever genuinely applied for the services of the Order without their needs being satisfied. The city man willing to give a foolish and repentant youth another chance of honest work; the Sussex farmer anxious to prove what a month of South Down fare and Channel breezes would do for a small city convalescent; the prim little suburban lady, much too timid to attempt any personal contact with the unknown depths of sin and suffering, but eager to send her choicest flowers and most perfect fruit to any slum sick-room; the good-hearted laundry girl who had been through the fires herself, offering to “pal up to any other girl what’s having a bit of rough and wants to keep straight without a lot of jaw,” — all found a deeper use in life beneath the sign of St Martin’s divided cloak. Children, even little children, were not shut out; they could play with other, lonely, little children, and renounce some toys.

The inconspicuous young man standing in Sir John Hampden’s library — he was in a cheap boot shop, but he gave his early closing day to serve the Order as a messenger, and there were millionaires who gave less — found the thing he searched for, and handed to Sir John an unsealed envelope.

“I accept,” said the baronet, after glancing at the slip it contained. This was what he accepted:

ORDER OF ST. MARTIN OF TOURS.

Case. . . John Flak, 45 Paradise Buildings, Paradise Street, Drury Lane, W.C.

Cause . . Street Accident.

Requirement . . Service through the night.

Recommender . . L. K. Stone, M.D., 172 Great Queen Street, W.C.

Waltham, Master.

He could have declined; and his membership would have been at an end. But in a mission of personal service he could not accept and appoint a substitute. The Order was modern, business-like, reasonable, unemotional, and quite prepared to take humanity as it was. It did not seek to impose the ideal Christian standard, logically recognising that if a man gave all he possessed, a system of Christian laws (a Cæsar whom he was likewise bidden to obey) would at once incarcerate him in a prison for having no visible means of subsistence, and, if he persisted in his unnatural Christian conduct, in a lunatic asylum, where in its appointed season he would have the story of the Rich Ruler read for his edification.

The Order was practical and “very nice to do with;” but it had a standard, and as a protest against that widespread reliance in the omnipotence of gold that marred the age it allowed no delegation of an office of mercy. On all points it was open; its thin medallion symbolised no mysteries or secret vows; nor, and on this one point it was unbending, as far as lay in the power of the Order should any second-hand virtue find place beneath its saintly ensign.

A few years before, Paradise Street, with that marked inappropriateness that may be traced in the nomenclature of many London thoroughfares, had been the foulest, poorest, noisomest, most garbage-strewn and fly-infested region even in the purlieus of Drury Lane. It was not markedly criminal, it was merely filthy; and when smell-diseases broke out in central London it was generally found that they radiated from Paradise Street like ripples from a dead dog thrown into a pond. Presently a type foundry in the next street, growing backwards because it was impossible to expand further in any other direction, pushed down the flimsy tenements that stood between and reared a high wall, pierced with windows of prismatic glass, in their place. Soon public authorities, seeing that the heavens did not fall when a quarter of Paradise Street did, suddenly and unexpectedly tore down another quarter as though they had received a maddened impulse and Paradise Street had been a cardboard model. The phœnix that appeared on this site was a seven-storied block of workmen’s dwellings. It could not be said to have given universal satisfaction. The municipal authorities who devised it bickered entertainingly over most of the details that lay between the foundations and the chimney-pots; the primitive dwellers in Paradise Street looked askance at it, as they did at most things not in liquid form; social reformers complained that it drove away the very poor and brought in a class of only medium poor; and ordinary people noticed that in place of the nearest approach to artistic dirt to be found in the metropolis, some one had substituted uninteresting squalor.

Hampden dismissed his carriage in Lincoln’s Inn Fields and walked the remainder of the way. He had changed into a dark lounge suit before he left, but, in spite of the principle he had so positively laid down, he had not stayed to dine. The inevitable, morbid little group marked the entrance to Paradise Buildings, but the incident was already three hours old, and the larger public interest was being reserved for the anticipated funeral.

A slipshod, smug-faced woman opened the door of No. 45 in response to his discreet knock. He stepped into a small hall where coal was stored in a packing-case, and, on her invitation, through into the front room. Five more untidy women, who had been drinking from three cups, got up as he entered, and passed out, eyeing him with respectful curiosity as they went, and each dropping a word of friendly leavetaking to the slatternly hostess.

“Don’t be down’arted, my dear.”

“See you later, Emm.”

“Let’s know how things are going, won’t you?”

“You’ll remember about that black alpaker body?”

“Well, so long, Mrs Flak. Gord bless yer.”

Sir John waited until the hall door closed behind the last frowsy woman.

“I am here to be of any use I can,” he said. “Did Dr Stone mention that some one would come?”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir,” she replied. She stood in the middle of the room, a picture of domestic incapacity, with a foolish look upon her rather comely features. The room was not bare of furniture, was not devoid of working-class comforts, but the dirty dishes, the dirty clothing, the dirty floor, told the plain tale.

“I do not know any particulars of the case yet.” He saw at once that he would have to take the lead in every detail. “Did the doctor speak of coming again, or leave any message?”

“Yes, sir,” she replied readily. She lifted an ornament on the mantelpiece and gave him a folded sheet of paper, torn from a note-book, that had been placed there for safety. He had the clearest impression that it would never have occurred to the woman to give it to him unasked.

“To rep of O. St M.,” ran the pencilled scrawl. “Shall endeavour to look in 8-8.30. — L.K.S.”

Even as he took out his watch there came a business-like knock at the door, an active step in the hall, and beneath the conventional greeting, the two men were weighing one another.

Dr Stone had asked the Order to send a man of common-sense who could exercise authority if need be, and one who would not be squeamish in his surroundings. For reasons of his own he had added that if with these qualifications he combined that of being a Justice of the Peace, so much the better. Dr Stone judged that he had the man before him. Hampden saw a brisk, not too well shaven, man in a light suit, with a straw hat and a serviceable stick in his hands, until he threw them on the table. There was kindness and decision behind his alert eyes, and his manner was that of a benevolent despot marshalling his poor patients — and he had few others — as a regiment before him, marching them right and left in companies, bringing them sharply to the front, and bidding them to stand there and do nothing until they were told.

“You haven’t been into the other room yet?” he asked. “No, well — —”

He stopped with his hand on the door knob, turned back like a pointer on the suspicion of a trail, and looked keenly at the woman, then around the bestrewn room. If her eyes had slid the least betraying glance, Hampden did not observe it, but the doctor, without a word, strode to the littered couch, put his hand behind a threadbare cushion, and drew out a half-filled bottle. There was a gluggling ripple for a few seconds, and the contents had disappeared down the sink, while the terebinthine odour of cheap gin hung across the room.

“Not here, Mrs Flak,” he said sharply; and without changing her expression of vacuous good-nature, the woman meekly replied, “No, sir.”

Dr Stone led the way into the inner room and closed the door behind them. A man, asleep, insensible, or dead, lay on the bed, his face half hidden in bandages.

“This is the position,” explained the doctor, speaking very rapidly, for his time was mapped out with as little waste as there is to be found between the squares on a chess board. “This man went out of here a few hours ago and walked straight into an empty motor ‘bus that was going round this way. That’s how they all put it: he walked right into the thing. Why? He was a sober enough man, an attendant of some kind at one of the west end clubs. Because, as I have good reason to suppose, he was thinking absorbingly of something else.

“Well, they carried him in here; it ought to have been the hospital, of course, but it was at his own doorstep it took place, you see, and it doesn’t really matter, because to-morrow morning —— !”

“He will die then?” asked Hampden in a whisper, interpreting the quick gesture.

“Oh, he will die as sure as his head is a cracked egg-shell. Between midnight and dawn, I should say. But before the end I look confidently for an interval of consciousness, or rather sub-consciousness. If I am wrong I shall have kept you up all night for nothing; if I am right you will probably hear something that he wants to say very much.”

“Whatever was in his mind when he met with the accident?”

“That is my conviction. There has already been an indication of partial expression. Curiously enough, I have had two exactly similar cases, and this is going just the same way. In one it was a sum of money a man had banked under another name to keep it from his wife and for his children; in the second it was a blow struck in a scuffle, and an innocent man was doing penal servitude for it.”

“That is what you wished to have some one here for chiefly, then?” asked Hampden.

“Everything, practically. You see the kind of people around? The wife is a fool; the neighbours are the class of maddening dolts who leave a suicide hanging until a policeman comes to cut him down. They would hold an orgie in the next room. In excitement the women fly to gin as instinctively as a nun flies to prayer. Order them out if they come, but I don’t think that they will trouble you after I have spoken to the woman as I go. If there is anything to be caught it will have to be on the hop, so to speak. It may be a confession, a deposition of legal value, or only a request; one cannot guess. Questioning, when the sub-conscious stage is reached, might lead to something. It’s largely a matter of luck, but intelligence may have an innings.”

“Is there nothing to be done — in the way of making it easier for him?”

Dr Stone made a face expressive of their helplessness and shrugged his shoulders; then mentioned a few simple details.

“He will never know,” he explained. “Even when he seems conscious he will feel no pain and remember nothing of the accident. The clock will be mercifully set back.” He smiled whimsically. “Forgive me if it never strikes.” He turned to go. “The nearest call office is the kiosk in Aldwych,” he remarked. “I am 7406 Covent Garden.” No paper being visible he wrote the number on the wall. “After 10.30 as a general thing,” he added.

So the baronet was left alone with the still figure that counterfeited death so well, the man who would be dead before the dawn. He stepped quietly to the bed and looked down on him. The lower half of the face was free from swathing, and the lean throat and grizzled beard struck Sir John with a momentary surprise. It was the face of an elderly man; he had expected to find one not more than middle-aged as the companion of the young woman in the other room.

There was a single chair against the wall, and he sat down. There was nothing else to do but to sit and wait, to listen to the sounds of voluminous life that rose from the street beneath, the careful creaking movements in the room beyond. From the shallow wainscotting near the bed came at intervals the steady ticking of a death-watch. It was nothing, as every one knew, but the note of an insect calling for its mate, but it thrilled and grew large in the stillness of the chamber ominously.

A low tap on the door came as a relief. He found the woman standing there.

“Is there anything different?” she asked, hanging on to the door. “I kept on thinking I heard noises.”

“No, there is no change,” he replied. “Will you come in?”

She shrank back at the suggestion. “Gord ‘elp us, no!” she cried. “It’s bad enough out there.”

“What are you afraid of?” he asked kindly.

She had no words for it. Self-analysis did not enter into her daily life. But, sitting there alone among the noises, real and imagined, she had reached a state of terror.

“There is nothing at all dreadful, nothing that would shock you,” he said, referring to the appearance of the dying man. “You are his wife, are you not?”

The foolish look, half stubborn, half vacuous, flickered about her face. “As good as,” she replied. “It’s like this — —”

“I see.” He had no desire to hear the recital of the sordid details.

“His wife’s in a mad-house. Won’t never be anywhere else, and I’ve been with him these five years, an honest woman to him all the time,” she said, bridling somewhat at the suggestion of reproach. “No one’s got no better right to the things, I’m sure.” Her eloquence was stirred not so much to defend her reputation as by the fear that some one might step in to claim “the things.”

“There will be plenty of time to talk about that when — when it is necessary,” he said. “Has he no relations about here who ought to be told?”

“Nah,” she said decisively; “no one but me. Why, he didn’t even have no friends — no pals of his own class, as you may say. Very close about himself he was. All he thought of was them political corkses, as they call um.” She came nearer to the door again, the gossiping passion of her class stronger than her fear, now that the earlier restraint of his presence was wearing off. “It’s the only thing we ever had a ‘arsh word about. It’s all right and well for them that make a living at it, but many and many a time my ‘usband’s lost ‘alf a day two and three times a week to sit in the Distingwidged Strangers’ Gallery. You mightn’t ‘ardly think it, sir, but he was hand and foot with some of the biggest men there are; he was indeed.”

Hampden was looking at her curiously. He read into her “‘arsh word” the ceaseless clatter of her nagging, shameless tongue when the old man brought home a few shillings less than he was wont; the aftermath of sullen silence, the unprepared meals and neglected home. He pictured him a patient, long-suffering old man, and pitied him. And now she took pride and boasted of the very things that she had upbraided him with.

“Vickers he knew,” she continued complacently, “and Drugget. He’s shaken hands with Mr Strummery, the Prime Minister, more than onest. Then Tubes — you’ve heard speak of him? — he found Mr Tubes a very pleasant gentleman. Oh, and a lot more I can’t remember.”

Hampden disengaged himself from further conversation with a single formal sentence, and returned to his vigil. There he was secure from her callous chatter. He saw the renewed look of terror start into her eyes when a board behind her creaked as the door was closing. He heard the startled shriek, but her squalid avarice cut off his sympathies. He sat down again and looked round at the already familiar objects in the room. The form lying on the bed had not changed a fraction of its rigid outline; but he missed something somewhere in the room, and for a minute he could not identify it. Then he remembered the ticking of the death-watch. It had ceased. He looked at his watch; it was not yet nine o’clock.

He had not been back more than ten minutes when the subdued tapping — it was rather a timid scrape, as though she feared that a louder summons might call another forth — was repeated.

“I don’t see that it’s no good my staying here,” she gasped. “I’ve been sitting there till the furniture fair began to move towards me, and every bloomin’ rag about the place had a face in it. It’s giving me the fair horrors.”

He could not ignore her half-frenzied state. “What do you want to do?” he asked.

“I want to go out for a bit,” she replied, licking her thin feline lips. “You don’t know what it’s like. I want to hear real people talk and not see things move. I’ll come back soon; before Gord, I will.”

“Yes, how will you came back?”

“I won’t. May it strike me dead if I touch a drop. I’ll go straight into Mrs Rugg’s across the street, and she’s almost what you might call a teetotaler.”

“The man you call your husband is dying in there, and he may need your help at any minute,” he said sternly. It needed no gift of divination to prophesy that if the woman once left the place she would be hopelessly drunk before an hour had passed. “Don’t sit down doing nothing but imagining things,” he continued. “Make yourself some tea, and then when one of your friends comes round to see you, you can let her stay. But only one, mind.”

He saw the more sullen of her looks settle darkly about her face as he closed the door. He waited to hear the sound of the kettle being moved, the tea-cup clinking, but they never came. An unnatural, uncreaking silence reigned instead. He opened the door quietly and looked out. That room was empty, and, as he stood there, a current of cooler air fell across his cheek. Half a dozen steps brought him to the entrance to the little hall — the only other room there was. It also was empty, and the front door stood widely open. There was only one possible inference: “Mrs Flak” had fled.

Sir John had confessed to possessing nerves, and to few men the situation would have been an inviting one. Still, there was only one possible thing to do, and he closed the door again, noticing, as he did so, that the action locked it. As he stood there a moment before returning to the bedroom and its tranquil occupant lying in his rigid, unbreathing sleep, a slight but continuous sound caught his ear. It was the most closely comparable (to attempt to define it) with the whirring of a clock as the flying pinion is released before it strikes. Or it might be that the doctor’s simile prompted the comparison. It was not loud, but the room beyond seemed very, very still.

It was not a time to temporise with the emotions. Hampden stepped into the next room and stood listening. He judged — nay, he was sure — that the sound came from the bedroom, but it was not repeated. Instead, something very different happened, something that was either terrifying or natural, according to the conditions that provoked it. Quite without warning there came a voice from the next room, a full, level, healthy voice, even strong, and speaking in the ordinary manner of conversation.

“Will you please tell Mr Tubes that I am waiting here to see him?”


CHAPTER XI

MAN BETWEEN TWO MASTERS
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THERE WAS SOMETHING in the situation that was more than gruesome, something that was peculiarly unnerving.

In his anticipation of this moment as he had sat almost by the bedside, Hampden had conjectured that the dying man would perhaps lift a hand or move his head uneasily with the first instinct of returning consciousness. A sigh, a groan, might escape him, incoherent words follow, then broken but rational expressions of his suffering, and entreaties that something might be done to ease the pain. Or perhaps, after realising his position, he would nerve himself to betray no unmanly weakness, and, in the words of the significant old phrase, “turning his face to the wall,” endure in stoical silence to the end. It would be painful, perhaps acutely distressing, but it would not be unnatural.

There had been no groan, no sigh or broken words, no indication of weakness or suffering behind that half-closed door, nothing but the curious clock-like sound that had gone before the voice. And that voice! It was as full and strong, as vibrant and as ordinary as his own could ever be. Standing in the middle of the living-room Sir John could not deceive himself. It came from the other room where a minute before he had left the dying — yes, the almost dead — man lying with stark outline on the bed. There was no alternative: it was from those pallid lips that the words had come, it was by that still, inanimate man that they were spoken.

The suddenness of the whole incident was shocking in itself, but that was not all; the mere contrast to what he had looked for was disconcerting, but there was something more; the curious unexpected nature of the request, if request it was, was not without its element of mystery, but above and beyond all else was the thought — the thought that for a dreadful moment held his heart and soul in icy bonds — what sight when he returned to the inner room, as return at once he must, what gruesome sight would meet his eyes?

What phantoms his misgivings raised, every man may conjecture for himself. Follow, then, another step in imagination, and having given a somewhat free and ghastly fancy rein, push the chamber door cautiously and inch by inch, or fling it boldly open as you will; then pause upon the threshold, as Hampden did, in sharp surprise.

Nothing was altered, no single detail had undergone the slightest change! On the bed, rigid and very sharp beneath the single unclean sheet, lay the body of the mangled man. Not a fold of his shroud-like wrapping differed from its former line, it did not seem possible that a breath had stirred him.

Had the voice been a trick of the imagination? Hampden knew, as far as mortal man can be sure of any mortal sense, that the voice had been as real as his life itself. Then —— ? It occurred to him in a flash: here was the stage of under-consciousness of which Dr Stone had spoken. Of his pain, the accident, where he at that moment lay, and all his real surroundings, the sufferer knew nothing, and never would know. But out of the shock and shattering, some of the delicate machinery of the brain still kept its balance, and would continue to exercise its functions to the end.

It was an ordeal, but it had to be done. It was the purpose for which he had been summoned. Sir John moved to the bedside, nerved himself to watch the ashen face, and said slowly and distinctly: “Mr Tubes is not here. Do you wish to see him?”

There was just a perceptible pause, and then the bloodless lips replied. But not the faintest tremor of a movement stirred the body otherwise from head to foot, and in the chilling absence of expression the simile occurred to Hampden of bubbles rising from some unseen working to the surface of an inky pool.

“I have come on purpose. Let him be told that it is most important.”

Hampden had to feel his way. The woman had mentioned that Flak was at least on terms of acquaintanceship with Mr Tubes. The doctor had surmised that the man had something he must say before he died. But was this the one true line, or a mere vagary of the sub-conscious state — a twist in the tortuous labyrinth that would lead to nothing?

“He is not here at present,” he said. “If you will tell me what you wish to say I will write it down, so that it cannot fail to reach him.”

“No. I cannot tell any one else. I must see him.”

“Mr Tubes is a very busy man. You know that he is the Home Secretary. Is it of sufficient importance to telegraph for him?”

This time the answer followed on his last word with startling rapidity. Until the last phase that was the only variation in the delivery of the sentences — that sometimes there was a pause as though the working of the mind had to make a revolution before it reached the point of the mental clutch, at others it dropped into its gear at once.

“It is important enough to send a coach and four for him,” was the reply.

Hampden might not be convinced of this but he was satisfied of one thing: the coherence of idea was being regularly maintained. How long would it last? It occurred to him to put the question.

“I shall have to go out either to send the telegram myself or to find some one who will take it,” he explained. “Until Mr Tubes comes or sends his reply will you remain here?”

It was rather eerie to be holding conversation with the fragment of a man’s brain with the man himself for all practical purposes eliminated. But he seemed to have arrived at a practical understanding with the centre of sub-consciousness.

“I will remain,” was the unhesitating reply, and Hampden felt assured that the line would not be lost.

He had not definitely settled in his mind what to do when he opened the door leading on to the common stairs. A small child who had been loitering outside in a crouching position staggered back in momentary alarm at his sudden appearance. It was a ragged girl, perhaps ten or twelve years old, with cruelly unwieldy boots upon her stockingless feet, matted hair, and a precocious face full of unchildish knowledge. The inference that she had been applying either an eye or an ear to the keyhole was overwhelming.

Her fear — it was only the slum child’s instinct of flight — died out when she saw the gentleman. Toffs (so ran her experience) do not hit you for nothing.

“Ee’s in there yet, ain’t ee?” she whispered, coming back boldly and looking up confidentially to his face. “I ‘eard yer talking, but I couldn’t tell what yer said. ‘Ow long d’yer think ‘e’ll last?”

Sir John looked down at the child, the child who had never been young, in shuddering pity.

“It was me what picked ‘is ‘at up, but they wouldn’t let me go in,” she continued, as though the fact gave her a standing in the case. “Did yer see it in there?” She looked proudly at her right hand with horrid significance.

“Come in here,” he said, after considering. “Can you run an errand?”

Her face reflected gloating eagerness as she entered, her attitude had just a tinge of pleasurable awe. He did not permit her to go further than the hall.

“Is it to do with ‘im?” she asked keenly. “Yehs!”

“It is to go to the post office in Fleet Street,” he explained. “You must go as fast as ever you can.”

“I can go anywhere as well as any boy, and as fast if I take my boots off. When that there Italian knifed her man — him what took up with Shiny Sal — in the Lane a year ago, it was me what fetched the police.”

He left her standing there — her face to the chink of the door before he had turned away — and went into the next room to write the message. He desired to make it neither too insistent nor too immaterial. “John Flak, of 45 Paradise Buildings, Paradise Street, Drury Lane, has met with fatal accident, and earnestly desires to see you on important business,” was the form it took. He had sufficient stamps in his pocket for the payment, and to these he added another for a receipt.

“You can read?” he asked, returning to her.

“Yehs!” she replied with her curious accent of lofty scorn at so ingenuous a question. “I read all the murders and sewercides to Blind Mike every Sunday morning.”

“Well, go as fast as you can to the post office in Fleet Street, and give them this paper where you see ‘Telegrams’ written up. Then wait for another piece of paper which they will give you, and bring it back to me. Here is sixpence for you now, and you shall have another shilling when you come back.” He was making it more profitable for her to be honest than to be dishonest, which is perhaps the safest way in an emergency.

It was nearly ten o’clock when he looked at his watch on her departure; it was not ten minutes past when she returned. She was panting but exultant, and watched his face for commendation as she gave him the receipt, as a probationary imp might watch the face of the Prince of Darkness on bringing in his first human soul. One boot she had dropped in her wild career, but so far from stopping to look for it, she had thrown away the other then as useless.

Leaving the ghoul-child seated on the coal to thrill delightfully at every unknown sound, Hampden returned to the bedside. Much of the first, the absolutely cold horror of the situation, was gone. He judged it better not to allow too long an interval of silence in which that dim consciousness might slip back into the outer space of trackless darkness. Now that he knew what to expect it was not very unlike speaking to one who slept and held converse in his sleep.

“I have sent for Mr Tubes, but, making due allowance, he can scarcely get here in less than an hour,” he said. “If in the meantime there is anything that you wish to tell me, to make doubly sure, it will be received as a most sacred confidence.”

There was a longer pause than any before, so long that the watcher by the bedside was preparing to speak again; then the lips slowly opened, and the same full, substantial voice made reply.

“I will wait. But he must be quick — quick!”

The words seemed to disclose a fear, but there was no outward sign of failing power. Hampden ventured on another point.

“Are you in pain?” he asked.

The reply came more quickly this time, and, perhaps because he was looking for some such indication, the listener fancied that he caught the faintest stumbling, a little blurring of the outline here and there.

“No, I am in no pain. But I have a terrible anxiety that weighs me down.”

There was nothing to be gained by further questioning. Sir John returned to the other room. The fire was low and the grate choked with ashes; he had begun to replenish it when a curious sound startled him. He only heard it between the raspings of the poker as he raked the ashes out, but it was not to be mistaken. It was the sharp, dry, clock-like whirring that had been the first indication of life and speech beyond the bedroom door more than an hour before.

A board creaked behind him, and he turned with an exclamation to see the dreadful child standing in the middle of the room. Barefooted, she had slipped noiselessly in from the hall at the first tremor of that unusual sound, and now, with her dilated eyes fixed fearfully on the door, her shrinking form bent forward, she slowly crept nearer step by step. Her face quivered with terror, her whole body shook, but she went on as surely as though a magnet drew her.

“What are you doing?” cried Hampden sharply. “Why did you not stay where I told you?”

She turned her face, but not her eyes, towards him. “Yer heard it, didn’t yer?” she whispered. “Ain’t that what they call the death-rattle what comes?”

He took her by the shoulder and swung her impatiently round. “Go back, you imp,” he commanded. “Back and stay there, or you shall go out.”

She crept back, looking fearfully over her shoulder all the way. Something else was happening to engage Hampden’s attention. In the next room the man was speaking, speaking spontaneously, as he had done once before, but beyond all doubt the voice was weaker now. The momentary interruption of the child’s presence had drowned the first part of the sentence, but Hampden caught a word that strung up every faculty he possessed— “League.”

“ —— League will then suddenly issue a notice to all its members, putting an embargo — a boycott, if you will — on — —”

The voice trailed off, and, although he sprang to the door, Sir John could not distinguish another word. But that fragment alone was sufficiently startling. To the President of the Unity League it could only have one meaning; for it was true! Some — how much? — of their plan lay open. And to how many was it known? The terrible anxiety of this poor, battered wreck, unconsciously loyal to his class in death, to give the warning before he passed away, seemed to indicate that nothing but the frayed thread of one existence stood in the League’s path yet.

Was there anything to be done? That was Hampden’s first thought. There was plainly one thing: to learn, if possible, before Mr Tubes’s arrival, how much was known.

Nothing was changed; only the death-watch ticked again. He leaned over the bed in his eagerness, and, stilling the throbbing excitement of his blood, tried to speak in a tone of commonplace indifference.

“Yes, continue.”

There was no response.

“Repeat the sentence,” he commanded, concentrating his voice in his desperation, and endeavouring by mere force of will to impose its authority on the indefinite consciousness.

Just as well might he have commanded the man to get up and walk.

Had that last elusive thread that held him to mortality been broken? Hampden bent still lower. The pallid face was no more pallid than before, but before it could scarcely have been more death-like. The acutest test could not have found a trace of breath. He put together the gradual failing of the voice that little more than an hour ago had been as full and vigorous as his own, the unfinished sentence, the silence —— 

Suddenly he straightened himself by the bedside with a sense of guilt that struck him like a blow. What was he thinking — hoping? Who was he — Sir John Hampden, President of the Unity League? Not in that room! The man who watched by the bedside stood there even as the humblest servant of the Order of St. Martin, pledged while in that service to succour in “trouble, sorrow, need, sickness, or any other adversity.”

It did not occur to him to debate the point. His way seemed very straight and clear. His plain duty to the dying man was to try by every means in his power to carry out his one overwhelming desire. Its successful accomplishment might aim a more formidable blow at his own ambition than almost anything else that could happen. It could not ward off the attack upon which the League was now concentrating — nothing could do that — but an intimate knowledge of the details of that scheme of retaliation might act in a hundred adverse ways. Hampden did not stop to consider what might happen on the one side and on the other. A thousand years of argument and sophistries could not alter the one great fact of his present duty. He had a very simple conscience, and he followed it.

If he could have speeded Mr Tubes’s arrival he would have done so now. He went into the hall to listen. The street child was still there, sitting on the coal, as sharp-eyed and wakefully alert as ever. He had forgotten her.

“Come, little imp,” he said kindly, “I ought to have packed you off long ago.” It was, in point of fact, nearly eleven o’clock.

“Ain’t doin’ no aharm to the coal,” she muttered.

“That’s not the question. You ought to have been at home and in bed by this time of night.”

She looked up at him sharply with a suspicion that such innocence in a grown-up man could not be unassumed.

“Ain’t got no bed,” she said contemptuously. “Ain’t got no ‘ome.”

A sentence rang through his mind: “The birds of the air have nests.”

“Where do you sleep?” he asked.

“Anywhere,” she replied.

“And how do you live?”

“Anyhow.”

The lowest depths of human poverty had not been abolished by Act of Parliament after all.

A knock at the door interrupted the reflection. The child had already heard the step and sought to efface herself in the darkest corner.

Hampden had not noticed the significance of the knock. He opened the door, prepared to admit the Home Secretary. So thoroughly had he dissociated his own personality from the issue, that he felt the keenest interest that the man should arrive before it was too late. He opened the door to admit him, and experienced an actual pang of disappointment when he saw who stood outside.

He had sent a telegram instead. Whatever the telegram said did not matter very much. Hampden instinctively guessed that he was not coming then — was not on his way. Anything less than that would be too late.

He took the orange envelope and opened it beneath the flaring gas that piped and whistled at the stairhead.

“There is no reply,” he said quietly, folding the paper slowly and putting it away in his pocket-book. Were it not that the gain to Hampden of the League was so immense one might have thought, to see him at that moment, that he felt ashamed of something in life.

Members of Parliament had every department of the postal system freely at their service. The statement may not be out of place, for this was what the telegram contained:

“Deeply regret to hear of Comrade Flak’s accident, and will have it fully enquired into. Was it while he was engaged at work? Cannot, however, recall any business upon which he could wish to see me. Probably a mental hallucination caused by shock. Have been terribly busy all day, and am engaged at this moment with important State papers which must be finished before I go to bed. If it is thought desirable I will, on receiving another wire, come first thing in the morning, but before deciding to take this course I beg you to consider incessant calls made on my time. Let everything possible be done for the poor fellow.

“James Tubes.”

The burden of failure pressed on Hampden as he walked slowly to the bedroom. In that environment of death his own gain did not touch him at all, so completely had he succeeded in eliminating for the time every consideration except an almost fanatical sense of duty to the articles of the Order. It would be better, he felt, if the shadowy consciousness that hovered around the bed could have sunk finally into its eternal sleep, without suffering the pang of being recalled only to hear this, but something in the atmosphere of the room, a brooding tension of expectancy that seemed to quicken in the silence, warned him that this was not to be.

“A reply has been received from Mr Tubes in answer to our telegram.”

“He is here?” There was no delay this time; there was an intense eagerness that for a brief minute overcame the growing weakness.

“No. He cannot come. He regrets, but he is engaged on matters of national importance.”

Silence. Painful silence. In it Hampden seemed to share the cruel frustration of so great a hope deferred.

“There is this,” he continued, more for the sake of making any suggestion than from a belief in its practicability; “I might go and compel him to come. If he understood the urgency — —”

“It is too late.... A little time ago there was a thin white mist; now it is a solid wall of dense rolling fog. It is nearer — relentless, unevadable....”

“I can still write down what you have to say. Consider, it is the only hope.”

“I cannot judge.... I had a settled conviction that no other ear.... Stay, quick; there are the notes! Incomplete, but they will put him on the track.... Swear, swear that you will place them in his hand unread.”

“I swear to do as you ask me. Go on quickly.”

“To-night, now. Do not ... do not let ... do not wait....”

“Yes, yes. But the notes? Where are they? How am I to know them?” The voice was growing very thin and faltering, weaker with every word. The disappointment had sapped all its failing strength at a single blow.

“The notes ... yes. You will explain.... The black wall ... how it towers!...” He was whispering inaudibly.

Hampden leaned over the dying man in a final effort.

“Flak!” he cried, “the notes on the Unity League! Where are they? Speak!”

“The envelope” — he caught a breath of sound—”... coat lining.... I must go!”

Twenty minutes later Sir John picked up his motor brougham in New Oxford Street. He had telephoned immediately on leaving Paradise Buildings for it to start out at once and wait for him near Mudie’s corner. In Paradise Street he had seen a bacchanalian group surrounding “Mrs Flak,” high priestess, who chanted a song in praise of home and the domestic virtues. It was at this point that he missed the ghoul-child from his side.

A south-east wind was carrying the midnight boom of the great clock at Westminster as far as Kilburn when he turned out of the High Road, and the little clocks around had taken up the chorus, like small dogs envious of the baying of a hound, as he stopped before the Home Secretary’s house.

There was a light still burning in a room on the ground floor, and it was Mr Tubes himself who came to the door.

“I have to place in your hands an envelope of papers entrusted to me by a man called Flak who died in Paradise Street an hour ago,” said Hampden, and with the act he brought his night of duty as a faithful servant of his Order to an end.

“Oh, that’s you,” said Mr Tubes, peering out into the darkness. “I had a wire about it. So the poor man is dead?”

“Yes,” replied Hampden a shade drily. “The poor man is dead.”

Mr Tubes fancied that he saw the lamps of a cab beyond his garden gate, and he wondered whether he was being expected to offer to pay the fare.

“Well, it’s very good of you to take the trouble, though, between ourselves, I hardly imagine that the papers are likely to be of any importance,” he remarked. “Now may I ask who I am indebted to?”

Hampden had already turned to go. He recognised that in the strife which he was about to precipitate, the man who stood there would be his natural antagonist, and he regretted that he could not find it in his nature to like him any better than he did.

“What I have done, I have done as a servant of the Order of St Martin,” he replied. “What I am about to do,” he added, “I shall do as Sir John Hampden.”

And leaving Mr Tubes standing on the doorstep in vast surprise, the electric carriage turned its head-lights to the south again.


CHAPTER XII

BY TELESCRIBE
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WHAT SIR JOHN Hampden was “about to do” he had decided in the course of the outward journey.

There was nothing in his actions, past or prospective, that struck him as illogical. He would have said, indeed, that they were the only possible outcome of the circumstance.

For the last four hours, as the nameless emissary of the Order to whose discipline he bound himself, he had merged every other feeling in his duty to the dying man and in the fulfilment of a death-bed charge.

That was over; now, as the President of the Unity

League, he was on his way to try by every means in his power to minimise the effect of what he had done; to anticipate and counteract the value of the warning he had so scrupulously conveyed.

It was a fantastic predicament. He had sat for perhaps half an hour with the unsealed envelope in his pocket, and no eye had been upon him. He had declared passionately, year after year, that class and class were now at war, that the time for courteous retaliation was long since past, that social martial law had been proclaimed. Yet as he drove back to Trafalgar Chambers he would have given a considerable sum of money — the League being not ill provided, say fifty thousand pounds — to know the extent of those notes.

When he reached the offices it was almost half-past twelve. Salt would be flying northward as fast as steam could take him, and for the next two hours at least, cut off from the possibility of any communication. The burden of decision lay on Hampden alone.

He had already made it. Within an hour he would have pledged the League to a line of policy from which there was no retreat. Before another day had passed the Government could recall the little band of secret service agents and consign their reports to the wastepaper basket. Every one would know everything. Everything? He smiled until the remembrance of that cheap frayed envelope in Mr Tubes’s possession drove the smile away.

Next to his own office stood the instrument room. Here, behind double doors that deadened every sound, were ranged the telephones, the tape machines, the Fessenden-d’Arco installation, and that most modern development of wireless telegraphy which had come just in time to save the over-burdened postal system from chronic congestion, the telescribe.

Hampden had not appeared to move hurriedly, but it was just seventeen seconds after he had sent his brougham roving eastward that he stood before the telephone.

“1432 St Paul’s, please.”

There was a sound as of rushing water and crackling underwood. Then the wire seemed to clear itself like a swimmer rising from the sea, and a quiet, far-away voice was whispering in his ear: “Yes, I’m Lidiat.”

“I am at Trafalgar Chambers,” said Hampden, after giving his name. “I want you to drop anything you are on and come here. If my motor is not waiting for you at the corner of Chancery Lane, you will meet it along the Strand.”

At the other end of the wire, Lidiat — the man who possessed the sixth code typewriter — looked rather blankly at his pipe, at the little silver carriage clock ticking on the mantelpiece, at the fluted white-ware coffee set, and at his crowded desk. Then, concluding that if the President of the Unity League sent a message of that kind after midnight and immediately rang off again he must have a good reason for it, he locked up his room as it stood, took up a few articles promiscuously from the rack in the hall, and walked out under the antique archway into Fleet Street.

In the meantime the Exchange was being urged to make another attempt to get on with “2743 Vincent,” this time with success.

“Mr Salt is not ‘ere, I repeat, sir,” an indignant voice was protesting. “He is out of town.”

“Yes, yes, Dobson, I know,” replied “St James’s.” “I am Sir John Hampden. What train did your master go by?”

“Beg pardon, sir,” apologised “Vincent.” “Didn’t recognise your voice at first, Sir John. The wires here is ‘issing ‘orrible to-night. He went by the 10 o’clock from the Great Central, and told me to meet the 10.40 Midland to-morrow morning.”

“He did actually go by the 10 train?”

“I ‘anded him the despatch case through the carriage window not five minutes before the whistle went. He was sitting with his — —”

“Thank you, Dobson. That’s all I wanted to know. Sorry if you had to get up. Good night,” and Sir John cut off a volume of amiable verbosity as he heard the bell of his Launceston ring in the street below.

“Fellow watching your place,” said Lidiat, jerking his head in the direction of a doorway nearly opposite, as Hampden admitted him. Had he himself been the object of the watcher’s attention it would have been less remarkable, for had not the time and the place been London after midnight, Lidiat’s appearance must have been pronounced bizarre. Reasonable enough on all other points he had a fixed conviction that it was impossible for him to work after twelve o’clock at night unless he wore a red silk skull cap, flannels, and yellow Moorish slippers. Into this æsthetic costume he had changed half an hour before Hampden rang him up, and in it, with the addition of a very short overcoat and a silk hat that displayed an inch of red beneath the brim, he now stepped from the brougham, a large, bovine-looking man, perfectly bald, and still clinging to his pipe.

Hampden laughed contemptuously as he glanced across the street.

“They have put on half a dozen private enquiry men lately,” he explained. “They are used to divorce, and their sole idea of the case seems to be summed up in the one stock phrase, ‘watching the house.’ Possibly they expect to see us through the windows, making bombs. Why don’t they watch Paris instead? Egyptian Three Per Cents. have gone up 75 francs in the last fortnight, all from there, and for no obvious reason.”

Lidiat nodded weightily. “We stopped too much comment,” he said. “Lift off?”

“There are only two short flights,” apologised Hampden. “Yes; I saw that even the financial papers dismissed it as a ‘Pied Piper rise.’ Here we are.”

They had not lingered as they talked, although the journalist ranked physical haste and bodily exertion — as typified by flights of stairs — among the forbidden things of life.

Hampden had brought him to the instrument room. In view of what he was asking of Lidiat, some explanation was necessary, but he put it into the narrowest possible form. It was framed not on persuasiveness but necessity.

“Salt is away, something has happened, and we have to move a week before we had calculated.”

Lidiat nodded. He accepted the necessity as proved; explanation would have taken time. His training and occupation made him chary of encouraging two words when one would do, between midnight and the hour when the newspapers are “closed up” and the rotaries begin to move.

“I should like,” continued Hampden, “in to-day’s issue of every morning paper a leader, two six-inch items of news, one home one foreign, and a single column six-inch advertisement set in the middle of a full white page.”

Lidiat had taken off his hat and overcoat and placed them neatly on a chair. It occurred to him as a fair omen that Providence had dealt kindly with him in not giving him any opportunity of changing his clothes. He now took out his watch and hung it on a projecting stud of the telephone box.

“Yes, and the minimum?” He did not think, as a lesser man with equal knowledge of Fleet Street might have done, that Hampden had gone mad. He knew that conventionally such a programme was impossible, but he had known of impossible things being done, and in any case he understood by the emphasis that this was what Hampden would have done under freer circumstances.

“That is what I leave to you. The paragraphs and comment at some length I shall look for. The provinces are out of the question, I suppose? The eight leading London dailies must be dealt with.”

“You give me carte blanche, of course — financially?”

“Absolutely, absolutely. Guarantee everything to them. Let them arrange for special trains at all the termini. Let them take over all the garages, motor companies, and cab yards in London as going concerns for twelve hours. They will all be in it except The Tocsin and The Masses. We can deal with the distributing houses later. You see the three points? It is the patriotic thing to do at any cost; they can have anything they like to make up time; and it is absolutely essential.”

“Yes,” said Lidiat; “and the matter?”

Hampden had already taken a pencilled sheet of paper from his pocket. He had written it on his way up to Kilburn. He now handed it to the journalist.

“Between four and five o’clock that will be telescribed over the entire system,” he explained. “Those who are not on the call will see it in the papers or hear from others. Every one will know before to-night.”

He watched Lidiat sharply as he read the statement. Apart from the two principals, he was the first man in England to receive the confidence, and Sir John had a curiosity, not wholly idle, to see how it would strike him. But Lidiat was not, to use an obsolete phrase, “the man in the street.” He absorbed the essence of the manifesto with a trained, practical grasp, and then held out his hand for the other paper, while his large, glabrous face remained merely vacant in its expression.

The next paper was a foreign telegram in cipher, and as Lidiat read the decoded version that was pinned to it, the baronet saw, or fancied that he saw, the flicker of a keener light come into his eyes and such a transient wave across his face, as might, in a man of impulse, indicate enthusiasm or appreciation.

“Are there to be any more of these — presently?” was all he said.

“I think that I might authorise you to say that there will be others to publish, as the moment seems most propitious.”

“Very good. I will use the instruments now.”

“There is one more point,” said Hampden, writing a few short lines on a slip of paper, “that it might be desirable to make public now.”

Lidiat took the paper. This was what he read:

“You are at liberty to state definitely that the membership of the Unity League now exceeds five million persons.”

There was a plentiful crop of grey hairs sown between Charing Cross and Ludgate Hill in the early hours of that summer morning. With his mouth to the telephone, Lidiat stirred up the purlieus of Fleet Street and the Strand until office after office, composing room after composing room, and foundry after foundry, all along the line, began to drone and hum resentfully, like an outraged apiary in the dead of night. When he once took up the wire he never put it down again until he had swept the “London Dailies: Morning” section of Sell and Mitchell from beginning to end. Those who wished to retort and temporise after he had done with them, had to fall back upon the telescribe — which involved the disadvantage to Fleet Street of having to write and coldly transmit the indignant messages that it would fain pour hot and blistering into its tormentor’s ear. For two hours and a half by the watch beneath his eye he harrowed up all the most cherished journalistic traditions of the land, and from a small, box-like room a mile away, he controlled the reins of the Fourth Estate of an Empire — a large, fat, perspiring man of persuasive authority, and conscious of unlimited capital at his back.

By the end of that time chaos had given place to order. The Scythe had shown an amenable disposition with a readiness suggesting that it possibly knew more than it had told in the past. The Ensign was won over by persuasion and the condition of the Navy, and The Mailed Fist was clubbed and bullied and cajoled with big names until it was dazed. For seven minutes Lidiat poured patriotism into the ear of The Beacon’s editor, and gold into the coffers of The Beacon’s manager, and then turned aside to win over The Daily News-Letter by telling it what The Daily Chronicler was doing, and the Chronicler by reporting the News-Letter’s acquiescence. The Morning Post Card remained obdurate for half an hour, and only capitulated after driving down and having an interview with Hampden. The Great Daily — well, for more than a year The Great Daily had been the property and organ of the League, only no one had suspected it. The little Illustrated Hour, beset by the difficulty of half-tone blocks, and frantic at the thought of having to recast its plates and engage in the mysteries of “making ready” again after half its edition had been run off, was the last to submit. So long was it in making up its mind, that at last Lidiat sarcastically proposed an inset, and, taking the suggestion in all good faith, the Illustrated Hour startled its sober patrons by bearing on its outside page a gummed leaflet containing a leaderette and two news paragraphs.

So the list spun out. Lidiat did not touch the provinces, but sixteen London dailies, including some sporting and financial organs, marked the thoroughness of his work. At half-past three he finally hung up the receiver; and taking the brougham, rode like another Wellington over the field of his still palpitating Waterloo. His appearance, bovine and imperturbable despite the shameful incongruity of his garb when revealed in the tremulous and romantic dawn of a day and of an epoch, and further set off by the unimpeachable correctness of the equipage from which he alighted, was a thing that rankled in the minds of lingering compositors and commissionaires until their dying days.

A few minutes after his departure Hampden returned to the telephone and desired to make the curious connection “1 Telescribe.”

“Who is there?” he asked, when “1 Telescribe” responded.

The man at the other end explained that he was a clerk on the main platform of “1 Telescribe” — name of Firkin, if the fact was of Metropolitan interest.

“Is Mr Woodbarrow there yet?”

It appeared, with increased respect, that Mr Woodbarrow was in his own office and could be informed of the gentleman’s name.

“Please tell him that Sir John Hampden wishes to speak with him.”

In two minutes another voice filtered through the wire, a voice which Hampden recognised.

“What are you running with now, Mr Woodbarrow?” he asked, when brief courtesies had been exchanged.

Mr Woodbarrow made an enquiry, and was able to report that a 5 H.P. Tangye was supplying all the power they needed at that hour. Nothing was coming through, he explained, except a few press messages from America, a little business from Australia, and some early morning news from China.

“I should be obliged if you would put on the two Westinghouses as soon as you can, and then let me know when you can clear the trunk lines for a minute. Within the next hour I want to send an ‘open board’ message.”

There was no response to this matter-of-fact request for an appreciable five seconds, but if ever silence through a telephone receiver conveyed an impression of blank amazement at the other end, it was achieved at that moment.

“Do I rightly understand, Sir John,” enquired Mr Woodbarrow at the end of those five seconds, “that you wish to repeat a message over the entire system?”

“That is quite correct.”

“It will constitute a record.”

“An interesting occasion, then.”

“Have you calculated the fees, Sir John?”

“No, I have not had the time. You will let me know when the power is up?”

Mr Woodbarrow, only just beginning to realise fully the magnitude of the occasion and tingling with anticipation, promised to act with all possible speed, and going to his own room Sir John took up an agate pen and proceeded to write with special ink on prepared paper this encyclical despatch.

A library of books had been written on the subject of the telescribe within two years of its advent, but a general description may be outlined untechnically in a page or two. It was, for the moment, the last word of wireless telegraphy. It was efficient, it was speedy, it was cheap, and it transmitted in facsimile. It had passed the stage of being wondered at and had reached that of being used. It was universal. It was universal, that is, not in the sense that tongues are universally in heads, for instance, but, to search for a parallel, as universal as letter-boxes are now on doors, book-cases in houses, or cuffs around men’s wrists. There were, in point of number, about three millions on the index book.

It was speedy because there was no call required, no intervention of a connecting office to wait for. That was purely automatic. Above the telescribe box in one’s hall, study, or sitting-room, was a wooden panel studded with eight rows of small brass knobs, sixteen knobs in each row. These could be depressed or raised after the manner of an electric light stud, and a similar effect was produced: a connection was thereby made.

All the country — England and Wales — was mapped out into sixteen primary divisions, oblong districts of equal size. The top row of brass knobs corresponded with these divisions, and by pulling down any knob the operator was automatically put into communication with that part of the system, through the medium of the huge central station that reared its trellised form, like an Eiffel Tower, above the hill at Harrow, and the subsidiary stations which stood each in the middle of its division.

The second stage was reached by subdividing each primary division into sixteen oblong districts, and with these the second row of knobs corresponded. Six more times the subdividing process was repeated, and each subdivision had its corresponding row. The final division represented plots of ground so small that no house or cottage could escape location.

Pulling down the corresponding studs on the eight rows instantly and automatically established the connection. The written communication could then be transmitted, and in the twinkling of an eye it was traced on a sheet of paper in the receiving box. There was no probability of the spaces all being occupied with telescribes for some years to come. A calculation will show that there was provision for a good many thousand million boxes, but only three million were fixed and attuned at this period.

That, briefly, was the essential of the telescribe system. It was invaluable for most purposes, but not for all. Though speedier than the letter, it lacked its privacy when it reached its destination, and it also, in the eyes of many, lacked the sentimental touch, as from hand to hand, which a letter may convey. It carried no enclosures, of course, and, owing to the difficulties of ink and paper, printed matter could not be telescribed at all. It cost twice as much as a letter, but as this was spread in the proportion of three-quarters to the sender and one quarter to the receiver the additional cost was scarcely felt by either. Thus it came about that although the telescribe had diminished the volume of telegrams by ninety per cent., and had made it possible still to cope with a volume of ordinary postal correspondences which up to that time had threatened to swamp the department, it had actually superseded nothing.

At four o’clock Mr Woodbarrow called up Sir John and reported that the two great engines were running smoothly, and that for three minutes the entire system would be closed against any message except his. In other words, while the “in” circuit was open to three million boxes, the “out” circuit was closed against all except one. It was not an absolutely necessary precaution, for overlapping telescripts “stored latent” until the way was clear, but it was not an occasion on which to hesitate about taking every safeguard.

The momentous order was already written. Hampden opened the lid of a small flat box supported on the telescribe shelf by four vulcanite feet, put the paper carefully in, and closed the lid again. He had pulled down the eight rows of metal studs in anticipation of Woodbarrow’s message, and there was only one more thing to do. A practical, unemotional man, and not unused, in an earlier decade, to controlling matters of national importance with energy and decision, he now stood with his hand above the fatal switch, not in any real doubt about his action, but with a kind of fascinated time-languor. A minute had already passed. To pull down the tiny lever and release it would not occupy a second. At what period of those three minutes should he do it? How long dare he leave it? He caught himself wondering whether on the last second — and with an angry exclamation at the folly he pressed the lever home.

There was no convulsion of nature; a little bell a foot away gave a single stroke, and that was all the indication that the President of the Unity League had passed the Rubicon and unmasked his battery.

This was what he had written and scattered broadcast over the land:

“THE UNITY LEAGUE.

“The time has now arrived when it is necessary for the League to take united action in order to safeguard the interests of its members.

“In directing a course which may entail some inconvenience, but can hardly, with ordinary foresight, result in real hardship, your President reminds you of the oft-repeated warning that such a demand would inevitably be made upon your sincerity. The opportunity is now at hand for proving that as a class our resource and endurance are not less than those of our opponents.

“On or before the 22nd July, members of the League will cease until further notice to purchase or to use coal in the form of (a) Burning Coal (except such as may be already on their premises), (b) Coke (with the exception as before), (c) Gas, (d) Coal-produced electricity.

“The rule applies to all private houses, offices, clubs, schools, and similar establishments; to all hotels, restaurants, boarding-houses and lodging-houses, with the exception (for the time) of necessary kitchen fires, which will be made the subject of a special communication, to all greenhouses and conservatories not used for the purposes of trade; and to all shops, workshops, and similar buildings where oil or other fuel or illuminant not produced or derived from coal can be safely substituted.

“Members of the League who have no coal in stock, and who do not possess facilities for introducing a substitute immediately, are at liberty to procure sufficient to last for a week. With this exception members are required to cancel all orders at present placed for coal. The League will take all responsibility and will defend all actions for breach of contract.

“Members of the League are earnestly requested to co-operate in this line of action both as regards the letter and the spirit of the rule.

“Members are emphatically assured that every possible development of the campaign has been fully considered during the past two years, and it is advanced with absolute confidence that nothing unforeseen can happen to mar its successful conclusion.

“Nothing but the loyal co-operation of members is required to ensure the triumph of those Principles of Government which the League has always advocated, and a complete attainment of the object for which the League came into existence.

“John Hampden, President.

“Trafalgar Chambers,

“London, 15th July 1918.”

In the past the world had seen very many strikes on the part of workers, not selfishly conceived in their essence, but bringing a great deal of poverty and misery in their train, and declared solely for the purpose of benefiting the strikers through the necessity of others. In the more recent past the world had seen employers combine and declare a few strikes (the word will serve a triple purpose) for just the same end and accompanied by precisely similar results. It was now the turn of the consumers to learn the strike lesson, the most powerful class of all, but the most heterogeneous to weld together. The object was the same but pursued under greater stress; the weapons would be similar but more destructive; the track of desolation would be there but wider, and the end —— On that morning of the 15th of July the end lay beyond a very dim and distant shock of dust and turmoil that the eye of none could pierce.


CHAPTER XIII

THE EFFECT OF THE BOMB
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MR STRUMMERY HAVING finished his breakfast with the exception of a second glass of hot water, which constituted the amiable man’s only beverage, took up his copy of The Scythe. He had already glanced through The Tocsin, in which he had a small proprietary interest, but he also subscribed to The Scythe, partly because it brought to his door a library which he found useful when he had to assume an intimate knowledge of a subject at a day’s notice, partly because the crudely blatant note of The Tocsin occasionally failed to strike a sympathetic cord.

He had found that morning in his telescribe receiver the Trafalgar Chambers manifesto which had been flashed to friend and foe alike. He had read it with a frown; it savoured of impertinence that it should be sent to him. He finished it with a laugh, half-contemptuous, half-annoyed. He saw that it was a stupid move unless the League had abandoned all hope of forming the League-Labour alliance; in any case, it was a blow that stung but could not wound. All the chances were that nothing would come of it; but, if a million people did give up burning coal for say a month, if a million people did that — well, it would be very inconvenient to themselves, but there would certainly be a good many tens of thousand pounds less wages paid out in districts that seemed to be far from satisfactory even as it was.

The Tocsin did not refer to the matter at all. Mr Strummery opened The Scythe, and was rather surprised to see, beneath five lines of heavy heading on the leader page, a full account of Sir John Hampden’s sudden move. Instinctively his eye turned to the leader columns. As he had half expected there was a leader on the subject, not very long but wholly benedictory. In rather less measured phrases than the premier organ usually adopted and with other signs of haste, readers were urged to enter whole-heartedly into this development of bloodless civil war of which the impending Personal Property Act had been the first unmasked blow. He glanced on, not troubling about the views advanced until a casual statement drew a smothered exclamation from his lips. “An argument which will be used in a practical form by the five million adult members now on the books of the League—” ran the carelessly-dropped information. “It is a lie — a deliberately misleading lie,” muttered the Premier angrily; but it was the truth. He read on. The article concluded: “In this connection the strong action taken by M. Gavard, as indicated in the telegrams from Paris which we print elsewhere, may be purely a coincidence, but it is curiously akin to those ‘mathematical coincidences’ that fall into their places in a well-planned campaign.”

Mr Strummery had no difficulty in finding the telegrams alluded to. Rushed through in frantic haste, the type had stood a hair’s breadth higher than it should, and in the resulting blackness the words of the headlines leapt to meet his eye.

THE INDUSTRIAL WAR IN FRANCE

Prohibitive Tax on Coal

From Our Special Correspondent

Paris Wednesday Night.

“It is authoritatively stated that the industrial crisis which has been existing in the north, and to some extent in the Lyonnais districts, for the past six months is on the eve of a settlement. Yesterday M. Gavard returned from S. Etienne, and after seeing several of his colleagues and some leading members of the Chamber of Commerce, left at once for Lens. Early this morning he was met at the Maison du Peuple by deputations from the Syndicate of Miners, the ‘Broutchouteux,’ the Association of Mine Owners, the Valenciennes iron masters, and representatives of some other industries.

“The proceedings were conducted in private, but it is understood in well-informed circles here that in accordance with the plenary powers conferred on him by the Chambers in view of the critical situation, M. Gavard proposed to raise the small existing tax on imported coal to an ad valorem tax of 55 p.c. The mine owners on their side will guarantee a minimum wage of 8f. 15c., and commence working at once, reinstating all men within a week of the imposing of the tax. The amalgamated industries acquiesce to a general immediate advance of 1f. 75c. per ton (metric) in the price of coal, and will start running as soon as the first portion of their orders can be filled.

“Troops are still being massed in the affected districts, but after last Thursday’s pitched battle a tone of sullen apathy is generally preserved. There was, however, severe rioting at Anzin this morning, and about 200 casualties are reported.”

Paris. Later.

“The terms of settlement contained in my earlier message are confirmed. They will remain in operation for a year. The tax will come into force almost immediately, three days’ grace being allowed for vessels actually in French ports to unload. In view of your Government’s subsidy to English coal exportation and its disastrous effects on French mining, and, subsequently, on other industries, the imposition of the tax will be received with approval in most quarters.”

As the Prime Minister reached the end of the paragraph he heard a vehicle stop at his door, followed by an attack on bell and knocker that caused Mrs Strummery no little indignation. It was Mr Tubes arriving, after indulging in the unusual luxury of a cab, and the next minute he was shown into his chief’s presence. Both men unconsciously frowned somewhat as they met, but the ex-collier was infinitely the more disturbed of the two.

“You got my ‘script?” he asked, as they shook hands.

“No; did you write?” replied Mr Strummery. “To tell the truth, this meddling piece of imbecility on Hampden’s part, and his gross impertinence in sending it to me, put everything else out of my head for the moment. You have seen it?”

“You wouldn’t need to ask that if you’d passed a newspaper shop,” said Mr Tubes grimly. “The newsbills are full of nothing else. ‘COAL WAR PROCLAIMED,’ ‘HAMPDEN’S REPLY TO THE P.P. TAX,’ ‘UNITY LEAGUE MANIFESTO,’ and a dozen more. I had private word of it last night, but too late to do anything. That’s why I asked half a dozen of them — Vossit, Guppling, Chadwing, and one or two more — to meet me here at half-past nine. Happen a few others will drop in now.”

“Well, don’t let them see that you think the world is coming to an end,” said the Premier caustically. “Nothing may come of it yet.”

“That’s all very well, Strummery,” said Mr Tubes, with rising anger. “All very well for you; you don’t come from a Durham division. I shall have it from both sides. Twenty thousand howling constituents and six hundred raving members.”

“Let them rave. They know better than press it too far. As for the miners, if they have to lose by it we can easily make grants to put them right.” A sudden thought struck him; he burst out laughing. “Well, Tubes,” he exclaimed boisterously, “I can excuse myself, but I should have thought that a man who came from a Durham constituency would have seen that before. Hampden must either be mad, or else he knows that his precious League won’t stand very much. Don’t you see? We are in the middle of summer now, and for the next three months people will be burning hardly any coal at all!”

The Home Secretary jumped up and began to pace the room in seething impatience, before he could trust himself to speak.

“Don’t talk like that before the House with fifty practical men in it, for God’s sake, Strummery,” he exclaimed passionately. “Hampden couldn’t well have contrived a more diabolical moment. Do you know what the conditions are? Well, listen. No one is burning any coal, and so it will be no hardship for them to do without. But every one is on the point of filling his cellar at summer prices to last all through the winter. And Hampden’s five million — —”

“I don’t believe that,” interposed the Premier hastily.

“Well, I do — now,” retorted his colleague bitterly. “His five million are the five million biggest users of domestic coal in the country. They use more than all the rest put together. And they all fill their cellars in the summer or autumn.”

“Then?” suggested Mr Strummery.

“Then they won’t now,” replied Mr Tubes. “That’s all. The next ten weeks are the busiest in the year, from the deepest working to the suburban coal-shoot. Go and take a look round if you want to see. Every waggon, every coal-yard, every railway siding, every pit-bank is chock-full, ready. Only the cellars are empty. If the cellars are going to remain empty, what happens?” He threw out his left hand passionately, with a vigorous gesture. It suggested laden coal carts, crowded yards, over-burdened railways, all flung a stage back on to the already congested pit-heads, and banking up coal like the waters of the divided Red Sea into a scene of indescribable confusion.

The Prime Minister sat thinking moodily, while his visitor paced the room and bit his lips with unpleasant vehemence. In the blades of morning sun, as he crossed and recrossed the room, one saw that Mr Tubes, neither tall nor stout but large, loosely boned, loosely dressed and loosely groomed, had light blue eyes, strong yellow teeth which came prominently into view as he talked, and a spotted sallow complexion, which conveyed the unfortunate, and unjust, impression of being dirty.

“We shall have to do something to carry them on till the winter, that’s all,” declared Mr Strummery at length. “There’s no doubt that the Leaguers will have to use coal then.”

“It’s no good thinking that we can settle it off-hand with a few thousand pounds of strike pay, Strummery,” said the Home Secretary impatiently, “because we can’t. You have to know the conditions to see how that is. If there’s a strike, the article has to be supplied from somewhere else at more money, and every one except those who want to strike keep on very much as before. But here, by God, they have us all along the line! Anything from fifty to a hundred thousand miners less required at one end, and anything from five to ten thousand coal carters at the other. And between? And dependent on each lot all through?” His ever-ready arm emphasised the situation by a comprehensive sweep. “You’ve heard say that coal is the life-blood of the country, happen?” he added. “Well, we’re the heart.”

“What do you suggest, then?”

“It’s all a matter of money. If it can be done we must make up the difference; buy it, pay for it, and store it. There are the dockyards, the barracks, and we could open depôts here and in all the big towns. In that way we could spread it over as long a period as we liked. Then there’s export. I think that has touched its limit for the time, but we might find it cheaper in the end to stimulate it more.”

“Yes; but what about this French business? Are you allowing for that in your estimate?”

“What French business?”

“The French tax,” said the Premier impatiently, pointing to the open Scythe. “You’ve seen about it, haven’t you?”

He had not. He snatched up the paper, muttering as he read the first few lines that he had glanced through The Tocsin before he came out, and that had been all. His voice became inaudible as he read on. When he had finished he was very pale. He flung the paper down and walked to the window, and stood there looking out without a word. The declaration of the coal war had filled him with smouldering rage; the Paris telegram had effectually chilled it. Before, he had felt anger; now he felt something that, expressed in words, was undistinguishable from fear.

The men whom he had asked to meet him there were beginning to arrive. They had already heard Vossit and Chadwing pass upstairs talking. There was a step in the hall outside that could only belong to Tirrel. He had not been summoned, but, as Mr Tubes had anticipated, a few others were beginning to drop in. Guppling and two men whom he had met on the doorstep came in as Mr Tubes was finishing the Paris news.

“It’s not much good talking about it now,” he said, turning from the window, “but if I had known of this, or even that the other would be out, I should have come here myself without bringing all these chaps down too. Not but what they’d have come, though. But when I wrote to them I’d just got the information, you understand, and it was thought that Hampden wouldn’t be doing anything for a week at least.”

“He was too clever for you again?” said Strummery vindictively, as he rose to go upstairs.

“So it seems,” admitted Mr Tubes indifferently.


CHAPTER XIV

THE LAST CHANCE AND THE COUNSEL OF EXPEDIENCE
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IN THE SALON, where a month before they had drafted the outline of the Personal Property Bill, under the impression that government was a parlour game and Society a heap of spelicans, eight or nine men were already assembled. One or two sat apart, with ugly looks upon their faces. Mr Vossit was dividing his time between gazing up to the ceiling and making notes in a memorandum book as the points occurred to him. Sir Causter Kerr, Baronet of the United Kingdom, and Chevalier of the Order of the Golden Eagle, who in return for a thousand pounds a year permitted himself to be called First Lord of the Admiralty in a Socialist Government, was standing before a steel engraving with the title in German, “Defeat of the British at Majuba Hill, 27th February 1881,” but, judging from the slight sardonic grin on his thin features, he was thinking of something else. Sir Causter Kerr had assuredly not been invited to the meeting. The rest of the company stood together in one group, where they talked and laughed and looked towards the door from time to time, in expectation of their host’s arrival.

The talk and laughter dropped to a whisper and a smile as Mr Strummery entered and Mr Tubes followed, and with short greetings passed to their places at the table. The Prime Minister was popular, or he would not have held that position, but Mr Tubes was not. He was Home Secretary by virtue of the voice of the coal interest, so much the largest labour organisation in the country that if its wishes were ignored it could, like another body of miners in the past, very effectively demand to “know the reason why.”

“Well, Jim, owd lad,” said Cecil Brown hilariously, taking advantage of the fact that formal proceedings had not yet commenced, “hast geete howd o’ onny more cipher pappers, schuzheou?” Cecil Brown, it may be explained, held that he had the privilege of saying offensive things to his friends without being considered offensive, and as no one ever thought of calling him anything else but “Cecil Brown,” he was probably right. Of the Colonial Office, he was in some elation at the moment that his usually despised Department was quite out of this imbroglio.

“Ah, that was a very red, red herring, I’m more than thinking now,” said Mr Guppling reflectively.

“Certainly a salt fish, eh, Tirrel?” said Cecil Brown.

Mr Strummery rapped sharply on the table with his knuckles, to indicate that the proceedings had better begin. A hard-working, conscientious man, he entirely missed the lighter side of life. He sometimes laughed, but in conversation his face never lit up with the ready, spontaneous smile; not because he was sad, but because he failed to see, not only the utility of a jest, but its point also. That conversational sauce which among friends who understand one another frequently takes the outer form of personal abuse, was to him merely flagrant insult.

Mr Tubes leaned across and spoke to his chief; and looking down the table the Premier allowed his gaze to rest enquiringly on Sir Causter Kerr.

A man who had been invited jumped up. “I called on Comrade Kerr on my way here and took the liberty of asking him to come, because I thought that we might like to know something of the condition of the navy,” he explained.

“For what purpose?” enquired Mr Strummery smoothly.

“Because,” he replied, flaring up suddenly with anger, “because I regard this damned French tax, without a word of notice to us or our representative, as nothing more or less than a casus belli.”

The proceedings had begun.

“Case of tinned rabbits!” contemptuously retorted a Mr Bilch, sitting opposite. “What d’yer think you’re going to do if it is? Why, my infant, the French fleet would knock you and your belli into a packing casus in about ten minutes if you tried it on. You’ll have to stomach that casus belli, and as many more as they care to send you.”

Mr Bilch was a new man, and was spoken of as a great acquisition to his party, though confessedly uncertain in his views and frequently illogical in his ground. His strength lay in the “happy turns” with which his speech was redolent, and his splendid invulnerability to argument, reason, or fact. He had formerly been a rag-sorter, and would doubtless have remained inarticulate and unknown had he not one day smoothed out a sheet of The Tocsin from the bin before him as he ate his dinner. A fully reported speech was therein described as perhaps the greatest oratorical masterpiece ever delivered outside Hyde Park. Mr Bilch read the speech, and modestly fancied that he could do as well himself. From that moment he never looked back, and although he was still a plain member he had forced his way by sheer merit into the circle of the Council Chamber.

“It is against our principles to consider that contingency,” interposed the Premier; “and in any case it is premature to talk of war when the courts of arbitration — —”

“That’s right enough,” interrupted the man who had first spoken of war, “and when it was a matter of fighting to grab someone else’s land to fatten up a gang of Stock Exchange Hebrews, I was with you through thick and thin, but this is different. The very livelihood of our people is aimed at. I’ve nothing to say against the Hague in theory, but when you remember that we’ve never had a single decision given in our favour it’s too important to risk to that. But why France should have done this, in this way and just at this moment, is beyond me.”

Yet it was not difficult to imagine. When many English manufactories were closed down altogether, or removed abroad because the conditions at home were too exacting for them, less coal was required in England. Less coal meant fewer colliers employed, and this touched the Government most keenly. The same amount of coal must be dug, especially as the operation of the Eight Hours Act had largely increased the number of those dependent on the mines; therefore more must be exported. The coal tax had long since gone; a substantial bounty was now offered on every ton shipped out of the country. It made a brave show. Never were such piping times known from Kirkcaldy to Cardiff. English coal could be shot down in Rouen, Nantes, or Bordeaux, even in Lille and Limoges, at a price that defied home competition. Prices fell; French colliery proprietors reduced wages; French miners came out on strike — a general strike — and for the time being French collieries ceased to have any practical existence. But France was requiring a million tons of coal a week, and having done the mischief, England could only, at the moment, let her have a quarter of a million a week, while German and Belgian coal had been knocked out of the competition and diverted elsewhere. The great industries had to cease working; chaos, civil war and anarchy began to reign....

“Why France should have done this is beyond me.”

There was another reason, deeper. It was a commonplace that England had been cordially hated in turn by every nation in and out of Europe, but with all that there was no responsible nation in or out of Europe that dare contemplate a weak, a dying, England. France looked at the map of Europe, and the thought of the German Eagle flying over Dover Castle and German navies patrolling the seas from Land’s End to The Skawe haunted her dreams. Russia wanted nothing in the world so much as another Thirty Years’ Peace. Spain had more to lose than to gain; Italy had much to lose and nothing at all to gain. All the little independent states and nations remembered the Treaties of Vienna and Berlin, and trembled at the thought of what might happen now. Germany alone might have had visions, but Germany had a nightmare too, and when the man who ruled her councils with a strong if tortuous policy saw wave after wave of the infectious triumph of Socialism reach his own shores, he recognised that England’s weakness was more hostile to his ambitions than England’s strength.

No one wanted two Turkeys in Europe.

“I don’t see why we shouldn’t make a naval demonstration, at all events,” some one suggested hopefully. “That used to be enough, and the French Government must have plenty to look after at home.”

“Naval demonstration be boiled!” exclaimed Mr Bilch forcibly. “Send your little Willie to Hamley’s for a tin steamer, and let him push it off Ramsgate sands if you want a naval demonstration, comrade. But don’t show the Union Jack inside the three-mile limit on the other side of the Channel, or you’ll have something so hot drop on your hands that you won’t be able to lick it off fast enough.”

“I fail to see that,” said Mr Vossit. “Heaven forbid that I should raise my voice in favour of bloodshed, but if it were necessary for self-preservation our navy is at least equal to that of any other power.”

“Is it?” retorted Mr Bilch, with so heavily-laden an expression of contemptuous derision on his face that it seemed as though he might be able to take it off, like a mask, and hang it on some one else. “Is it? Oh, it is, is it? Well, ask that man there. Ask him, is all I say. Simply ask him.” His contorted face was thrust half-way across the table towards Mr Vossit, while his rigid arm with extended forefinger was understood to indicate Sir Causter Kerr.

“As the subject has been raised, perhaps the First Lord of the Admiralty will reassure us on that point,” said the Premier.

“Dear, dear, no,” replied Causter Kerr blandly. “We couldn’t carry it through, Premier. You must not think of going to extremes.”

There was a moody silence in which men looked angrily at Kerr and at one another.

“Are we to understand that the navy is not equal to that of any other power?” demanded Mr Vossit.

“On paper, yes, comrade,” replied Kerr, with a pitying little smile, “but on deep water, where battles are usually fought, no. It is a curious paradox that in order to be equal to any other single power England must be really very much stronger. I should also explain that from motives of economy no battleships have been launched or laid down during the last three years, and only four cruisers of questionable armament. Then as regards gunnery. From motives of economy actual practice is never carried out now, but the championship, dating from last year, lies at present with the armoured cruiser Radium: — stationary regulation target, 1-1/2 miles distant, speed 4 knots, quarter charges, 3 hits out of 27 shots. As regards effective range — —”

“Tell them this,” struck in Mr Bilch, “they’ll understand it better. Tell them that the Intrepidy could sail round and round the Channel Fleet and bloody well throw her shells over the moon and down on to their decks without ever once coming into range. Tell them that.”

“The picture so graphically drawn by Comrade Bilch is substantially correct,” corroborated Sir Causter Kerr. “The Intrépide, together with three other battleships of her class, has an effective range of between four and five thousand yards more than that of any English ship.... But you have been told all this so often, comrades, that I fear it cannot interest you.” Sir Causter was having his revenge for two years of subservience at a thousand pounds a year.

“Then perhaps you will tell us, as First Lord of the Admiralty — the job you are paid for doing — what you imagine the navy is kept up for?” demanded a comrade with fierce resentment.

“As far as I have been encouraged to believe, in that capacity,” replied Kerr with easy insolence, “I imagine that its duties consist nowadays in patrolling the lobster-pots, and in amusing the visitors on the various seaside promenades by turning the searchlights on.”

“We won’t ask you to remain any longer,” said the Premier.

Sir Causter Kerr rose leisurely. “Good morning, comrades,” he remarked punctiliously, and going home wrote out his resignation, “from motives of patriotism,” and sent a copy of the letter to all the papers.

A man who had been standing by the door listening to the conversation now came forward with a copy of an early special edition of the Pall Mall Gazette in his hand.

“You needn’t sweat yourselves about being equal to a single power or not,” he remarked with an unpleasant laugh. “Look at the ‘fudge’ there.” And he threw the paper on the table, as though he washed his hands of it and many other things.

Mr Bilch secured it, and turning to the space which is left blank for the inclusion of news received up to the very moment of going to press, he read aloud the single item it contained.

COAL WAR

Berlin, Thursday Morning.

“The action which France is reported to have taken had for some time been anticipated here. On all sides there is the opinion, amounting to conviction, that Germany must at once call into operation the power lying dormant in the Penalising Tariff and impose a tax on imported coal. It is agreed that otherwise, in her frantic endeavours to restore the balance of her export trade, England would flood this country with cheap coal and precipitate a state of things similar to that from which France is just emerging.

“Emphasis is laid on the fact that such a measure will be self-protective and in no way aggressive. It is not anticipated that the tax will exceed 2 mks. 50 pf., or at the most 3 mks. per ton.”

“Export value, eight and elevenpence,” murmured a late arrival, one of the fifty practical men in the House. “Yes, I imagine that two marks fifty will just about knock the bottom out.”

“Is there nothing we can offer them in exchange?” demanded some one. “Nothing we can hit them back with?”

Cecil Brown, who was suspected of heterodoxy on this one point, crystallised the tariff question into three words.

“Nothing but tears,” he replied.

“If there’s one thing that fairly makes me hot it’s the way we always have to wait for some one else to tell us what’s going on,” said the comrade who had brought in the Pall Mall Gazette, looking across at the Foreign Office Under-Secretary resentfully. “A fellow in Holborn here pokes the paper under my nose and asks me what we’re going to do about it, and there I don’t even know what is being done at us. What I want to know is, what our ambassadors and Foreign Office think they’re there for. It’s always the same, and then there’ll be the questions in Parliament, and we know nothing. Makes us look like a set of kiddin’ amateurs.”

The fact had been noticed. Former governments had not infrequently earned the title in one or two departments. Later governments had qualified for it in every department. The reason lay on the surface; the members of those parliaments and the men who sent them were themselves bunglers and amateurs in their daily work and life. Except in the stereotyped product of machinery, accuracy was scarcely known. The man who had built a house in England at that period, the man who had had a rabbit-hutch built to order, the man who had stipulated for one article to be made exactly like a copy, the man who had been so unfortunate as to require “the plumbers in,” the man who had to do with labour in any shape or form, the man who had been “faithfully” promised delivery or completion by a certain stated time, the woman who shopped, the person who merely existed with open eyes, could all testify out of experiences, some heartrending, some annoying, some simply amusing, that precision and reliability scarcely existed among the lower grades of industry and commerce. It was a period of transition. The worker had cast off the love, the delicacy, the intelligence of the craftsman, and he had not yet attained to the unvarying skill of the automaton. In another century one man would only be able to fix throttle valve connections on to hot-water pipes, but his fixing of throttle valves would be a thing to dream about, while the initial letter A’s of his brother, whose whole life would be devoted to engraving initial letter A’s on brass dog-collar plates, would be as near unswerving perfection as mundane initials ever could be.

“Makes us look like a set of tinkerin’ amateurs.”

“One inference is plain enough,” said Mr Guppling, smoothing over the suggestion. “These three things weren’t going to happen all together of their own accord. There’s a deep game somewhere, and seeing what’s at stake our powers ought to be wide enough for us to put our hands on them and stop it.”

There was a murmur of approval. Having been taken by surprise, the idea of peremptorily “stopping it” was a peculiarly attractive one.

But there were malcontents who were not to be appeased so easily, and a Comrade Pennefarthing, who had arrived in the meantime, raised an old cry in a new form.

“I won’t exactly say that we’ve been betrayed,” he declared, glancing at the group of orthodox Ministers who sat together, “but game or no game I will say that we’ve been damned badly served with information.”

Comrade Tirrel stood up. He had not yet spoken at all, and he was accorded instant silence, for men were beginning to look to him. “It is now nearly eleven o’clock,” he said in his quick, incisive tone, “and some of us have been here for upwards of an hour. We met to consider a situation. That situation still remains. May I ask that the Home Secretary, who is doubly qualified for the task, should tell us the extent of the danger and its probable effect?”

If Mr Tubes possessed a double qualification he also laboured under a corresponding disability. As the representative of a mining constituency, a practical expert, and a leading member of a Government which existed by the goodwill of the workers — largely of the miners — it would be scarcely to his interest to minimise the gathering cloud. As the Minister for the Home Department, the blacker he made the picture the greater the volume of obloquy he drew upon his head for not having foreseen the danger; the more relief he asked for, the fiercer the opposition he would encounter from hostile sections and from the perturbed heads of a depleted Treasury.

“We are still very much in the dark as to what has really happened, is happening, and will happen,” he remarked tamely. “An appreciable drop in the demand for coal, whether for home or export, will certainly have a disturbing effect on the conditions of labour in many departments. But the difficulties of estimating the effects are so great — —”

There were murmurs. Whatever might be the failings of Socialistic oratory, flatness and excess of moderation did not lie among them.

“Figures,” suggested Tirrel pointedly.

“Perhaps Comrade Tirrel will take the job in hand instead of me,” said Tubes bitterly, but without any show of anger. “Doubtless he’d get a better hearing.”

“No,” replied Tirrel gravely, “the moment is too critical for recrimination. If the Home Secretary lays the position frankly before us, he will have no cause to complain of an unsympathetic hearing, nor, as far as I can speak, of a whole-hearted support in taking means to safeguard it.”

It occurred to Mr Tubes then, for the first time in his life — and it was almost like a shock to feel it — that the man who had always seemed to throw himself into sharp antagonism to himself might be actuated by higher motives than personal jealousy after all. He continued his speech.

“If we accept the figure of five millions as a correct return of the Unity League membership, and if we assume that they will all obey the boycott, then we are face to face with the fact that on the basis of a four ton per person average, twenty million tons of coal must be written off the home consumption.”

“But the four tons per head average includes the entire industrial consumption of the country,” objected Mr Vossit.

“That is so,” admitted Mr Tubes, “but it also includes a great many people whose use of coal is practically nil. An alternative basis is to assume that two millions of the members are house-holders. Then taking ten tons a year as their average household consumption — and admitting that all the wealthiest men in the country are included the average is not too high — we arrive at just the same result.

“The exports, on the other hand, do not depend on estimate: we have the actual returns. France takes fifteen million tons in round numbers. For the purpose of facing the worst, we may therefore assume that the work of digging and handling thirty-five million tons will be suddenly cut off.”

“Germany,” some one reminded him.

“Germany is wholly conjectural at present. I have no objection to taking it into account as well, if it is thought desirable, but I would point out that we are being influenced by the merest rumour.”

“No,” objected Tirrel, but without any enmity, “I think that we must regard Germany as lost. We are just beginning to touch the outskirts of a vast organisation which has been quietly perfecting its plan of operation for years. I do not regard a German tax as settled because of this one rumour, but I do regard it as settled because at this precise moment the rumour has been allowed to appear.”

“Germany ten millions,” accepted Mr Tubes. “Total decrease, forty-five million tons.”

“Don’t you be too sure of that, comrade,” warned Mr Bilch. “Why, it’s not twelve o’clock yet by a long way. There’ll be half a dozen editions out before the ‘Three o’clock winners.’” Mr Bilch evidently regarded his shaft that each fresh edition might contain a new country imposing a tax humorously, but several comrades looked towards the Home Secretary enquiringly.

“The other large importers are Italy, Russia, Sweden, Egypt, Spain and Denmark,” said Mr Tubes, who could have talked coal statistics for hours if necessary. “All these, with the possible exception of Russia, must import. It is unlikely that the estimate I have given will be exceeded from that cause.”

“And the result?”

“Above and below, about a million men are now employed in raising 236,000,000 tons. It is simple arithmetic.... In less than a month about two hundred thousand more men will be out of work.”

Mr Chadwing, Chancellor of the Exchequer, moved uneasily in his chair.

“That is the full extent?” enquired Cecil Brown.

“No,” admitted the Home Secretary. “That is the inevitable direct result. Forty-five million tons less will be carried by rail, or cart, or ship, or all three. A fair sprinkling of railway-men, carters, dockers, stokers, sailors, and other fellows will be dropped off too. There will be fewer railway trucks built this next year, less doing in the fire-grate trade, several thousand horses not wanted, a slight falling off in road-mending work. There is not a trade in England, from steeple-building to hop-picking, that will not be a little worse off because of those 45,000,000 tons. Then the two hundred thousand out-of-work miners will burn less coal at home, the ships and the engines will burn less, and the workshops and the smithies will burn less, and the whole process will be repeated again and again, for coal is like a snowball in its cumulative effects, and it cannot stand still.”

If Mr Tubes had come to compromise, he had remained to publish broadcast.

Perhaps no one quite understood the danger yet, for the mind, used to everyday effects, does not readily grasp the extent of a calamity, and six hours before there had not been a cloud even the size of a man’s hand on their horizon. The Premier thought it was impolitic on his colleague’s part; the Treasury officials looked on it as a move to force their hands; the Foreign Under-Secretary was suspicious that Mr Tubes was leading away by some mysterious by-path from the unpreparedness of his own Department to Foreign Office remissness. They all continued to look silently at the Home Secretary as he continued to stand.

“The indirect effects will involve about two million people to some extent,” he summed up.

“That, at least, is the worst?” said Cecil Brown with an encouraging smile, for Mr Tubes remained standing.

The Prime Minister made an impatient movement; the Treasury heads looked at one another and said with their eyes, “He is really overdoing it”; the Foreign Office man scowled unconsciously, and Cecil Brown continued to smile consciously.

“The worst is this: that a great many pits are working to-day at a bare profit, partly in the hope of better things, partly because we stimulate the trade. The crisis we are approaching will hang over the coal fields like a blight, and one crippled industry will bring down another. All the poorer mines will close down. You need only look back to ‘93 to see that. Neither I nor any one else can give you a forecast of what that will involve, but you may be sure of this: that although ‘93 with its 17,000,000 tons of a decrease half-ruined the English coal fields for a decade, ‘93 was a shrimp to what this is going to be.”

“Then let us stimulate the trade more, until the crisis is over,” suggested Cecil Brown.

Mr Tubes gave a short, dry laugh. “I commend that course to Comrade Chadwing,” he said, as he sat down.

The Chancellor of the Exchequer was busy with his papers.

“Let me dispel any idea of that kind at once,” he remarked, without looking up. “The moment is not only an unfortunate one — it is an utterly impossible one for making any extra disbursement however desirable.”

“Well,” said Mr Bilch, looking round on the moody assembly paternally, “it seems that the situation is like this here, mates: The navy is no messin’ good at all, same as I told you; the army’s a bit worse; Treasury empty, yes; the Home Office don’t know what’s going on at home, and the Foreign Office possesses just the same amount of valuable information as to what is happening abroad. Lively, ain’t it? Well, it’s lucky that Bilch is still Bilch.”

No one rose to his mordant humour. Even Cecil Brown had forgotten how to smile.

“If our comrade has any suggestion to make — —” said the Premier discouragingly.

“Yes, sir,” replied Mr Bilch. “I have the wisdom of the serpent to rub into your necks if you’ll only listen. We haven’t any navy, so we can’t fight if we wanted to; we haven’t any money, so we can’t pay out. Tubes here doesn’t know what’s going to happen at home, and Jevons doesn’t rightly know what has happened abroad. What is to be done? I’ll tell you. Wait. Wait and see. Wait, and let them all simmer down again. Why,” he cried boisterously, looking round on them in good-humoured, friendly contempt, “to see your happy, smiling faces one would think that the canary had died or the lodger gone off without paying his rent. For why? Because a bloke in a frock-coat and a top hat gets on to a wooden horse and blows a tin trumpet, and the export trade in a single article of commerce is temporarily disarranged — perhaps!”

Mr Strummery nodded half absent-mindedly; the Treasury men smiled together; Mr Chadwing murmured “Very true”; and nearly every one looked relieved. Comrade Bilch was certainly a rough member, but the man had a shrewd common-sense, and they began to feel that they had been hasty in their dismal forebodings.

“Haven’t we been threatened with this and that before?” demanded Mr Bilch dogmatically. “Of course we have, and what came of it? Nothing. Haven’t there been strikes and lock-outs, some big some little, every year? According to Comrade Tubes, this is going to be the champion. That remains to be seen. What I say is, don’t play into their hands in a panic. Wait and see what’s required. That don’t commit us to anything.”

“It may be too late then,” said Mr Tubes, but he said “may” now and not “will.”

“There may be no need to do anything then,” replied Mr Bilch. “And remember this: that the minute you begin to shout ‘Crisis!’ you make one. All round us; all at us. My rag-bags! what a run on the old bank there would be! But if you go on just as usual, taking no notice of no one? Why, before long there will come a wet day or a cold night, and Johnny Hampden’s aunt will say to Johnny Hampden’s grandmamma: ‘My dear, I feel positively starved. Don’t you think that we might have a little fire without Johnny knowing?’ And the old lady will say: ‘Well, do you know, my pet, I was just going to say the same thing myself. Suppose you run out and buy a sack of coal?’ And before you can say ‘coughdrop’ every blessed aunt and mother and first cousin of the Unicorn League will be getting in her little stock of coal.”

It was what every one wished to believe, and therefore they were easily persuadable. It was a national characteristic. The country had never entered into a war during the past fifty years without being assured by every authority, from the Commander-in-Chief down to the suburban barber, that as soon as the enemy got a little tap on the head they would be making for home, howling for peace as they went. All these men had known strikes; many had been involved in them: some had controlled their organisation. They had seen the men of their own class loyally and patiently facing poverty and hardship for the sake of a principle, and enduring day after day and week after week, and, if necessary, month after month; they had seen the women of their own class preaching courage and practising heroism by the side of their men while their bodies were racked by cold and hunger and their hearts were crushed by the misery around; they had seen even the children of their class learning an unnatural fortitude. They accepted it as a commonplace of life, an asset on which they could rely. But they did not believe that any other class could do it. It did not occur to them to consider whether the officers of an army are usually behind the rank and file in valour, sacrifice, or endurance.

Doubtless there were among them some who were not deceived, but they wilfully subordinated their clearer judgment to the policy of the moment.

Tirrel was the one exception.

“There can be no more fatal mistake of the dangerous position into which we have been manœuvred than to assume that we shall be easily delivered from it by the weakness of our opponents before we have the least indication that weakness exists,” he declared, as soon as Mr Bilch had finished, speaking vigorously, but without any of the assertiveness and personal feeling that had gained him many enemies in the past. “I agree with every word that Comrade Tubes has spoken. We all do; we all must admit it or be blind. What on earth, then, have we to hope for in a policy of drift, of sitting tight and doing nothing in the hope of things coming round of their own accord? It is madness, my comrades, sheer madness, I tell you, and a month hence it will be suicide.”

He dropped his voice and swept the circle of faces with a significant glance.

“It is through such madness on the part of others that we are here to-day.”

Mr Chadwing smiled the thin smile of expediency.

“It is one thing for a comrade with no official responsibility to say that a certain course does not satisfy him,” he said; “it may be quite another thing for those who have to consider ways and means to do anything different. Perhaps Comrade Tirrel will kindly enlighten us as to what in our position he would do?”

“I see two broad courses open,” replied Tirrel, without any hesitation in accepting the challenge. “Both, as you will readily say, have their disadvantages, but neither is so fatal as inaction. The first is aggressive. The Unity League has declared war on us. Very well, let it have war. I would propose to suspend the habeas corpus, arrest Hampden and Salt, declare the object and existence of the Unity League illegal, close its offices and confiscate its funds. There are between five and ten million pounds somewhere. Do you reflect what that would do? It would at least keep two hundred thousand out-of-work miners from actual starvation for a year. Prompt action would inevitably kill the boycott movement at home. The foreign taxes, my comrades, you would probably find to have a very marked, though perhaps undiscoverable, connection with the home movement, and when the latter was seen to be effectually dealt with, I venture to predict that the former could be compromised. If the confiscated funds were not sufficient to meet the distress, I should not hesitate to requisition for State purposes in a time of national emergency all incomes above a certain figure in a clean sweep.”

A medley of cries met this despotic programme throughout. Even Tirrel’s friends felt that he was throwing away his reputation; and he had more enemies than friends.

“You’d simply make the situation twice as involved,” exclaimed Mr Vossit as the mouthpiece of the babel. “The liberty of the subject! It would mean civil war. They’d rise.”

“Who would rise?” demanded Tirrel.

“The privileged classes.”

“But they have risen,” he declared vehemently. “This is civil war. What more do you want?”

It was a question on which they all had views, and for the next five minutes the room was full of suggestions, not of what they themselves wanted, but of what would be the probable action of the classes if driven to extremities.

“Very well,” assented Tirrel at last; “that is what they will do next as it is, for they consider that they are in extremities.”

“Well, comrade,” said Mr Bilch broadly, “you don’t seem to have put your money on a winner this event. What’s your other tip?”

“Failing that, the other reasonable course is conciliation. I would suggest approaching Hampden and Salt to find out whether they are open to consider a compromise. The details would naturally require careful handling, but if both sides were willing to come to an understanding, a basis could be found. As things are, I should consider it a gain to drop the Personal Property Tax, the Minimum Wage Bill, to guarantee the inviolability of capital against further taxation while we are in office, and to make generous concessions for the fuller representation of the monied classes in Parliament, in return for the abandonment of a coal war, the dispersal in some agreed way of the League reserves, the reduction of the subscription to a nominal sum, and a frank undertaking that the League would not adopt a hostile policy while the agreement remained in force.”

This proposal was even less to the temper of the meeting than the former one had been, and the latter half of it was scarcely heard among the fusillade of hostile cries. No one laughed when a hot-headed comrade stood upon a chair and howled “Traitor!”

Tirrel looked round on the assembly. Practically every man who had a tacit right to join in the deliberative Council had arrived, and the room was full; but there was not a single member among them willing to face the necessity for strong and immediate action, and they were hostile to the man who just touched the secret depths of their unconfessed and innermost misgivings. Mr Tubes felt that he had done his duty, and need not invite reference to his delicate position by further emphasising unpalatable truths; he had presented the spectacle of a weak man startled into boldness, now he was sufficiently himself again to go with the majority. The more responsible members of the Government distrusted Tirrel in every phase; the smaller fry relied on the wisdom of orthodoxy, and agreed that the man who could blow the hotness of extirpation and the coldness of conciliation with the same breath must prove an unworthy guide; and on every hand there was the tendency of settled authority to deprecate novel and unmatured proceedings.

Tirrel had become the Hampden of an earlier decade among his party.

“You call me ‘Traitor,’” he said, turning to the man who had done so. “Write down the word, comrade, and then, if you will bring it to me without a blush six months hence, I will wear it round my neck in penance.”

He bowed to the Premier and withdrew, not in anger or with a mean sense of injustice, but because he felt that it would be sheer mockery to share the deliberations of a Council when their respective views, on a matter which he believed to be the very crux of their existence, were antagonistic in their essences.

After his departure the progress was amazing. His ill-considered proposals had cleared the air. Every one knew exactly what he did not want, and that was a material step towards arriving at the opposite goal.

At the end of a few hours a very effective and comprehensive scheme for quietly and systematically doing nothing had been almost unanimously arrived at. Several quires of paper had been covered with suggestions, some of them being accepted as they stood, some recommended for elaboration, some passed for future consideration, some thrown out. The ambassador in Paris was to retire (on the ground of ill-health) if he could not satisfactorily explain the position. A special mission was to be sent to Berlin to get really at the bottom of things, and, if possible, have the tax either not put on or taken off, according to the situation when they arrived there. A legal commission was to rout out every precedent to see if the Unity League was not doing something outside the powers of a trade union (a very forlorn hope); and all over the country enquiries were to be made and assurances given, all very discreetly and without the least suggestion of panic.

The only doubtful point was whether every one else would play the game with the same delicate regard for Ministerial susceptibilities, or whether some might not have the deplorable taste to create scenes, send deputations, demand work with menace, claim the literal fulfilment of specific pledges, incite to riot and violence, stampede the whole community, and otherwise act inconsiderately towards the Government, when they discovered the very awkward circumstances in which their leaders had involved them.

The first indication of a jarring note fell to the lot of the President of the Board of Trade in the shape of a telegram which reached him early on the following morning. This was its form:

“From the Council of the Amalgamated Union of Chimney Sweepers and Federated Carpet Beaters. (Membership, 11,372). — Seventeen million estimated chimneys stop smoking. No soot, precious little dust. Where the Hell do we come in?

“Blankintosh, Secretary.”

A few years before, it had been officially discovered that there were four or five curiously adaptable words, without which the working man was quite unable to express himself in the shortest sentence. When on very ceremonious occasions he was debarred their use, he at once fell into a pitiable condition of aphasia. Keenly alive to the class-imposed disadvantages under which these men existed, the Government of that day declared that it was a glaring anomaly that the poor fellows should not be allowed to use a few words that were so essential to their expression of every emotion, while the rich, with more time on their hands, could learn a thousand synonyms. The law imposing a shilling fine for each offence (five shillings in the case of “a gentleman,” for even then there was one law for the rich and another for the poor) was therefore repealed, and the working man was free to swear as much as he liked anywhere, which, to do him justice, he had done all along.

It was for this reason that Mr Blankintosh’s pointed little message was accepted for transmission; but there was evidently a limit, for, when the President of the Board of Trade, an irascible gentleman who had, in the colloquial phrase, “got out of bed on the wrong side” that morning, dashed off a short reply, it was brought back to him by a dispirited messenger two hours later with the initials of seventeen postmasters and the seventeen times repeated phrase, “Refused. Language inadmissible.”


CHAPTER XV

THE GREAT FIASCO
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THE GOVERNMENT ALLOWED the 22nd day of July to pass without a sign. They were, as their supporters convincingly explained to anxious enquirers, treating the Unity League and all its works with silent contempt. They were “doing nothing” strategically, they wished it to be understood; a very different thing from “doing nothing” through apathy, indecision, or bewilderment, but very often undistinguishable the one from the other in the result.

On the 22nd day of July seventeen million “estimated chimneys” ceased to pollute the air. The League was not concerned with the exact number, and they accepted the chimney sweepers’ figures. It was more to the purpose that the order was being loyally and cheerfully obeyed. The idea of fighting the Government with the Government’s own chosen people, appealed to the lighter side of a not unhumorous nation.

Ever since the institution of a Socialistic press, and from even remoter times than the saplinghood of the “Reformer’s Tree,” Fleet Street party hacks and Hyde Park demagogues had been sharpening their wit upon the “black-coated” brigade, the contemptible bourgeoisie of “Linton Villas,” “Claremonts,” and “Holly Lodges,” taunting them with self-complacency, political apathy, and social parasitism. The proportion of moral degradation conferred by a coat intentionally black, in comparison with one that is merely approaching that condition through the personal predilections of its owner, has never yet been defined, and the relative æsthetic values of the architectural pretensions of villadom, compared with the unswerving realism of the “Gas Works Views,” “Railway Approach Cottages,” and “Cement Terraces,” of the back streets, may be left to the matured judgment of an unprejudiced posterity. The great middle class in all its branches had never hitherto made any reply at all. Now that it had begun to retort in its own effective way, the Government agreed that the best counterblast would be — to wait until it all blew over.

There were naturally defections from the first. A friendly spy in Mr Tubes’s secret service managed to secure the information without much trouble that within seven days of the publication of the order no less than 4372 notices of resignation had been received at headquarters. He was hastening away with this evidence of the early dissolution of the League when his grinning informant called him back to whisper in his ear that during the same period there had been 17,430 new members enrolled, and that while the resignations seemed to have practically ceased the enrolments were growing in volume. In addition to these there were battalions who joined in the policy of the League through sympathy with its object without formally binding themselves as members.

In some of its aspects the success of the movement erred in excess. There were men, manufacturers, who in their faith and enthusiasm wished to close their works at once, and, regardless of their own loss, throw their workmen and their unburnt coal into the balance. It was not required; it was not even desirable then. The League’s object was to disorganise commerce as little as possible beyond the immediate boundaries of the coal trade. They were not engaged in an internecine war, and every one of their own people deprived of employment was a loss. Cases of hardship there would be; they are common to both sides in every phase of stubborn and prolonged civil strife, but from the “class” point of view coal had the pre-eminent advantage that its weight and bulk gave employment to a hundred of the “masses” to every one of themselves. There were also two circumstances that discounted any sense of injustice on this head. Firstly, there was a spirit of sacrifice and heroism in the air, born of the time and the situation; and secondly, it soon became plain that the League was engaged in vast commercial undertakings and was absorbing all the men of its own party who were robbed of their occupation by the development of the war.

A firm starting business with an unencumbered capital of ten million sterling, enjoying a “private income” of five millions a year, and not troubled with the necessity of earning any dividend at all, could afford to be a generous employer.

From the first moment it was obvious that oil must take the place of coal. That was the essence of the strife. The Tocsin set to work in frantic haste to prove that it was impossible; to show that all the authorities of the past and present had agreed that no real substitute for coal existed. It was quite true, and it was quite false. It was not a world struggle. Abroad, foreign coal was being substituted for English coal. At home only half a million tons a week were in issue at the first. Afterwards, as coal stagnation fed coal stagnation, the tonnage rose steadily, but the calorific ratio of coal and oil, the basis of all comparison, simply did not exist, except on paper, for the two fuels in domestic use.

The Tocsin’s second article convinced its readers that all the lamp companies in the world could not keep up with the abnormal demand for lamps, stoves, and oil-cookers, that the ridiculous proposal of the League would involve, if it were not providentially ordained that it was foredoomed to grotesque failure by the dead weight of its own fatuous ineptitude.

In practice the two single firms of Ripplestone of Birmingham, and Schuyler of Cleveland, U.S.A., at once put on the market a varied stock that filled every requirement. There was no waiting. As The Tocsin bitterly remarked, it soon became apparent that the demand had been foreseen and “treacherously provided against during the past two years.”

The third Tocsin article on the situation dealt statistically with the oil trade of the world. It necessarily fell rather flat, because The Tocsin Special Commissioner entered upon the task with the joyous conviction that the world’s output would not be sufficient for the demand, the world’s oil ships not numerous enough to transport it. As he dipped into the figures, however, he made the humiliating discovery that the increased demand would do little more than ruffle the surface of the oil market. The Baku oil fields could supply it without inconvenience; the United States could do it by contract at a ten per cent. advance; the newly-discovered wells of Nova Scotia alone would be equal to the demand if they diverted all their produce across the Atlantic.

He threw down his pen in despair, and then picked it up again to substitute invective for statistics. Before his eyes the motor-tanks of the Anglo-Pennsylvanian Oil Company, of London and Philadelphia, and the Anglo-Caucasian Oil Company, of London and Baku, were going on their daily rounds. It was still a matter for wonder how well equipped the sudden call had found those two great controlling oil companies. It was yet to be learned that for their elaborate designations there might be substituted the simple name “Unity League.”

It was submitting The Tocsin young man to rather a cruel handicap to send him to the British Museum Reading Room for a few hours with instructions to prove impossible what Salt and Hampden had been straining every nerve for two years to make inevitable.

Three articles exhausted his proof that a successful coal boycott under modern conditions was utterly impossible.

He went out into the city and the suburbs, interviewing coal merchants and coal agents with the object of drawing a harrowing picture of the gloom and depression that had fallen upon these unfortunate creatures at the hands of their own class League.

He found them all bearing up well under the prospect, but much too busy to give him more than a few minutes of their time. Every one of them had been appointed an oil agent to the League firms, and League members were ordering their oil through them, just as heretofore they had ordered coal. It was very easy, profitable work for them; they had nothing to do but to transmit the orders to the League firms and the fast business-like motor-tanks distributed the oil. But half of the coal carters were now under notice to leave, and there were indications that work was very scarce. Each motor-tank displaced twenty men and twenty horses. Already, it was said, thousands of horses had been sent out to grass from London alone.

Externally, as far as the Capital was concerned at all events, things were going on very much the same as before, when the struggle was a fortnight old. Elsewhere signs were not lacking. The Government had received disquieting reports from its agents here and there, but so far it was meeting the situation by refusing to acknowledge that it existed. A march of the Staffordshire miners had been averted by the men’s leaders being privately assured that it would embarrass the Government’s plans. The march had been deferred under protest; so far the organisation answered to the wheel. But the Midlands were clamorously demanding exceptional relief for the exceptional conditions. Monmouth had seen a little rioting, and in Glamorgan the bands of incendiaries called “Beaconmen,” who set fire to the accumulations of coal stacked at the collieries, had already begun their work. Cardiff was feeling the effect of having a third of its export trade in coal suddenly lopped off, and Newport, Swansea, Kirkcaldy, Blyth, Hull, Sunderland, Glasgow, and the Tyne ports were all in the same position. Most of the railways had found it necessary to dispense with their entire supernumerary staff, and most of the railway workshops had been put on short time. In London alone, between four and five thousand out-of-work gas employés were drawing Government pay.

About the third week in August the Premier, Mr Tubes, and the Chancellor of the Exchequer had a long private conference. As a result Mr Strummery called an Emergency Council. It was a thin, acrimonious gathering. Some one brought the tidings that seven more companies in South London were substituting Diesel oil engines for steam. He had all the dreary developments statistically worked out on paper. Nobody wanted to hear them, but he poured them out into the unwilling ears, down to the climax that it represented two hundred and forty-seven fewer men required at the pits.

It served as a text, however, for Mr Chadwing to hang his proposal on. After a month of inaction, the Government was at length prepared to go to the length of admitting that abnormal conditions prevailed. Oil had thrown a quarter of a million of their people out of employment. Let oil keep them. He proposed to retaliate with a 50 per cent. tax on imported oil, to come into operation under Emergency Procedure on the 1st of September.

There were men present to whom the suggestion of taxing a raw article, necessary to a great proportion of the poor, was frankly odious. They were prepared to attack the proposal as a breach of faith. A few words from Mr Strummery, scarcely more than whispered, explained the necessity for the tax and the menace of the situation.

Those who had not been following events closely, paled to learn the truth.

The Treasury was living from hand to mouth, for the City had ceased to take up its Bills. Unless “something happened” before the New Year dawned, it would have to admit its inability to continue the Unemployed Grant. Already a quarter of a million men and their dependents, in addition to the normal average upon which the estimates were based, had been suddenly thrown upon the resources of the Department. If Mr Tubes’s forecast proved correct, double that number would be on their hands within another month. The development of half a million starving men who had been taught to look to the Government for everything, looking and finding nothing, could be left to each individual imagination.

The Oil Tax came into operation on the 1st of September. Under the plea of becoming more “business-like,” a great many of the Parliamentary safeguards had been swept away, and such procedure was easy. All grades of petroleum had already advanced a few pence the gallon under the increased demand, and the poorer users had expressed their indignation. When they found, one day, that the price had suddenly leapt to half as much again, their wrath was unbounded. It was in vain for Ministers to explain that the measure was directed against their enemies. They knew that it fell on them, and demanded in varying degrees of politeness to be told why some luxury of the pampered, leisured classes had not been chosen instead. The reason was plain to those who studied Blue Books. So highly taxed was every luxury now that the least fraction added to its burden resulted in an actually decreased revenue from that source.

But if the mere tax and increase had impressed the poor unfavourably, a circumstance soon came to light that enraged them.

In spite of the tax the members of the Unity League were still being supplied with oil at the old prices, and they were assured that they would continue to be supplied without advance, even if the tax were doubled!

The poor, ever suspicious of the doings of those of their own class when set high in authority, at once leapt to the conclusion that they were being made the victims of a double game. It was nothing to them that the Anglo-Pennsylvanian and the Anglo-Caucasian companies were now trading at a loss; it was common knowledge that their richer League neighbours had not had the price of their oil increased, and they knew all too well that they themselves had. With the lack of balanced reasoning that had formerly been one of the Government’s best weapons, they at once concluded that they alone were paying the tax, and the unparalleled injustice of it sowed a crop of bitterness in their hearts.

If that was the net result at home, the foreign effect of the policy was not a whit more satisfactory. Studland, the Consul-General at Odessa, one of the most capable men in the Service, cabled a despatch full of temperate and solemn warning the moment he heard of the step. It was too late then, if, indeed, his words would have been regarded. Russia replied by promptly trebling her existing tax on imported coal, and at the same time gave Germany rebate terms that practically made it a tax on English coal. It was said that Russia had only been waiting for a favourable opportunity, and was more anxious to develop her own new coal fields in the Donetz basin than to import at all. As far as the Treasury was concerned, the oil tax yielded little more than was absorbed by the thirty thousand extra men thrown out of work by Russia’s action. The Government had given a rook for a bishop.

A little time ago the Cabinet had been prepared to greet winter as a friend. Without quite possessing the ingenuousness of their amiable Comrade Bilch, they had thought cynically of the pampered aristocrats shivering in Mayfair drawing-rooms, of the comfort-loving middle classes sitting before their desolate suburban hearths, of blue-faced men setting out breakfastless for freezing offices, and of pallid women weeping as they tried to warm the hands of little children, as they put them in their icy beds.

And now? All their cynical sympathy had apparently been in vain. There were not going to be any cold breakfasts, freezing offices, or shivering women and children. Warming stoves and radiators raised the temperature of a room much quicker than a fire did, and kept it equable without any attention. Oil cookers took the place of the too often erratic kitchen range. Mrs Strummery innocently threw the Premier into a frenzy one morning by dilating on the advantages of a “Britonette” stove which she had been shown by a Tottenham Court Road ironmonger. The despised, helpless “classes” were going on very comfortably. They were going on even gaily; “Oil Scrambles” constituted a new and popular form of entertainment for long evenings; from Wimbledon came the information that “Candle Cinderellas” would have a tremendous rage during the approaching season; and in Cheapside and the Strand the penny hawkers were minting money with the novel and diverting “Coal Sack Puzzle.”

But the winter was approaching, though no longer as a friend. If England should say to-morrow what Lancashire was saying that day, there were portents of stirring times in the air. Already Northumberland, Durham, and Yorkshire were muttering in their various uncouth dialects, and Lanark was subscribing to disquieting sentiments in its own barbarous tongue. Derbyshire was becoming uneasy, Staffordshire was scarcely answering to the wheel, and Nottingham was in revolt against what it considered to be the too compliant attitude of the Representation Committee. The rioting in Monmouth was only restrained from becoming serious in its proportions by the repeated assurances from Westminster that the end was in sight; and the “Beaconmen” of Glamorgan were openly boasting that before long they would “light such a candle” that the ashes would fall upon London like a Vesuvian cloud.

Still nearer home was the disturbing spectacle of the railway-men thrown out of work, the coal carters, the stablemen, the gasworkers, the canal boatmen, the general labourers, the tool-makers, the wheel-wrights, the chimney sweepers, the brushmakers. The sequence of dependence could be traced, detail by detail, through every page of the trade directory.

They had all been taught to clamour to the Government in every emergency, and this administration they regarded as peculiarly their own. It was not a case of Frankenstein’s Monster getting out of hand; this Monster had created its Frankenstein, and could dissolve him if he proved obstinate. All that Frankenstein had ventured to do so far had been to reduce the Unemployed Grant to three quarters of its normal rate “in view of the unprecedented conditions of labour,” and where two or more unemployed were members of one family, to make a further small deduction. The action had not been well received. “In view of the unprecedented conditions of labour” the unemployed had looked for more rather than for less. When the rate was fixed they had been given to understand that it represented the minimum on which an out-of-work man could be decently asked to live. Why, then, had their own party reduced it? Funds? Tax some luxury!

Even the Government assurance, an ingenious adaptation of truth by the light of Mr Chadwing’s figures, that they “did not anticipate having to impose the reduced grant for many more weeks, but at the same time counselled economy in every working-class home,” did not restore mutual good feeling. The general rejoinder was that the Government had “better not,” and the reference to economy was stigmatised as gratuitously inept.

In the meantime the situation was reacting unfavourably upon Mr Strummery and the chief officers of State, not only in Parliament but even in the Cabinet itself. Consultations between the Premier and half a dozen of his most trusted Ministers were of daily occurrence. One day, towards the end of September, Mr Strummery privately intimated to all the “safe” members of the Council that it was necessary to meet to consider what further steps to take.

The meeting was a “packed” one in that the Tirrels, the Browns, and the Bilches of the party were not invited and knew nothing of it. There was no reason why Mr Strummery should not call together a section of his followers if he wished, and discuss policy with them, but at the moment it was dangerous, because the conclave was just strong enough to be able to impose its will upon Parliament, and yet individually it was composed of weak men. It was dangerous because half a dozen weak men, rendered desperate by the situation into which they were being inevitably driven, had resolved to act upon heroic lines. As Balzac had remarked, “There is nothing more horrible than the rebellion of a sheep,” but the horrible consequences generally fall upon its own head in the end.

Mr Chadwing’s statement informed the despondent gathering that on the existing lines it would be necessary to suspend the wholesale operation of the relief fund about the middle of December. By reducing the grant in varying degrees it would be possible to carry on for perhaps three months beyond that date, but to reach the furthest limit the individual relief would have become so insignificant that it would only result in an actual crisis being precipitated earlier than would be the case if they went on as they were doing.

That was all that the Chancellor of the Exchequer had to say. The uninitiated men looked at one another in mute enquiry. There was something in the air. What was coming?

The Premier rose to explain. He admitted that they had underrated the danger of the situation at first. Measures that might have sufficed then were useless now. Oil was the pivot of the whole question. The oil tax had not realised expectations. To raise the tax would only alienate the affections of their own people without reaching the heart of the matter. They had already taken one bite at a cherry.

He paused and looked round, an indifferent swimmer forced by giant circumstance to face his Niagara.

He proposed as a measure of national emergency to prohibit the importation of oil altogether.

There was a gasp of surprise; a moment of stupefaction. Strange things were again being done in the name of Liberty.

Mr Tubes’s voice, enumerating the results and advantages of the step, recalled their wandering thoughts. There was little need for the recital; the effect of so unexpected a coup leapt to the mind at once.

The Leaguers must either burn coal or starve. The home oil deposits had long ceased to be worked. Wood under modern conditions was impracticable; peat was equally debarred, and neither could meet a sudden emergency in sufficient quantity; electricity meant coal, and was far from universal. The League movement must collapse within a week.

There were other points, all in favour of the course. Although it might slightly inconvenience many working-class homes it would not take their money as a heavier tax would, and it must convince all that the end was well in sight. It would induce the poor to use more coal, more gas, in itself a step towards that desired end. It would teach Russia a sharp lesson, and Russia’s sins were the freshest in their minds.

All were convinced, and all against their will. There was something sinister in the proposal; the thought of it fell like a shadow across the room.

“It is not a course I would recommend or even assent to as a general thing,” said Mr Strummery. “But we are fighting for the existence of our party, for the lives of thousands of our people. It is no exaggeration. Think of the awful misery that must sweep the country in the coming winter if the League holds out. If we do not break the wicked power of those two men, there is no picture of national calamity to be found in the past that can realise the worst.”

“It is their game,” said Mr Tubes bitterly. “The cowards are striking at the women and children through the men.”

He ignored the fact that his party had struck the first blow, and had had the word “War!” figuratively nailed to the staff of their red banner for years. In war one usually strikes some one, and on the whole it is perhaps less reprehensible to strike women and children through men than vice versa. But it was an acceptable sentiment on the face of it, and it sounded all right at the moment.

“Moreover,” added the Premier, “there will be this danger in the situation: that blinded by passions and desperate through misery, the people may fail to realise who are the real causes of their plight.”

Yes, there was that possibility to be faced by thoughtful Socialistic Ministers. The people are not very subtle in their reasoning. The most pressing fact of their existence would be that the Government, which had promised to keep them from starvation in return for their votes, had had their votes and was allowing them to starve.

“I think that we must all agree to the necessity of the step,” said one of the minor men, “though our feelings are all against it.”

“Quite so,” admitted Mr Strummery. “Let us hope that being a sharp remedy it will only need to be a short one.”

Surprise was the essence of the coup, and the “business-like” procedure of Parliament permitted this when the Government was backed by a large automatic majority. The expeditious passing of the measure was a foregone conclusion, yet a few shrewd warning voices were raised against it even among the stalwarts. The regular opposition voted against it as a matter of course. The most moderate section of the Labour Party and the extreme Socialists, who both elected to sit on the opposition side of the House, refrained from voting, and a few Ministers, who were distracted between their private opinions and their party duty, were diplomatically engaged elsewhere.

The Bill first received the attention of the House on the 25th of September, the day after the Premier had called his informal meeting. It became law on the 28th, and three days later, the 1st of October, Great Britain was absolutely “closed” against the introduction of mineral burning oils on any terms.

The country received the measure with mixed feelings, but on the whole with the admission that it would be effective and with an expression of dislike. The coal mining districts hailed it with enthusiasm, and the same reception was accorded it among the affected industries, but outside these it was nowhere popular, and in certain working-class quarters it evoked the bitterest hostility. It was felt even by those who stood to gain much by the overthrow of the League that their instincts rebelled against the means; possibly the underlying feeling was distrust of the exercise of power so despotic. It was admitted that the League’s action with respect to coal stood on a different plane. Any member could at once resign; it was questionable if one could not use coal and still remain a member. Certainly no coercion was used. But in the matter of oil a necessary commodity was absolutely ruled out, and, whether he wished or nor, every one must obey. By the 8th of October the retail price of petroleum of an average quality was 2s. 9d. the gallon, and the price was rising as the end of the stock came in sight.

One curious circumstance excited remark. The Unity League members were still being supplied at the original price. The League was keeping its word gallantly to the end. The Government had calculated that the two interested companies might have a reserve that would last a week. The average stock which the consumer might be supposed to have in hand would carry them on for a further five days, and the economy which they would doubtless practise might hold off the climax for five more. The 17th of October came to be confidently mentioned in Government circles as the date of the Unity League’s surrender.

It might have been merely coincidence, but on the 17th of October Mr Strummery chose to entertain a few of his colleagues to dinner in the House.

In spite of the host’s inevitable jug of boiling water, an air of genial humour, almost of gaiety, pervaded the board. Mr Tubes was entertainingly reminiscent; Chadwing succeeded in throwing off the weight of the Treasury; Comrade Stubb, fresh from the soil, proved to have a dry humour of his own; and Cecil Brown, who was always socially welcome, made a joke which almost surprised the Premier into a smile.

Mr Tubes was in the middle of a sentence when Cecil Brown, with his face turned towards the door, laid his hand upon the speaker’s arm.

“A minute, Tubes,” he said. “There is something unusual going on out there.”

“Perhaps it is — —” began Chadwing, and stopped. The same thought had occurred to at least three of them. Perhaps they were coming to tell them that Hampden had accepted his defeat. Whatever it might be, a dozen members who had entered the room in a confused medley were making their way towards the Premier’s table. A man who seemed to concentrate their attention was in their midst; some were apparently trying to hold him back, while others urged him on. While yet some distance off he broke away from them all, and running forward, reached the table first.

It was Comrade Bilch, so dishevelled, red, and heated, that it did not occur to any one to doubt that he was drunk. For a second he stood looking at them stupidly, and then he suddenly opened his mouth and poured out so appalling a string of vile and nauseating abuse that men who were near drew aside.

“Why, in Heaven’s name, don’t you take him away?” exclaimed Cecil Brown, appealing to those who formed the group beyond the table.

They would have done so, but Comrade Bilch raised his hand as though to enjoin attention for a moment. A change seemed to have come over him even in that brief passage of time. He walked up to the table and leaned heavily upon it with both fists, while his breath came in throbs, and the colour played about his face like the reflection of a raging fire. When he spoke it was without a single oath; all his uncleanness had dropped away from him as though he recognised its threadbare poverty in the face of the colossal news he brought.

“Gentlemen,” he said, leaning forward and breathing very hard, “you would have it, and you have got your way. You’ve made oil contraband, and not a drop can be landed in Great Britain now. It can’t be brought, but it can be used when it is here, and the Unity League that you have done it all to starve has got two hundred million gallons safely stowed away at Hanwood! Yes, while our people will have to grope and freeze through the winter, they are quite comfortably provided for, and you, whether you leave the bar on or whether you take it off, you have made us the laughing-stock of Europe!”

An awed silence fell on the group. Not the most shadowy suspicion of such a miscarriage had ever stirred the most cautious. All their qualms had been in the direction of swallowing the unpalatable measure, not of doubting its efficacy. They seemed to be the puny antagonists of some almost superhuman power that not only brushed their most elaborate plans aside, but actually led them on to pave the way to their own undoing.

Mr Tubes was the first to speak. “It can’t be true,” he whispered. “It is impossible.”

“Oh, everything’s impossible with you, especially when it’s happened,” retorted Mr Bilch contemptuously. “Pity you didn’t live when there were real miracles about.”

“But the time?” protested some one. “How could they do it in the time?”

“Time!” said Mr Bilch, “what more do you want? They’ve had two years, and they’ve used two years. If those — —” He stopped suddenly, jerked his head twice with a curious motion, and fell to the ground in a fit.

There were plenty of good friends to look after him without troubling the Ministerial group. The dinner-party broke up in the face of so inauspicious a series of events, and before another hour had passed the story of the gigantic fiasco had reached every club in London, and was being cabled to every capital in Christendom.


CHAPTER XVI

THE DARK WINTER
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THE AUTUMN OF 1918 had proved unusually mild. It was said that many of the migratory birds delayed their exodus for weeks beyond their normal times, and in sheltered gardens and hedgerows in the south of England flowers and fruit were making an untimely show; but about midday on the 24th of November it began to grow dark, and, without any indication of fog, it grew darker, until the greater part of England and Wales was plunged into a nocturnal gloom. As there was a marked fall in the temperature, men looked up to the clouds and predicted snow, but they were wrong. Had it snowed it might have been the White Winter of 1918, for that night the frost began, and the 24th of November had already become an ill-omened date to usher in a frost. It did not belie its character. The next day broke clear but bitter, and those who read newspapers learned with curious interest that during the night the seven-tailed comet of 1744 had been observed by several astronomers, to the great confusion of their science, for its appearance was premature by a round hundred thousand years. The phenomenon afterwards grew into a portent to the vulgar mind, for that was the beginning of the great frost that lasted seven weeks without an intermission.

Outside certain limits, life was proceeding very much as before. The condition of the upper classes was not materially different from what it had been before the policy of retaliation had been declared. The Personal Property Tax had not been proceeded with, and the Minimum Wage Bill had been dropped for the time. There were diplomatic explanations; the real reason was that the Cabinet was too sharply divided over the expediency of anything in those days to make the passing of important measures practicable. While none had the courage to go to an extreme either in aggression or in conciliation, there was a multitude of counsel vehemently wrangling over the wisdom of little concessions and little aggressions.

In London the great increase in the number of unemployed began to be observable in the early autumn. The obsolete “marches of unemployed” were revived, but, as might have been foreseen, except among the poor themselves, they met with no financial encouragement. Even the poor were becoming careful of their pence. They saw what the winter must mean, for every one knew of a score of deserving cases around his own door, and it was commonly reported that the Government contemplated reducing the Unemployed Grant to two-thirds its normal basis before the year was out. That was the Cabinet’s idea for “breaking it gently.” So, meeting with no response in the suburbs, the City, or the West End, the processions groaned occasionally, broke a few windows, enhanced the bitter feeling existing against their class by frightening more than a few ladies, and were finally kept in check by the special constabulary raised in the suburbs, the City, and the West End. Finding so little profit for their exertions, they abandoned their indiscriminate peregrinations, and took to demonstrating before St Stephen’s and to hooting outside the houses of Cabinet Ministers until the processions and meetings were disallowed.

There was no public charity that winter, either organised or spontaneous, for the benefit of the working-class poor. The conditions of labour would have warranted a Mansion House Fund being opened in September, but no one suggested it, and no one would have contributed to it. Abroad it was generally recognised that England was involved in civil war to which it behoved them to act as neutrals. The Socialists in Belgium collected and despatched the sum of £327, 14s. 6d. for the relief of their “persecuted confraternity in England,” but as the pomp and circumstances attending the inauguration of the Fund had led their persecuted confraternity in England to expect at least a quarter of a million sterling, some intemperate remarks greeted the consummation of the effort, and it was not repeated.

To those who did not look very deeply into the situation it appeared that a long, hard winter must operate against the interests of the League. Their opponents would burn more coal. The Government, indeed, issued an appeal asking them to do so, and thus to relieve the tension in the provinces. The response was not promising. The Government was, in effect, told to mind its own business, and particularly that detail of its business which consisted in the guarantee of a full and undocked living wage to every worker in or out of work. The contention so far had been that with the surfeit, coal would be so cheap that even the poorest could burn it unstintingly. But soon a new and rather terrible development grew out of the complex situation. Coal became dear, not only dear in the ordinary sense of the word — winter prices — but very, very dear. The simple truth was that a disorganised industry always moves on abnormal lines, and coal was a routed, a shattered, industry.

There was no oil to be had by any but members of the League; in some places there was no gas to be had, for many of the small gas companies, and some of the large ones, had found it impossible to continue amidst the dislocation of their trade, and the cheapest coal was being retailed in the streets of London at two shillings the hundred-weight. The Government had left oil contraband after the discovery of the League’s secret store down the quiet country lane, for they recognised that to remove the embargo immediately would kill them with ridicule. They promised themselves that the freedom of commerce should be restored at the first convenient opportunity. In the meanwhile they decided to do as they had done in other matters: they bravely ignored the fact that the League members were any better off than any one else, and declined to believe the evidence that any store existed.

That was the state of affairs before the winter set in, and in London alone. The Capital was feeling some of the remoter effects of the blow, but from the provinces, from the actual battle-fields, there came grim stories. Northumberland, which had been loth to accept the Eight Hours Bill, now traced the whole of the trouble to that head, and declared that the only hope was for the Government to make a complete surrender to the Unity League, on the one condition that it restored a normal demand for coal both at home and abroad. Durham, on the contrary, held that it was necessary for the Government to crush or wear out the League. In both counties there had been fierce conflict between the rival factions, and blood had been freely shed. After a single day’s rioting at Newcastle and Gateshead seventeen dead bodies had been collected by the ambulances.

The “Beaconmen” in Glamorgan were setting fire to the pits themselves in a spirit of fanaticism. In one instance a fire had spread beyond the intended limits, and an explosion, in which three score of their unfortunate fellow-workmen perished, had been the net result. The Midlands were the least disturbed, and even there Walsall had seen a mass meeting at which thirty thousand colliers and other affected workmen had called insistently with threats upon the Government, in pathetic ignorance of the Treasury’s plight, to purchase the nation’s coal pits at once, and resume full time at all of them, as the only means of averting a national calamity.

And all this had been taking place in the mild autumn, while the Government was still paying out sufficient relief funds to ensure that actual starvation should not touch any one, long before it had been driven to take the country into its confidence. The spectre of cold and hunger had not yet been raised to goad the men to madness; so far they regarded existence at least as assured, and the question that was stirring them to rebellion was not the fundamental one of the “right to live,” but the almost academic issue of the right to live apart from the natural vicissitudes of life.

The Government had other troubles on hand. The two principal causes for anxiety among these, if not actually of their own hatching, had certainly sprung from a common stock.

The Parliament sitting at College Green deemed the moment opportune for issuing a Declaration of Independence and proclaiming a republic. Three years before, all Irishmen had been withdrawn from the British army and navy on the receipt of Dublin’s firmly-worded note to the effect that since the granting of extended Home Rule, Irishmen came within the sphere of the Foreign Enlistment Act. These men formed the nucleus of a very useful army with which Ireland thought it would be practicable to hold out in the interior until foreign intervention came to its aid. Possibly England thought so too, for Mr Strummery’s Ministry contented itself with issuing what its members described as a firm and dignified protest. Closely examined, it was discoverable that the dignified portion was a lengthy recapitulation of ancient history; the firm portion a record of Dublin’s demands since Home Rule had been conceded, while the essential part of the communication informed the new republic that its actions were not what his Majesty’s Ministers had expected of it, and that they would certainly reserve the right of taking the matter in hand at some future time more suitable to themselves.

The other harassment was that Leicester lay at the mercy of an epidemic of small-pox which threatened to become historic in the annals of the scourge. In the second month the average daily number of deaths had risen to 120, and there was no sign of a decrease. In the autumn it was hoped that the winter would kill the disease; in the winter it was anticipated that it would die out naturally under the influence of the spring sunshine. The situation affected Mr Chadwing more closely than any of his colleagues, for Leicester had the honour of returning the Chancellor of the Exchequer as one of its members. Under normal conditions Mr Chadwing made a practice of visiting his constituency and addressing a meeting every few weeks, but during the six months that the epidemic raged he found himself unable to leave London. His attitude was perfectly consistent, in spite of the hard things that some of his supporters said of him in his absence: like the majority of his constituents, he had a Conscientious Objection to vaccination, but he also had an even stronger conscientious objection to encountering small-pox infection.

The 24th of November ushered in a new phase of the strife. It marked the beginning of the Dark Winter. Early in December the newspapers began to draw comparisons between the weather then prevailing and the hard winters on record. At that date it was noticeable how many rustic-looking vagrants were to be seen walking aimlessly about the streets of London. The unemployed from the country were beginning to flock in for the mere sense of warmth. The British Museum, St. Paul’s Cathedral, the free libraries, and other places where it was possible to escape from the dreadful rigour of the streets, were crowded by day. At night long queues of miserable creatures haunted the grids of restaurants, the sheltered sides of theatres, the windows of printing houses, and any spot where a little warmth exhaled. On the nights of the 4th, the 5th, and the 6th of December the thermometer on Primrose Hill registered 3° below zero. On the 7th pheasants were observed feeding among the pigeons in the main street of Highgate, and from that time onwards wild birds of the rarer kinds were no unusual sight in the London parks and about the public buildings. In the country it was remarked that the small birds had begun to disappear, and the curious might read any morning of frozen goldfinches being picked up in Camberwell, larks about Victoria Park, and starlings, robins, blackbirds, and such like fry everywhere. By this time dairymen had discovered that it was impossible to deliver milk unless they carried a brazier of live charcoal on their cart or hand-truck. Local correspondents in the provinces had ceased to report ordinary cases of death from cold and exposure; there were cases in the streets of London every night.

Early in December Sir John Hampden was approached unofficially by a few members of Parliament, including one or two of minor official rank, to learn his “terms.” The suggestions were tentative on both sides, and nothing was stated definitely. But out of the circumlocution it might be inferred that he expressed his willingness to rescind the boycott, and to devote five million pounds to public relief at once, in return for certain modifications of the franchise and an immediate dissolution. Nothing came of the movement, and during the first week of December the Government sent round to the post-offices and to all the Crown tax collectors notices that the licences ordinarily falling due on the 1st of January must be taken out on or before the 15th of the current month, and the King’s Taxes similarly collected in advance. The League did not make any open comment on this departure, but every member merely ignored it, and when the 16th of December was reached, it devolved upon the officers of the Crown to enforce the payment by legal process. In the language of another age, the Government was faced by five million “Passive Resisters.” It soon became apparent that instead of getting in the taxes a fortnight before their time, the greater part of the revenue from that source would be delayed at least a month later than usual.

On the 20th of December one million and three-quarters State-supported unemployed of various grades presented themselves at the appointed trades unions committee rooms, workhouse offices, employment bureaux, Treasury depôts, from which the Fund was administered, to receive their weekly “wage.” As they passed in they were confronted by a formal notice to the effect that the disbursement was then reduced to half its usual amount. As they passed out they came upon another formal notice to the effect that after the following week the Grant would be “temporarily suspended.” Possibly that also embodied an idea of “breaking it gently.”

The cry of surprise, rage, and terrified foreboding that rose from every town and village of the land when the direful news was at length understood, can never be described. Its echoes were destined to roll through the pages of English history for many a generation. The immediate result was that rioting broke out in practically all parts of the country except the purely agricultural. The people who had been promised a perpetual life of milk and honey had “murmured” when they were offered bread and water. Now there seemed every prospect of the water reaching them as ice, and the bread-board being empty, and their “murmuring” took a sharper edge. In some places there were absolute stampedes of reason. In justice it has to be remembered that by this time the most pitiless winter of modern times had been heaping misery on misery for a month, that the chance of finding work or relief was recognised to be the forlornest hope, and that very, very few had a reserve of any kind.

The indiscriminate disturbances of the 20th of December were easily suppressed. A people that has been free for generations loses the gift for successful rioting in the face of armed discipline, even of the most inadequate strength. But for constitutional purposes the body of one dragooned rioter in England was worth more than a whole “Vladimir’s battue” east of the Baltic.

On the 27th of December the certified unemployed drew their diminished pittance for the last time. They left the buildings in many places with the significant threat that they would return that day week, and if there was nothing for them would “warm their hands” there at the least. There was renewed rioting that day also. The forces of law and order had been strengthened; the rioters appeared to have been better organised. In one or two towns the rioting began to approach the Continental level. Bolton was said to have proved itself far from amateurish, and Nuneaton was spoken of as being distinctly promising. At the end of that day public buildings had to be requisitioned in several places to lay out the spoils of victory and defeat.

Two days later every newspaper contained an “open letter” from Sir John Hampden to the Government, in which he unconditionally offered them, on behalf of the Unity League and in the name of humanity, sufficient funds to pay the half grant for four weeks longer. It was a humane offer, but its proper name was strategy. It embarrassed the Government to decide whether to accept or decline. It embarrassed them if they accepted, and if they declined it embarrassed them most of all. They declined; or, to be precise, they ignored the offer.

By this time England might be said to be under famine. London, in its ice-bound straits, began curiously to assume the appearance of a mediæval city. By night one might meet grotesquely clad bands of revellers returning from some ice carnival (for the Thames had long been frozen from the Tower to Gravesend) by the light of lanterns and torches which they carried. None but those who had nothing to lose ventured out into the streets at night except by companies. Thieves and bludgeoners lurked in every archway, and arrests were seldom made; beggars importuned with every wile and in every tone, and new fantastic creeds and extravagant new parties sent out their perfervid disciples to proclaim Utopias at every corner.

To add to the terror of the night there suddenly sprang into prominence the bands of “Running Madmen” who swept through the streets like fallen leaves in an autumn gale. Barefooted, gaunt, and wildly dressed in rags, they broke upon the astonished wayfarer’s sight, and passed out again into the gloom before he could ask himself what strange manner of men they were. Never alone, seldom exceeding a score in any band, they ran keenly as though with some purposeful end in view, for the most part silently, but now and then startling the quiet night with an inarticulate wail or a cry of woe or lamentation, but they turned from street to street in aimless intricacy, and sought no definite goal. They were never seen by day, and whence they came or where they had their homes none could say, but the steady increase in the number of their bands showed that they were undoubtedly the victims of a contagious mania such as those that have appeared in the past from time to time.

Almost as ragged and unkempt was the army that by day marched under the standard of Brother Ambrose towards the sinless New Jerusalem. Reading the abundant signs all round with an inspired and fatalistic eye, Ambrose uncompromisingly announced that all the portents of the Millennium were now fulfilled, and that the reign of temporal power on earth was at an end. Each day his eloquence mounted to a wilder flight, each day he dreamed new dreams and saw fresh visions, and promised to his followers more definitely the spoil of victory, and parcelled out the smiling, fruitful land. Drawn by every human passion, recruits poured into his ranks, and when he marched in tattered state to mark the boundaries of the impending Golden City, the Legions of the Chosen rolled not in their thousands, but in their tens of thousands, singing hymns and interspersing ribaldry.

A very different spectacle was afforded by the bands of the Gilded Youth which by day patrolled the approaches to houses of the better class, wherever smoke had been seen issuing from the chimneys, and by night with equal order and thoroughness turned out the public gas lamps in the streets, until many of the authorities at last gave up the lighting of the lamps as a useless formality.

It was impossible for the occupants of a house that had incurred their enmity to have them removed by force, or to maintain an attitude of unconcern in the face of their demonstration, yet everything they did came under the term of “Peaceful Picketing” within the provisions of the Act, and an attempt to fix responsibility upon the Unity League for the high-handed action of its agents in a few cases where the Gilded Youth had gone beyond their powers, failed ignominiously through the precedent afforded by the final settlement of the celebrated Tawe Valley Case.

In the provinces the rioters were burning coal, burning coal-pits, smashing machinery and destroying property indiscriminately, blind to the fact that some of the immediate effects were falling on their fellow-workmen, and that most of the ultimate effects would fall upon themselves. In London and elsewhere the bands of the Gilded Youth were going quietly and systematically about their daily work, “peacefully” terrorising house-holders into submission, and carefully turning out the public lamps at night as soon as they were lit. To the reflective mind it was rather a dreadful power that the time had called into being: an educated mob that “rioted peacefully” and did nothing at all that was detrimental to its own interest.

Each morning people assured one another that so unparalleled a frost could last no longer, but each night the air seemed to be whetted to a keener edge, and each day there came fresh evidences of its power. Early in January it was computed that all the small birds that had not taken refuge in towns were dead, partly through the cold itself, but equally by starvation, for the ground yielded them nothing, and the trees and shrubs upon which they had been able to rely for food in former winters had long since perished. There were none but insignificant hollies to be seen in English gardens for the next generation, and in exposed situations forest trees and even oaks were split down to the ground.

All this time there was very little destructive rioting going on in London on any organised scale, but every night breadths of wood pavement were torn up by the homeless vagrants, who were now allowed to herd where they could, and great fires set burning at which the police warmed themselves and mingled supinely with the crowd. By day the police went in pairs, by night they patrolled in companies of five. For the emergency of serious rioting the military were always kept in readiness; against the more ordinary depredations on private property the owners were practically left to defend themselves. In those dark weeks watch duty became one of the regular occupations among the staff of every London business, and short shrift was given to intruders. Inquests went like marriages in busy churches at Easter-tide — in batches, and the morning cart that picked up the frozen dead had only one compartment.

The time was past when the effects of the vast disorganisation could be localised. Every trade and profession, every trivial and obscure calling, and every insignificant little offshoot of that great trunk called Commerce was involved in depression; it was not too much to say that every individual in the land was feeling some ill effect. Frantic legislation had begun it ten years before; the coal war had brought it to a climax, and the grip of the long, hard winter had pressed like a hostile hand upon the land.

It had resolved itself into a war of endurance. Coal was no longer the pivot; it was money, immediate money with which to buy bread at the bakers’ shops, where they carried on their trade with the shutters up and loaded weapons laid out in the upper rooms.

Not the least curious feature of the struggle was the marked disinclination of the starving populace to pillage or bloodshed. Doubtless they saw that whatever they might individually profit by a reign of terror, their cause and party had nothing to gain from it. Such an outburst must inevitably react unfavourably upon the Government of the day, and it was their party then in power. But they had not the mob instinct in them; they were not composed of the ordinary mob element. In the bulk they were neither criminals nor hooligans, but matter-of-fact, disillusionised working men, and the instincts of their class have ever been steady and law-abiding. In Cheapside a gang of professional thieves blew out the iron shutter of a jeweller’s shop with dynamite, and securing a valuable haul of jewellery in the momentary confusion, sought to hide themselves among the mob. Far from entering into their aspirations, the mob promptly conveyed them to the nearest police station, and returned to the owner the valuable articles that had been scattered about the street. The climax of the incident was reached by half a dozen of the most stalwart unemployed gladly accepting a few shillings each to guard the broken window until the shutter was repaired.

At the collieries, the mills, the workshops, and the seats of labour there were outrages against property, but away from the immediate centres there was neither cupidity nor resentment. Whenever disturbances of the kind took place they were invariably in pursuit of food or warmth. The men were dispirited, and by this time they regarded their cause as lost. Their leaders, in and out of Parliament, were classed either as incompetent generals in a war, or as traitors who had misled the people. The people only asked them now to make the terms of surrender so that they might live; and they did not hesitate to declare roundly that the old times when they had had to look after themselves more, and had not been body and soul at the disposal of semi-political Unions, were preferable on the whole.

The position of the Cabinet was daily growing more critical. Its chiefs were execrated and insulted whenever they were seen. All the approaches to the House were held by military guards, and the members reached its gates singly, and almost by stealth. Every day placards, written and printed, were found displayed in public places, calling on the Government that had no money to let in one that had. “You thought more of your position than of our needs when Hampden offered us help,” ran one that Mr Strummery found nailed to his front door. “You have always thought more of your positions than of our needs. You have used our needs to raise yourselves to those positions. Now, since you no longer represent the wishes of the People, give way to others.”

The delay of the Government in throwing up an utterly untenable position was inexplicable to most people. Many said that the reason was that Hampden refused to take office under the existing franchise, and no one but Hampden could form an administration in that crisis that could hope to live for a day. Whatever the reason might be, it was obvious that the Government was drifting towards a national tragedy that would be stupendous, for in less than a month’s time, it was agreed on all hands, the daily tale of starved and famished dead would have reached its thousands.

Still the Government hung on, backed in sullen submission by its automatic majority. Changes in the Cabinet were of almost daily record, but the half dozen men of prominence remained. Cecil Brown was the last of the old minor men to be dropped. A dog trainer, who had taken up politics, succeeded him. “It is too late now,” Cecil Brown was reported to have said when he learned who was to be his successor. “They want bread, not circuses!”


CHAPTER XVII

THE INCIDENT OF THE 13TH OF JANUARY
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“I DO NOT altogether like it,” said A.

“Do you prefer to leave things as they are, then?” demanded B.

A. went over and stood by the window, looking moodily out.

“It is merely a necessity,” said C.

“The necessity of a necessity,” suggested D. happily.

“Perhaps you are not aware,” said B., addressing himself to the man standing at the window, “that the suggestion of arresting Salt did not come from us in the first case.”

“Is that so?” replied A., coming back into the room. “I certainly assumed that it did.”

“On the contrary,” explained B., “it was Inspector Moeletter who reported to his superiors that he had succeeded in identifying the mysterious man who was seen with Leslie Garnet, the artist, about the time of his death. He would have got his warrant in the ordinary way, only in view of the remarkable position that Salt occupies just now, Stafford very naturally communicated with us.”

“The only point that troubles us,” remarked C. reflectively, “is that none of us can persuade himself in the remotest degree that Salt killed Garnet.”

“I certainty require to have the evidence before I can subscribe to that,” said B. “The man who is daily killing hundreds — —”

“Ah, that is the difference,” commented D.

“Where are the Monmouth colliers now?” asked C., after a pause.

“Newbury, this morning,” replied D. “Reading, to-night.”

“And the Midland lot?”

“Towcester, I think.”

“If Hampden formally asks for protection for the oil store at Hanwood, after the miners’ threat to burn it, what are you going to do?” asked A.

“I should suggest telling him to go and boil himself in it, since he has got it there,” replied C.

“There will be no need to tell him anything but the bare fact, and that is that with twenty-five thousand turbulent colliers pouring into London and adding to the disaffected element already here, we cannot spare a single man,” replied B.

“I quite agree with that,” remarked D., drawing attention to his freshly-scarred cheek. “I had a tribute of the mob’s affection as I came in this morning.”

“That’s your popularity,” said C. “Your photograph is so much about that no one has any difficulty in recognising you. How do you get on in that way, B.?”

“I?” exclaimed B. with a startled look. “Oh, I always drive with the blinds down now.”

“Are any extra military coming in before Friday?” asked A.

“Yes, the Lancers from Hounslow. They come into the empty Albany Street Barracks to-night. Then I think that there are to be some extra infantry in Whitehall, from Aldershot. Cadman is seeing to all that.”

“But you know that the Lancers are being drawn from Hounslow?” asked C. with a meaning laugh.

“Yes, I know that,” admitted B. “Why do you laugh, C.?”

C.’s only reply was to laugh again.

“I will tell you why he laughs,” volunteered D. “He laughs, B., because the Lancers withdrawn from Hounslow to Regent’s Park, Salt under arrest at Stafford, and the Monmouth colliers coming along the Bath road and passing within a mile or two of Hanwood, represent the three angles of a very acute triangle.”

“There is still Hampden,” muttered B.

“Yes; what is going to happen to Hampden?” asked C., with a trace of his mordant amusement.

A., who was walking about the room aimlessly, stopped and faced the others.

“I’ll tell you what,” he exclaimed emphatically. “I said just now that I didn’t like the idea of smuggling Salt away like this, and, although it may be advisable, I don’t. But I wish to God that we had openly arrested the pair of them as traitors, and burned their diabolical store before every one’s eyes three months ago.”

“Ah,” said D. thoughtfully, “it was too early then. Now it’s too late.”

“It may be too late to have its full effect,” flashed out B., “but it won’t be too late to make them suffer a bit along with our own people.”

“Provided that the oil is burned,” said D.

“Provided that no protection can be sent,” remarked C.

“Provided that Salt is arrested,” added A.

There was a knock at the door. It explained the attitude of the four men in the room and their scattered conversation. They had been awaiting some one.

He came into the room and saluted, a powerfully-built man with “uniform” branded on every limb, although he wore plain clothes then.

“Detective-Inspector Moeletter?” said B.

“Yes, sir,” said the inspector, and stood at attention.

“You have the warrant?” continued B.

Moeletter produced it, and passed it in for inspection. It was made out on the preceding day, signed by the Stipendiary Magistrate of Stafford, and it connected George Salt with Leslie Garnet by the link of Murder.

“When you applied for this warrant,” said B., looking hard at the inspector, “you considered that you had sufficient evidence to support it?”

Moeletter looked puzzled for a moment, as though the question was one that he did not quite follow in that form. For a moment he seemed to be on the verge of making an explanation; then he thought better of it, and simply replied: “Yes, sir.”

“At all events,” continued B. hastily, “you have enough evidence to justify a remand? What are the points?”

“We have abundant evidence that Salt was in the neighbourhood about the time of the tragedy; that fact can scarcely be contested. Coming nearer, an old man, who had been hedging until the storm drove him under a high bank, saw a gentleman enter Garnet’s cottage about half-past five. Without any leading he described this man accurately as Salt, and picked out his photograph from among a dozen others. About an hour later, two boys, who were bird-nesting near Stourton Hill church, heard a shot. They looked through the hedge into the graveyard and saw one man lying apparently dead on the ground, and another bending over him as though he might be going through his pockets. Being frightened, they ran away and told no one of it for some time, as boys would. Of course, sir, that’s more than six months ago now, but the description they give tallies, and I think that we may claim a strong presumption of identity taking into consideration the established time of Salt’s arrival at Thornley.”

“That is all?” said B.

“As regards identity,” replied the inspector. “On general grounds we shall show that for some time before his death Garnet had been selling shares and securities which he held, and that although he lived frugally no money was found in the remains of his house or on his person, and no trace of a banking account or other investment can be discovered. Then we allege that ‘George Salt’ is not the man’s right name, although we have not been able to follow that up yet. He is generally understood to have been a sailor recently, and the revolver found beside the body was of a naval pattern. I should add that the medical evidence at the inquest was to the effect that the wound might have been self-inflicted, but that the angle was unusual.”

B. returned the warrant to the inspector.

“That will at least ensure a remand for a week for you to continue your investigations?”

“I think so, sir.”

“Without bail?”

“If it is opposed.”

“We oppose it, then. Did you bring any one down with you?”

Inspector Moeletter had not done so. He had not been able to anticipate what amended instructions he might receive in London, so he had thought it as well to come alone.

“For political reasons it is desirable that nothing should be known publicly of the arrest until you have your prisoner safely at Stafford,” said B. “At present he is motoring in the southern counties. I have information that he will leave Farnham this afternoon between three and half-past and proceed direct to Guildford. Is there any reason why you should not arrest him between the two places?”

Inspector Moeletter knew of none.

“It will be preferable to doing so in either town from our point of view,” continued B., “and it is not known whether he intends leaving Guildford to-night.”

The inspector took out an innocent-looking pocket-book, whose elastic band was a veritable hangman’s noose, and noted the facts.

“Is a description of the motor-car available?” he enquired.

B. picked up a sheet of paper. “It is a large car, a 30 H.P. Daimler, with a covered body, and painted in two shades of green,” he read from the paper. “The number is L.N. 7246.”

“I would suggest bringing him straight on in the car,” said Moeletter. “It would obviate the publicity of railway travelling.”

B. nodded. “There is another thing,” he said. “It is absolutely necessary to avoid the London termini. They are all watched systematically by agents of the League — spies who call themselves patriots. You will take the 7.30 train with your prisoner, but you will join it at Willesden. I will have it stopped for you.”

“I shall need a man who can drive the motor to go down with me,” the detective reminded him.

B. struck a bell. “Send Sergeant Tolkeith in,” he said to the attendant.

Sergeant Tolkeith was apparently being kept ready in the next room, to be slipped at the fall of the flag, so to speak. He came in very smartly.

“You will remain with Inspector Moeletter while he is in London, and make all the necessary arrangements for him,” instructed B. “I suppose that there are men at Scotland Yard available now who can drive every kind of motor?”

Sergeant Tolkeith hazarded the opinion that there were men at Scotland Yard at that moment who could drive — he looked round the room in search of some strange or Titanic vehicle to which the prowess of Scotland Yard would be equal— “Well, Anything.”

“A man who knows the roads,” continued B. “Though, for that matter, it’s a simple enough route — the Portsmouth road all the way to Kingston, and then across to Willesden. You had better avoid Guildford, by the way, coming back. Now, what other assistance will you require?”

“How many are there likely to be in the car, sir?”

“No one but Salt, I am informed. He has been touring alone for a week past, at all events.”

“In that case, sir, we had better take a couple of men from Guildford and drive towards Farnham. We can wait at a suitable place in the road and make the arrest. Then when the irons are on I shall need no one beyond the driver I take with me. The two local men — you’ll want Mr Salt’s chauffeur detained for a few hours, I suppose, sir?”

“Yes, certainly; until you are well on your way. And any one else who may happen to be in the car. I will give you authority covering that.”

“The two local men can take him, or them, back to Guildford — it will be dark by the time they get there — for detention while enquiries are being made. Then if a plain-clothes man meets me at Willesden we can go on, and our driver can take the car on to Scotland Yard.”

“You see no difficulty throughout?” said B. anxiously. The inspector assured him that all seemed plain sailing. It was not his place to foresee difficulties in B.’s plans.

“Then I shall expect you to report to me from Stafford about 10.30 to-night that everything is satisfactory. Let me impress on you as a last word the need of care and unconcern in this case. It must be successfully carried out, and to do that there must be no fuss or publicity.”

“Sergeant,” said Detective-Inspector Moeletter, when they were outside, “between ourselves, can you tell me this: why they think it necessary to have three mute gentlemen looking on while we arrange a matter of this sort?”

“Between ourselves, sir,” replied Sergeant Tolkeith, looking cautiously around, “it’s my belief that it’s come to this: that they are all half-afraid of themselves and can’t trust one another.”

“D.,” remarked C., as they left together a few minutes later, “does anything strike you about B.?”

“It strikes me that he looks rather like an undertaker’s man when he is dressed up,” replied D.

“Does it not strike you that he is afraid?”

“Oh,” admitted D., stroking his wounded cheek, “that’s quite possible. So am I, for that matter.”

“So may we all be in a way,” said C.; “but it is different with him. I believe that he is in a blue funk. He’s fey, and he’s got Salt on the brain. Just remember that I venture on this prophecy: if Salt through any cause does not happen to get arrested, B. will throw up the sponge.”



The office of the Unity League in Trafalgar Chambers was little more than an empty hive now. The headquarters of the operations had been transferred to the colony at Hanwood, and most of the staff had followed. With the declaration of the coal war, an entirely different set of conditions had come into force. The old offices had practically become a clearing house for everything connected with the League, and the high tide of active interest swept on elsewhere.

Miss Lisle remained, a person of some consequence, but in her heart she sighed from time to time for a sphere of action “down another little lane.”

On the afternoon of the 13th of January she returned to the office about half-past three, and going to the instrument room unlocked the telescribe receiver-box and proceeded to sort the dozen communications which it contained — the accumulation of an hour — before passing them on to be dealt with. Most fell into clearly-defined departments at a glance. It was not until she reached the last, the earliest sent, that she read it through, but as she read that her whole half-listless, mechanical manner changed. With the first line apathy fell from her like a cloak; before she had finished, every limb and feature conveyed a sense of tingling excitement. In frantic haste she dragged the special writing materials across the table towards her, dashed off a sprawling, “Stop Mr Salt at any cost. — Lisle,” and flashed it off to the League agency at Farnham.

A couple of minutes must pass before she could get any reply. She picked up the cause of her excitement, and for the second time read the message it contained:

“If you want to keep your Mr Salt from being arrested on a charge of murder, warn him that Inspector Moeletter from Stafford will be waiting for him on the road between Farnham and Guildford at three o’clock this afternoon with a warrant. No one believes in it, but he will be taken on in his motor to Willesden, and on to Stafford by the 7.30, and kept out of the way for a week while things have time to happen at Hanwood. There will be just enough evidence to get a remand, as there was to get a warrant. This is from a friend, who may remind you of it later and prove who he is by this sign.”

The letter finished with a rough drawing of a gallows and a broken rope. It was written in a cramped, feigned hand and addressed to Sir John Hampden. It might have been lying in the box for an hour.

The telescribe bell gave its single note. Irene opened the box in feverish dread. An exclamation of despair broke from her lips as some words on the paper stood out in the intensity of their significance even before she took the letter from the box.

This was what Farnham replied:

“Hope nothing is the matter. Mr Salt left here quite half an hour ago, in his motor, for Guildford. He will stay there the night, or proceed to Hanwood according to the time he is occupied. Please let me know if there is any trouble.”

Half an hour! There was not the remotest chance of intercepting him. Already, under ordinary circumstances, he would be in the outskirts of Guildford. It only remained to verify the worst. She wrote a brief message asking Mr Salt if he would kindly communicate with her immediately on his arrival, and despatched it to the agency at Guildford. If there was no reply to that request during the next half-hour she would accept the arrest as an established fact. And there being nothing apparently to do for the next half-hour, Miss Lisle, very much to the surprise of ninety-nine out of her hundred friends could they have seen her, went down on her knees in the midst of a roomful of the latest achievements of science and began to pray that a miracle might happen.



“I suppose that I may smoke?” said Salt. He was sitting handcuffed in his own motor-car, charged with murder, and formally cautioned that anything he should say might be used as evidence against him. It was scarcely a necessary warning in his case; with the exception of an equally formal protest against the arrest, he had not opened his lips until now. He and Moeletter had sat silently facing one another in the comfortably-appointed, roomy car, Salt with his face to the driver and leaning back in his easy seat with outward unconcern, the detective braced to a more alert attitude and with his knees almost touching those of his prisoner. For a mile or more — for perhaps seven or eight minutes by time, for the new driver was cautious with the yet unknown car — they had proceeded thus.

Yet Salt was very far from being unconcerned as he leaned back negligently among the cushions. He was thinking keenly, and with the settled, tranquil gaze that betrayed nothing, watching alertly the miles of dreary high-road that stretched along the Hog’s Back before them. He had long foreseen the possibility of arrest, and he had taken certain precautions; but to safeguard himself effectually he would have had to abandon the more important part of his work, and the risk he ran was the smaller evil of the two. But he had not anticipated this charge. Some legal jugglery with “conspiracy” had been in his mind.

“I suppose that I may smoke?” Half a mile ahead a solitary wayfarer was approaching. Salt might have noted him, but there was nothing remarkable in his appearance except that pedestrians — or vehicles either, for that matter — were rare along the Hog’s Back on that bitter winter afternoon.

“Why, certainly, sir; in your own car, surely,” replied the inspector agreeably. He was there to do his duty, and he had done it, even down to the detail of satisfying himself by search that his prisoner carried no weapon. Beyond that there was no reason to be churlish, especially as every one had to admit that there was no telling what might have happened in a week’s or a month’s time. “Can I help you in any way?”

“Thank you, I will manage,” replied Salt, and in spite of his manacles he succeeded without much difficulty in taking out his cigarette-case and a match-box. He lit a cigarette, blew out the match, and then looked hesitatingly round the rather elegant car, at the rich velvety carpet on the floor, at the half-burned vesta in his hand. Then with easy unconcern he lowered the window by his side and leaned forward towards it.

It was a perfectly natural action, but Inspector Moeletter owed at least one step in his promotion to a habit of always being on his guard against natural-seeming actions of that kind. His left foot quickly and imperceptibly slid across the carpet, so that if Salt made any ill-judged attempt to leave the car he must inevitably come to grief across that rigid barrier; with a ready eye Moeletter noted afresh the handle of the door, the size of the window frame, and every kindred detail. His hands lay in unostentatious readiness by his side, and he felt no apprehension.

But Salt had not the faintest intention of attempting any sensational act. He dropped the match leisurely from between his fingers, cast a glance up to the sky, where the lowering clouds had long been threatening snow, and then drew in his head. But in some way, either from his position, a jolt of the car, or a touch against the sash, as he did so his cap was jerked off, and, despite a quick but clumsy attempt to catch it in his fettered hands, it was whirled away behind in their eddying wake.

“Please stop,” he said, turning to Moeletter. “I am afraid that I shall find it too cold without.”

The detective was not pleased, but there was nothing in the mishap that he could take objection to. Further, he had no wish to make his prisoner in any way noticeable during the latter part of their journey. “Pull up, Murphy,” he called through the tube by his shoulder, and with a grinding that set its owner’s teeth on edge, the car came to a standstill in two lengths.

Moeletter had intended that the driver should recover the cap, but he was saved the trouble. The solitary pedestrian had happened to be on the spot at the moment of the incident, and he was standing by the open window almost as soon as the car stopped. Forgetful of his indignity, Salt stretched out a manacled hand and received his property. “Thank you,” he said with a pleasant smile. “I am much obliged.”

“Go on,” said Moeletter, through the tube.

“I think that I had better get used to these— ‘darbies’ is the professional name, is it not, Inspector? — to these ‘darbies’ before I look out again,” remarked Salt good-humouredly.



The telescribe bell announced another message. It found Irene sitting at the table in the instrument room with ordnance maps around her and the index book of the League’s most trusted agents lying open on the shelf. She just glanced at the clock as she jumped up. It was 4.15, exactly the last minute of the half-hour that she had fixed as the limit of uncertainty. The message might even yet be from Salt. But it was not; it was this instead:

“Fear Mr Salt has been arrested. He is in his motor-car, handcuffed, proceeding towards Guildford, in charge of man who has appearance of belonging to police force. Driver is not Mr Salt’s man. Mr S. made opp. for me to see sit., but said nothing. Passed just W. of Puttenham 3.55. Roads good, but snow beginning. Car trav only 10-12 m. hour. Shall remain here on chance being use. Don’t hesitate.”

A hall-formed plan was already floating in the space between Miss Lisle’s adventurous brain and the maps. The Puttenham message crystallised it. There was now something to go on. The route she knew already; the times and mileages also lay beneath her hand. The scheme had a hundred faults, and only one thing to recommend it — that it might succeed. For ten minutes she flung herself into the details of the maps, jotting down a time, a distance, here and there a detail of the road. “Puttenham” might remain at his box till dawn, but all the work, all the chance, was forward — before the car. At the end of ten minutes Irene picked up the accumulation of her labours and rang up the telephone exchange.



“What is it, Murphy?” demanded the inspector through the tube, as the car came to a dead stop. “Something else in the way?”

“I can’t quite make it out, sir,” was the reply. “We’re just outside the long railway arch, and there seems to be something on fire towards the other end. Terrible lot of smoke coming through.”

“Can’t we run up to it?”

“This is an unusually long bridge — fifty or sixty yards, I should say. I hardly like to take you on into that smoke, sir.”

“Oh, very well. Jump down and see what it is. Only be as sharp as you can.”

It was now pitch dark, and a driving, biting storm of snow and hail was blowing across their path from the east. When the constable-chauffeur had learned sufficient of the car to give him confidence, the storm had swept down, and their progress had been scarcely any faster. There had been delays, too. By Ripley a heavy farm waggon had broken down almost before their eyes, and it had been ten minutes before a spare chain horse could be obtained to drag it to the roadside. Further on some men felling a tree in a coppice had clumsily allowed it to fall across the road, and another ten minutes elapsed before it was cut in two and rolled aside. Fortunately they were not pressed for time. Fortunately, also, the driver knew the way, for few people were afoot to face that dreadful stream of snow and ice with the lashing wind and the numbing cold. Two, two or three, or perhaps four men had chanced to be at hand when the car stopped, making their way towards the bridge, but the wreathing snow soon cut them off. Occasionally, when the wind and drift hung for a moment, a figure or two showed dimly and gigantic in the murk of the tunnel. Nothing of the fire could be seen, but the smoke continued to pour out, and the mingled odour of burned and unburned oil filled the car.

In a few minutes the driver returned. When he had left his seat Moeletter had leaned forward, and with a gruff word of half apology had laid a hand upon the rug across Salt’s knees, so that he held, or at least controlled, the connecting links of the handcuffs, while at the same time his other hand had dropped quietly down to his hip-pocket. He now lowered the window on the further side, still keeping his left hand on the rug.

“Oil cart ablaze, sir,” gasped the driver, between paroxysms of coughing. “Road simply running fire, and the fumes awful.” His face was almost completely protected beneath cap, goggles, and a storm shade that fell from the cap over the shoulders and buttoned across the mouth, but no covering had seemed effectual against the suffocating reek of the burning oil. The fire had melted the snow off his clothes, and he stood by the door with a bar of darkness just falling across his face, and the electric light through the lowered window blazing upon his gleaming leathers, his gauntlets and puttee leggings, and the cumbrous numbered badge that the regulations then imposed.

“It will be some time before the road is passable?” asked Moeletter with a frown.

“Oh, hours perhaps,” was the sputtering reply. “Would suggest going by Molesey Bridge, sir. Best way now.”

“Is it much out?”

“The turning is half a mile back. From there it is no further than this way.”

“And you know the way perfectly?”

The driver nodded. “Perfectly, sir.”

“Very well; go on. We have plenty of time yet, but you might get a few more miles out of her, if you think you can.”

The driver jumped up to his seat, the horn gave its bull-like note of warning, and gliding round the car began to head back towards Esher with the open common on either side and the pelting wind behind. It slackened for a moment at the fork in the high-road, turned to the right, and then began to draw away northward with an increased speed that showed the driver to be capable of rising to his instructions.

“It is fortunate that the inspector is not a motoring man,” thought Salt to himself with an inward smile. “This is very much too good.” But the inspector only noticed that with the increased speed the car seemed to run more smoothly, and even then he had no means of judging what the increase had become. The man whose car it was knew that a very different explanation than mere speed lay behind the sudden change that made the motion now sheer luxury. He knew with absolute conviction what had happened, and he would have known without any further evidence that the driver who now had his hand upon the wheel was a thousand miles ahead of constable-chauffeur Murphy in motor-craft.

It was not the first suggestion of some friendly influence at work that had stirred his mind. The incident of the stranded waggon across the road by Ripley was little in itself. Even when they were a second time delayed by the fallen tree a few miles further on nothing but an unreasoning hope could have called it more than coincidence. But with the third episode a matured plan began to loom through the meaningless delays. Oil was here, and where there was oil in England at that day the hand of the Unity League might be traced not far away. In his mind’s eye Salt ran over half a dozen miles of the Portsmouth road. As far as he could remember, if it was intended to block the road there was scarcely a more suitable spot than the long railway bridge to be found between Esher and Kingston, and, followed the thought, if it was intended to force Moeletter to accept the bridge at Molesey, no point in all the high-road south of the fork would have served.

The three accidents had taken place each at the exact point where it would best serve its purpose.

Salt did not even glance at the driver when he returned from the fire. He leaned back in his seat in simple enjoyment, and Inspector Moeletter thought from his appearance that he was going to sleep.

There was little to be gained by looking out, apart from the policy of unconcern. The huge white motor-car that was waiting in the cross-road by Esher station had its head-lights masked, and in the snow-storm and the night it could not have been seen ten yards away. The driver of the green car sounded his horn for the road as he swept by, and ten seconds later the white car glided out from its place of concealment like a ghostly mastodon, and, baring its dazzling lamps, began to thrash along the road in the other’s wake.

What would be their route when they had crossed the bridge? That was Salt’s constant thought now, not because he was troubled by the chances, but because it was the next point in the unknown plan that would serve to guide him. He had not long to wait under the dexterous pilotage of the unknown hand outside. The flat, straight road became a tortuous village street, the lights of the Molesey shops and inns splashed in splintering blurs across the streaming windows, an iron bridge shook and rumbled beneath their wheels, and they were in Middlesex.

The horn brayed out a continuous warning note, the car swung off to the left, and Salt, with his eyes closed, knew exactly what had been arranged.

But there was yet Inspector Moeletter to be reckoned with. He was ignorant of the roads, but he had a well-developed gift of location, and the abrupt turn to the left when he had seen what appeared to be a broad high-road leading straight on from Molesey Bridge, gave him a moment’s thought. He turned to the speaking-tube.

“Are you sure that this is right, Murphy?” he asked sharply. “Kingston must lie away on the right.”

“We go through Hampton this way, sir, and into the Kingston road at Twickenham,” came the chattering reply in a half-frozen voice. “It is just as near, and we don’t meet the wind.”

It was quite true, although the inspector might not know it, but the ready explanation seemed to satisfy him. Another circumstance would have set his mind at rest. At Hampton the route took them equally to the right. Salt did not know the road intimately, but he knew that if his surmise was correct, they must very soon draw away to the left again. What would happen then? For three or four miles they would run between hedges and encounter nothing more urban than a scattered hamlet. Twickenham they would never see that night. Inspector Moeletter was far from being unsophisticated, and his suspicion had already once, apparently, been touched. How would the race end?

The car slowed down for a moment, but so smoothly that it was almost imperceptible, and with a clanging bell an electric tram swung into their vision and out again. Salt was taking note of every trifle in this enthralling game. Why, he asked himself, had so expert a driver slackened speed with plenty of room to pass? He saw a possible explanation. They had been meeting and overtaking trams at intervals all the way from Molesey Bridge. In another minute they would have left the high-road and the tram route, and the driver wished to hide the fact from Moeletter as long as possible. He had therefore waited to meet this tram so that the inspector might unconsciously carry in his mind the evidence of their presence to the last possible point.

They were no longer on the high-road; they had glided off somewhere without a warning note or any indication of speed or motion to betray the turn they had taken. The houses were becoming sparser, fields intervened, with here and there a strung-out colony of cottages. Soon even the scattered buildings ceased, or appeared so rarely that they only dotted long stretches of country lanes, and at every yard they trembled on the verge of detection. Nothing but the glare of light inside the vehicle and the storm and darkness beyond could have hid for a moment from even the least suspicious of men the fact that they were no longer travelling even the most secluded of suburban high-roads. And now, as if aware that the deception could not be maintained much longer, the driver began to increase the speed at every open stretch. Again nothing but his inspired skill and the perfectly-balanced excellence of the car could disguise the fact that they flew along the level road; while among the narrow winding lanes they rushed at a headlong pace, shooting down declines and breasting little hills without a pause. The horn boomed its warning every second, and from behind came the answering note of the long white motor. It had crept nearer and nearer since they left the high-road, and its brilliant head-lights now lit up the way as far as the pilot car. Little chance for Moeletter to convoy his prisoner out of those deserted lanes whatever happened now!

What means, what desperate means, he might have taken in a gallant attempt to retrieve the position if he had suspected treachery just a minute before he did, one may speculate but never know.

As it was, the uneasy instinct that everything was not right awoke too late for him to make the stand. It was less than ten minutes after meeting the last tram that he peered out into the night doubtfully, but in those ten minutes the green car had all but won its journey’s end.

“Murphy,” he cried imperiously, with his mouth to the tube and a startled eye on Salt, “tell me immediately where we are.”

“A minute, sir,” came the hasty answer, as the driver bent forward to verify some landmark. “This brake —— 

“Stop this instant!” roared the inspector, rising to his feet in rage and with a terrible foreboding.

There was a muffled rattle as they shot over a snow-laden bridge, a curious sense of passing into a new atmosphere, and then with easy precision the car drew round and stopped dead before the open double doors of its own house. No one spoke for a moment. There was another muffled roar outside, the sound of heavy iron doors clashing together, and the great white car reproduced their curve and drew up by their side.

From the driver’s seat of the green car the Hon. Bruce Wycombe, son and heir of old Viscount Chiltern and the most skilful motorist in Europe, climbed painfully down, and, pulling off his head-gear, opened the door of the car with a bow that would have been more graceful if he had been less frozen.

“Welcome to Hanwood after your long journey, Inspector Moeletter!” he exclaimed most affably.


CHAPTER XVIII

THE MUSIC AND THE DANCE
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ALONG THE GREAT west road, ten thousand Monmouth colliers were streaming towards London, in every stage of famine and discomfort. What they intended to do when they reached the Capital they had no clearer idea than had the fifteen thousand Midlanders at Barnet. All they knew was that they were starving at home, and they could be no worse off in London. Also in London there was to be found the Government, the Government that had betrayed them.

The conception of the march had been wild, the execution was lamentable. The leaders might have taken Napoleon’s descent on Moscow as their model. Ten hand-carts exhausted their commissariat. They were to live on the land they passed through; but the land was agricultural and poor, the populace regarded the Monmouth colliers as foreigners, and the response was scanty. Only one circumstance saved the march from becoming a tragedy of hundreds instead of merely, as it was, a tragedy of scores.

The men were being fed from London. By whom, and why, not even their leaders knew, but each night a railway truck full of provisions was awaiting their arrival at a station on their route, and each day the men’s leader-in-chief was informed where the next supply would be. It influenced them to continue their journey pacifically when they must otherwise, sooner or later, have abandoned all restraint and marched through anarchy. It enabled them to reach London. It added another element to the Government’s distraction in their day of reckoning. It was a Detail.

But at Windsor there were no provisions waiting. No one knew why. The station authorities had nothing to suggest. After a week’s regular supply the leaders had come to expect their daily truck-load, had come to rely implicitly upon it, and had made no other arrangements. They conferred together anxiously; it was all there was for them to do. Windsor was not sympathetic towards them. They had not expected it to be, but they had expected to be independent of Windsor’s friendship. Two thousand special constables escorted them in and shepherded them assiduously. Otherwise there might have been disturbances, for a Castle guard comprised the extent of Windsor’s military resources then. As it was, the miners reached the Royal Borough hungry, and left it famished. A rumour spread along the ranks as they set out that an unfortunate mistake had been made, but that supplies would be awaiting them in Hyde Park.

If that was a detail, as it might well have been, it was not wholly successful. The men were hungry and dispirited, but London was not their immediate goal. For weeks they had been telling the vacillating Cabinet what ought to be done with the oil at Hanwood, and as they set out they had boasted to their brothers across the Rhymney that before they returned they would show them how to fire a beacon that would singe the hair of five million Leaguers. Midway between Windsor and London they proceeded to turn off from the highway under the direction of their leaders, and debouching from the narrow lanes on to the fields beyond, they began to advance across the country in a straggling, far-flung wave.

On the previous day both the Home Office and the War Office had received applications for protection from the Company at Hanwood, backed by evidence which left no possible doubt that the Monmouth unemployed contemplated an organised attack on the oil store. The two departments replied distantly, that in view of the existing conditions within the Metropolis and the forces at their disposal, it was impossible to despatch either troops or constabulary to protect private property in isolated districts. Hanwood acknowledged these replies, and gave notice with equal punctilio that they would take the best means within their power for safeguarding their interests, and at the same time formally notified the Government that they held them responsible, through their failure to carry out the obligations of their office, for all the developments that the situation might lead to — an exchange of civilities which in private life is sometimes attained much more simply by two disputants consigning each other to the society of the Prince of Darkness in four words.

Whatever there might be behind the intimation, there was little to indicate it at dusk that afternoon. The stranger or the native passing along Miss Lisle’s secluded lane would have noticed only two circumstances to suggest anything unusual in the air.

A few hundred feet above the trees within the wall, a box-kite was straining at its rope in the rising gale. From the basket car a man watched every movement of the countryside through his field-glasses, and conversed from time to time through a telephone with the kite section down below. A second wire ran from the field telephone to a room of the offices where Salt was engaged with half a dozen of the chiefs of the Council of the League. Sir John Hampden was not present. He was remaining in London to afford the Government every facility for negotiating a settlement whenever they might desire it.

In the lane, a group of men with tickets in their hats were loitering about the bridge. They comprised a Peaceful Picket within the meaning of the Act. They had been there since daybreak, and so far no one had shown any wish to dispute their position.

The war-kite and the picket in the lane were the “eyes” of the opposing belligerents.

The League had nothing to gain by submitting the issue to the arbitrament of lead and fire. No one had anything to gain by it, but after a bout at fisticuffs a defeated child will sometimes pick up a dangerous stone and fling it. The League had accepted the challenge of those who marched beneath the red banner for war on constitutional lines. Some of those who marched beneath the red banner were now disposed to try the effect of beating their ploughshares into swords, and however much the League might have preferred them to keep to their bargain, the most effective retort was to turn their own pacific sickles into bayonets.

In the staff room Salt was addressing his associates — half military, half political — who now represented the innermost Council of the League. Some of them had been members of former Ministries, others soldiers who had worn the insignia of generals, but they rendered to this unknown man among them an unquestioning allegiance, because of what he had already done, because he inspired them with absolute reliance in what he would yet succeed in doing, and, not least, because he had the air that fitted the position.

“More than two years ago,” he was saying, “the first draft of the formation and operations of the League contained a section much to the following effect:

“‘It is an essential feature of the plan that the League should work on constitutional lines from beginning to end and in contemplation of bringing about the desired reforms without firing a solitary shot or violating a single law.

“‘Nevertheless, it is inevitable that when the position becomes acute civil disorders will arise out of the involved situation, and demonstrations of the affected people will threaten the Government of the day on the one hand and the proposed League on the other.

“‘In these circumstances it will be prudent to contemplate, as a last phase of the struggle, an organised military attack on the property of the League, masked under the form of a popular riot, but instigated or connived at by responsible authorities. I propose, therefore, to establish the League stores in a position naturally suited for defence, and to adopt such further precautions as will render them secure against ordinary attack.’

“We have now reached that closing phase of the struggle,” continued Salt. “On the evidence of this report from Sir John Hampden we may assume that within twenty-four hours our aggressive work will be over. Will our opponents, in the language of the street, ‘go quietly’?”

“It has fallen to my lot to read the Riot Act on three occasions,” said one of the company, “and I have seen disturbances in Ireland; but I have never before known an unorganised mob to surround a position completely and then to sit down to wait for night.”

“Lieutenant Vivash wishes to speak to Mr Salt personally,” said a subordinate, appearing at the door.

Salt stepped into the ante-room, and spoke through the telephone.

“Yes, Vivash,” he said to the man in the kite a quarter of a mile away. “What is it?”

“Two general service wagons with bridge-making tackle have just been brought up, and are waiting in Welland Wood,” reported Vivash. “There is a movement among the colliers over Barfold Rise. With them are about two hundred men carrying rifles. They are not in uniform, but they march.”

Salt turned to another instrument and jerked the switch rapidly from plate to plate as he distributed his orders.

“Captain Norris, strengthen the Territorials at the outer wire North.”

“Send up two star rockets to recall the motor-cycle scouts.”

“Tell Disturnal to have the searchlights in immediate readiness.”

“Fire brigade, full strength, turn out with chemical engine, and stand under earthwork cover at central tank.”

He turned again to the kite telephone to ask Vivash a detail. There was no response.

“Get on with Lieutenant Vivash as soon as you can, and let me know at once,” he said to the one who was in charge, as he returned to the staff room.

In less than a minute the operator was at the door again.

“I am afraid there is something the matter, sir,” he explained. “I can get no reply either from Lieutenant Vivash or from the kite section.”

“Ring up the despatch room. Let some one go at once to Mr Moore and return here with report.”

“Yes, sir.” He turned to go. “Here is Mr Moore,” he exclaimed, standing aside from the door.

They all read some disaster in his face as he entered.

“I am deeply sorry to say that Lieutenant Vivash has been shot.”

“Is he seriously hurt?” asked some one.

“He is dead. He was shot through the head by a marksman in Welland Wood.”

Salt broke the shocked silence.

“We have lost a brave comrade,” he said simply. “Come, General Trench, let us visit the walls.”

It was dark when they returned. Salt passed through the room, calling to his side the man with whom he had been most closely associated at Hanwood, and traversing some passages led the way up a winding staircase into the lantern of the tower. Here, under the direction of an ex-officer of Royal Engineers, two powerful searchlights were playing on every inch of doubtful ground that lay within their radius beyond the entanglement that marked the outer line of the defences.

Nothing had been seen; not a solitary invader had yet shown himself within the zone of light. The officer in charge was explaining a technical detail of the land when, without the faintest warning, a fulgent blaze of light suddenly ran along the edge of a coppice half a mile away, and a noise like the crackling of a hundred new-lit fires drifted on the wind. With the echo, a thick hedge to the east and a wood lying on the west joined in the vicious challenge. A few bullets splashed harmlessly against the steel shield that ingeniously protected the lantern.

The searchlights oscillated uncertainly from sky to earth under the shock of the surprise, and then settled down to stream unwinkingly into the eyes of the enemy, while in the double darkness the defenders hugged the earth behind the wire and began to reply with cool deliberation to the opening volleys.

There was a knock upon the door of the little lantern room, and a telescribe message was placed before Salt. It bore a sign showing that it had come over the private system which the League maintained between Hanwood and the head office. He read it through twice, and for almost the first time since he had left his youth behind, he stood in absolute indecision.

“It is necessary for me to go at once to London,” he said, turning to his companion, when he had made an irrevocable choice. “You will take command in my absence, Evelyn, under the guidance of the Council.”

“May I venture to remind you, sir, that we are completely surrounded?” said Orr-Evelyn through his blank surprise.

“I have not overlooked it. You will — —”

There was a sullen roar away in the north, a mile behind the coppice that had first spoken. Something whistled overhead, not unmelodiously, and away to the south a shell burst harmlessly among the ridges of a ploughed field. The nearer searchlight elevated its angle a fraction and centred upon a cloud of smoke that hung for a moment until the gale whirled it to disintegration. The army, like the navy, had reverted to black powder. It was Economy; and as it was not intended ever to go to war again, it scarcely mattered.

“Marsham will engage that gun from both platforms D and E. Make every effort to silence it with the least delay; it is the only real menace there is. Hold the entanglement, but not at too heavy a cost. If it should be carried —— Come to my room.”

“You have considered the possible effect of your withdrawal at this moment, Salt?” said Orr-Evelyn in a low voice, as they hastened together along the passages.

“I can leave the outcome in your hands with absolute reliance,” replied Salt. “If Hanwood is successfully held until to-morrow, it will devolve upon Sir John Hampden to dictate terms to the Government. The end is safely in sight independent of my personality.... My reputation —— !” He dismissed that phase with a shrug.

He threw open the door of his private office. A shallow mahogany case, about a foot square, locked and sealed, was sunk into the opposite wall. Salt knocked off the wax and opened the case with a key which he took off the ring and gave to Orr-Evelyn as he spoke. Inside the case were a dozen rows of little ivory studs, each engraved with a red number. Fastened to the inside of the lid was a scale map of the land lying between the outer wall and the wire fence. Every stud had its corresponding number, surrounded by a crimson circle, indicated on the plan.

“If the entanglement should be carried you will take no further risk,” continued Salt. “Captain Ford will give you the general indication of the attack from the lantern. There are two men detailed to each block of mines who will signal you the exact moment for firing each mine. Those are the numbered indicators above the box. Good-bye.”

He paused at the door; time was more than life to him, but he had an ordered thought for everything.

“If you hear no more of me, and what might be imagined really troubles you, Evelyn, you can make use of this,” he remarked, and laid the telescript he had received upon a table.

It was not the time for words, written or spoken, beyond those of the sheerest necessity. Half an hour passed before Orr-Evelyn had an opportunity of glancing through the letter that had called Salt from his post. When he had finished it he took it down, and read it aloud to the headquarter staff amidst the profoundest silence, in passionate vindication of his friend and leader. This was what they heard:

“Unity League, Trafalgar Chambers.

“The building is surrounded by mob. Seaton Street, Pantile Passage, and Pall Mall and the Haymarket, as far as I can see, densely packed with frantic men. All others in building had left earlier. I shall remain. Wires cut, and fear that you may not receive this, as other telescribe messages for help unanswered. Mob howling continuously for Sir John Hampden and Mr Salt; dare not look out again, stoned. Shall delay advance, doors and stairs, as long as possible, and burn all important League books and papers last resource.

“Good-bye all, my dear friends.

“Irene Lisle.”


CHAPTER XIX

THE “FINIS” MESSAGE
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THE STORM HAD not decreased its violence when, three minutes later, Salt stood unperceived on the broad coping outside an upper storey of the tower, and, sinking forward into the teeth of the gale, was borne upwards with rigid wings as a kite ascends.

In accordance with his instructions the two searchlights had turned their beams steadily earthward for the time, and in the absolute blackness of the upper air he could pass over the firing lines of friends and foes in comparative safety. As he rose higher and higher before turning to scud before the wind, he saw, as on a plan, the whole field of operations, just distinguishable in its masses of grey and black, with the points of interest revealing themselves by an occasional flash. Immediately beneath him, beneath him at first, but every second drawing away to the south-west as he drifted in the gale he breasted, lay Hanwood, with its three outer lines of defence. From above it seemed as though a very bright needle was every now and then thrust out from the walls into the dark night and drawn back again. On each of the platforms D and E two 4.7-inch quick-firing guns appeared to be rocking slightly in the wind. By all the indication there was of smoke or noise, or even flame, the gunners might have been standing idly behind their shields; but over the steep scarp of the little hill, a mile and a half away, shells were being planted every ten yards or so, with the methodical regularity of a farmer dropping potatoes along a furrow.

Salt might not have quite expected that there would be the necessity to fire those guns when, a year before, he had obtained for Hanwood its complement of the finest artillery that the world produced, but when the necessity did arise, there was no need for the League gunners to use black powder.

When he had reached the height he required, simply leaning against the wind, Salt moved a pinion slightly and bore heavily towards the right. It was the supreme moment for the trial of skill, as the long flight that followed it was the trial of endurance. If his nerve had failed, if a limb had lost its tension for the fraction of a second, his brain reeled amidst that tearing fury of the element, or a single ring or swivel not answered to its work, he would have been crumpled up hopelessly, beyond the chance of recovery, and flung headlong to the earth. As it was, the wind swept him round in a great half circle, but it was the wind his servant, not his master, and he turned its lusty violence to serve his ends. He caught a passing glimpse of the coppice whence the attack had first been opened; he saw beneath him the line of guns ensconced behind the hill, one already overturned and centred in confusion; and then the sweeping arc reached its limit, and he came, as it seemed, to anchor in mid-air, with the earth slipping away beneath him as the banks glide past a smoothly-moving train, and a thousand weights and forces dragging at his aching arms.

He had nothing to do but to maintain a perfect balance among the conflicting cross winds that shot in from above and below, and from north and south, and to point his course towards the glow in the sky that marked the Capital. A dozen words could express it, but it required the skill of the practised wingman, the highest development of every virile quality, and the spur of a necessity not less than life and death, to dignify the attempt above the foolhardy. Whether beyond all that the accomplishment lay within the bounds of human endurance was a further step. It would at that time have been impossible to pronounce either way with any authority, for not only had the attempt never been made, but nothing approaching the attempt had been made. A breeze that ran five miles an hour was considered enough for any purpose; to take to the air when the anemometer indicated fifteen miles an hour was not allowed at the practice grounds, and the record in this direction lay with an expert who had accomplished a straight flight in a wind that travelled a little less than thirty miles an hour. The storm on the night of the 15th of January tore across the face of the land with a general velocity of fifty or sixty miles an hour, rising at times even higher.

Under the racking agony of every straining tendon and the heady pressure of the wind, a sense of mundane unreality began to settle upon the flier. He saw the earth and its landmarks being drawn smoothly and swiftly from beneath him with the detachment of a half-conscious dream. He saw — for he remembered afterwards — the Thames lying before him like a whip flicked carelessly across the plain. A town loomed up, black and inchoate, on his right, developed into streets and terraces, and slid away into the past. It was Richmond. The river, never far away, now slipped beneath him at right angles, reappeared to hold a parallel course upon his left, and flung a horse-shoe coil two miles ahead. A colony of strange shining roofs and domes next challenged recognition. They were the conservatories at Kew, looking little more than garden frames, and they were scarcely lost to view before he was over the winding line of Brentford’s quaint old High Street, now, as it appeared, packed with a dense, moving crowd. The irresistible pounding of the gale was edging the glow of London further and further to his right. Instinctively he threw more weight into the lighter scale, and slowly and certainly the point of his destination swung round before his face again.

Thenceforward it was all town. Gunnersbury became Chiswick, Chiswick merged into Hammersmith, Kensington succeeded, in ceaseless waves of houses that ran north and south, and long vistas of roofs that stretched east and west. It was a kaleidoscope of contrasts. Scenes of saturnalian gaiety, where ant-like beings danced in mad abandonment round fires that blocked the road, or seemed to gyrate by companies in meaningless confusion, bounded districts plunged into an unnatural gloom and solitude, where for street after street neither the footstep of a wayfarer nor the light of a public lamp broke the uncanny spell. Immediately beyond, by the glare of the flambeaux which they carried, an orderly concourse might be marching eastward, and fringing on their route a garish gutter mart, where busy costermongers drove their roaring trade and frugal housewives did their marketing with less outward concern than if the crisis in the State had been a crisis in the price of butter.

The multitudinous sounds beat on his ears through the plunging gale like a babel of revelry heard between the intermittent swinging of an unlatched door. The sights in their grotesque perspective began to melt together lazily. The upper air grew very cold. The weights hung heavier every mile, the contending forces pulled more resistlessly. Strange fancies began to assail him as the brain shrank beneath the strain; doubts and despairs to gather round like dark birds of the night with hopeless foreboding in the dull measure of their funereal wings. In that moment mind and body almost failed to contend against the crushing odds; nothing but his unconquerable heart flogged on his dying limbs.

It was scarcely more than half an hour after she had written her despairing message that from her post at the head of the broad stone staircase Irene Lisle heard a noise in the garret storey above that sent her flying back to her stronghold. It was the last point from which she had expected an attack. Through the keyhole of the door behind which she had taken refuge, she saw a strangely outlined figure groping his way cumbrously down the stairs, and then, without a word or cry, but with a face whiter than the paper that had summoned him, she threw open the door to admit Salt.

He walked heavily along the corridor and turned into his own room, while she relocked the door and followed him. There was mute enquiry in her eyes, but she did not speak.

A powerful oil-stove stood upon the hearth-stone, throwing its beams across the room. He stood over it while the beaded ice melted from his hair and fell hissing on the iron. He opened his mouth, and the sound of his voice was like the thin piping of a reed. She caught a word, and began to unbuckle the frozen straps of his gear. When he was free he tried to raise his hand to a pocket of his coat, but the effort was beyond the power of the cramped limb. Irene interpreted the action, and, finding there a flask, filled the cup and held it to his lips.

She got a blue, half-frozen smile of thanks over the edge of the cup. “Ah,” he said, beginning to find his voice again, and stamping about the room, “we owe Wynchley Slocombe a monument, you and I, Miss Lisle. Now you must write a telescript for me, please; for I cannot.”

“If you will remain here, where it is warmer, I will bring the materials,” she suggested.

He thanked her and allowed her to go, watching her with thoughtful eyes that were coming back to life. She paused a moment at the top of the stairs to listen down the shaft, and then sped quickly through the smoke to the instrument room on the floor beneath.

Salt glanced round the office. On and about his desk all the books and papers that might be turned to a hostile purpose had been stacked in readiness, and by them stood the can of oil that was to ensure their complete destruction. He stepped up to the window and looked out cautiously. Every pane of glass was broken — every pane of glass in Trafalgar Chambers was broken, for that matter — but it was not easy for an unprepared mob to force an entrance. When the Unity League had taken over the whole block of building in its expansion many alterations had been carried out, and among these had been to fix railings that sprang from the street and formed an arch, not only over the basement, but over the ground floor windows also. If the shutters on the windows had been closed in time, the assailants would have been baffled at another point, but the shutters had been overlooked, and the mob, after lighting great fires in the street, was now flinging the blazing billets through the lower windows.

In a very brief minute Irene was back again with the telescribe accessories. She seated herself at a table, dipped her pen into the ink, and looked up without a word.

“Trafalgar Chambers.

“6.25 P.M.,” dictated Salt. “Most of the miners drawn off and passing through Brentford. Over Barfold Rise half battery of 18-pounders, one out of action. In Spring Coppice and Welland Wood about four companies regulars each. Reconnoitre third position assuming same proportion. Act.”

He stood considering whether there was anything more to add usefully. The sound of Irene’s agate pen tapping persistently against the table caught his ear.

“You are not very much afraid?” he asked with kindly reassurance in his voice as he looked at her hand.

“No, not now,” she replied; but as she wrote she had to still the violent trembling of her right hand with the left.

“All going well here. Send messenger Hampden with report immediately after engagement,” he concluded.

“I will try to sign it myself.” He succeeded in sprawling a recognisable “George Salt” across the paper, and after it wrote “Finis,” which happened to be the pass-word for the day.

“Your message came through; this may possibly do the same,” he remarked. He turned off the radiator as orderly as though he had reached the close of a working day, and they went out together, locking the doors behind them.

“They were attacking Hanwood when you left?” she asked with the tensest interest. They had sent off the telescript, and it seemed to Irene that they had reached the end of things.

“Yes,” he replied. “But all the same,” he added, as a fresh outburst of cries rose from the street, and the light through the shattered window attracted a renewed fusillade of missiles, “I think that we have kept our promise to let you be in the thick of it.”

She shook her head with the very faintest smile. “That seems a very long time ago. But you, how could you come? When I sent I never thought ... I never dreamed — —”

“It was possible to leave,” he said. “My work is done. Yes,” in reply to her startled glance, “it has all happened!”

“You mean —— ?” she asked eagerly.

He took a paper from his pocket-book. It was, as she saw immediately, a telescript from Sir John Hampden. It had reached him at Hanwood an hour before he left.

“I have this afternoon received a deputation of Ministerialists who have the adherence of a majority in the House without taking the Opposition into account,” she read. “The Parliamentary Representation Committees throughout the country are frantically insisting upon members accepting any terms, if we will give an undertaking that the normal balance of trade and labour shall be restored at once. The Cabinet is going to pieces every hour, and the situation can no longer either be faced or ignored by the Government. There will be a great scene in the House to-night. The deputation will see me again to-morrow morning with a formal decision. I have confidential assurances that a complete acceptance is a foregone conclusion. The arrival of the Midland colliers to-night, if not of those from Monmouth, will precipitate matters.”

Tears she could not hold back stood in her eyes as she returned to him the paper. “Then it has not been in vain,” she said softly.

“No,” he replied. “Nothing has been in vain.”

They stood silently for a minute, looking back over life. So might two shipwrecked passengers have stood on a frail raft waiting for the end, resigned but not unhopeful of a larger destiny beyond, while the elements boiled and roared around them.

“It was very weak of me to send that message,” said Irene presently; “the message that brought you. I suppose,” she added, “that it was the message that brought you?”

“Yes, thank God!” he replied.

“And if it had been impossible for you to come? If it had been an utterly critical moment in every way, what would you have done?”

He laughed a little, quietly, as he looked at her. “The question did not arise, fortunately,” he replied.

“No,” she admitted; “only I felt a little curious to know, now that everything is over. It is, isn’t it? There is nothing to be done?”

“Oh yes,” he replied with indomitable cheerfulness. “There is always something to be done.”

“A chance?” she whispered incredulously. “A chance of escape, you mean?”

“It is possible,” he said. “At least, I will go and hear what they have to say.”

“No! no!” she cried out, as a dreadful scene rose to her imagination. “You cannot understand. Don’t you hear that?... They would kill you.”

“I do not suppose that I shall find myself popular,” he said with a smile, “but I will take care. You — I think you must stay here.”

“Cannot I come with you?” she pleaded. “See, I am armed.”

He took the tiny weapon that she drew from her dress and looked at it with gentle amusement. It was a pretty thing of ivory and nickeled steel, an elaborate toy. He pressed the action and shook out the half-dozen tiny loaded caps — they were little more than that — upon his palm.

“I would rather that you did not use this upon a mob,” he said, reloading it. “It would only exasperate, without disabling. As for stopping a rush — why, I doubt if one of these would stop a determined rabbit. You have better weapons than this.”

“I suppose you are right. Only it gave me a little confidence. Then you shall keep it for a memento, if you will.”

“No; it might hold off a single assailant, I suppose. I should value this much more, if I might have it.” He touched a silk tie that she had about her neck, as he spoke; it was one that she had often worn. She held up her head for him to disengage it.

“Some day,” he said, lingering a little over the simple operation, “you will understand many things, Irene.”

“I think that I understand everything now,” she replied with a brave glance. “Everything that is worth understanding.”

He placed the folded tie in an inner pocket, and went down the stone steps without another word. The well was thick with smoke, but the fire had not yet spread beyond the lower rooms. Half-way down he encountered a barricade of light office furniture which the girl had flung across the stairs and drenched with oil. It was no obstacle in itself, but at the touch of a match it would have sprung into a conflagration that would have held the wildest mob at bay for a few precious moments. He picked his way through it, descended the remaining stairs, and unlocked the outer door. Beyond this was an iron curtain that had been lowered. A little door in it opened directly on to the half-dozen steps that led down to Seaton Street.

Salt looked through a crevice of the iron curtain, and listened long enough to learn that there was no one on the upper steps; for the upper steps, indeed, commanded no view of the windows, and the windows were the centres of all interest. Satisfied on this point, he quietly unlocked the door and stepped out.


CHAPTER XX

STOBALT OF SALAVEIRA
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TO THE MAJORITY of those who thronged Seaton Street the effect of Salt’s sudden — instantaneous, as it seemed — and unexpected appearance was to endow it with a dramatic, almost an uncanny, value. The front rows, especially those standing about the steps, fell back, and the further rows pressed forward. And because an undisciplined mob stricken by acute surprise must express its emotion outwardly — by silence if it has hitherto been noisy, and by exclamation if it has been silent — the shouts and turmoil in the street instantly dwindled away to nothing, like a breath of vapour passing from a window pane.

Salt raised his hand, and he had the tribute of unstirring silence, the silence for the moment of blank astonishment.

“My friends and enemies,” he said, in a voice that had learned self-possession from the same school that Demosthenes had practised in, “you have been calling me for some time. In a few minutes I must listen to whatever you have to say, but first there is another matter that we must arrange. I take it for granted that when you began your spirited demonstration here you had no idea that there was a lady in the building. Not being accustomed to the sterner side of politics, so formidable a display rather disconcerted her, and not knowing the invariable chivalry of English working men, she hesitated to come out before. Now, as it is dark, and the streets of London are not what they once were, I want half a dozen good stout fellows to see the lady safely to her home.”

“Be damned!” growled a voice among the mass. “What do you take us for?”

“Men,” retorted Salt incisively; “or there would be no use in asking you.”

“Yes, men, but famished, desperate, werewolf men,” cried a poor, gaunt creature clad in grotesque rags, who stood near. “Men who have seen our women starve and sink before our eyes; men who have watched our children dying by a slower, crooler death than fire. An eye for an eye, tyrant! Your League has struck at our women folk through us.”

“Then strike at ours through us!” cried Salt, stilling with the measured passion of his voice the rising murmurs of assent. “I am here to offer you a substitute. Do you think that no woman will mourn for me?” He sent his voice ringing over their heads like a prophetic knell. “The cause that must stoop to take the life of a defenceless woman is lost for ever.”

As long as he could offer them surprises he could hold the mere mob in check, but there was among the crowd an element that was not of the crowd, a chosen sprinkling who were superior to the swaying passions of the moment.

“Not good enough,” said a decently-dressed, comfortable-looking man, who had little that was famished, desperate, or wolfish in his appearance. “You’re both there, and there you shall both stay, by God! Eh, comrades?” He spoke decisively, and made a movement as though he would head a rush towards the steps.

Salt dropped one hand upon the iron door with a laugh that sounded more menacing than most men’s threats.

“Not so fast, Rorke,” he said contemptuously; “you grasp too much. Even in your unpleasant business you can practise moderation. I am here, but there is no reason on earth why I should stay. Scarcely more than half an hour ago I was at Hanwood — where, by the way, your friends are being rather badly crumpled up — and you are all quite helpless to prevent me going again.”

They guessed the means; they saw the unanswerable strength of his position, and recognised their own impotence. “Who are you, any way?” came a dozen voices.

“I am called George Salt: possibly you have heard the name before. Come, men,” he cried impatiently, “what have you to think twice about? Surely it is worth while to let a harmless girl escape to make certain of that terrible person Salt.”

There was a strangled scream in the vestibule behind. Unable to bear the suspense any longer, Irene had crept down the stairs in time to hear the last few sentences. For a minute she had stood transfixed at the horror of the position she realised; then, half-frenzied, she flung herself against Salt’s arm and tried to beat her way past to face the mob.

“You shall not!” she cried distractedly. “I will not be saved at that price. I shall throw myself out of the window, into the fire, anywhere. Yes, I’m desperate, but I know what I am saying. Come back, and let us wait together; die together, if it is to be, but I don’t go alone.”

The crowd began to surge restlessly about in waves of excited motion. The interruption, in effect, had been the worst thing that could have happened. There were in the throng many who beneath their seething passion could appreciate the nobility of Salt’s self-sacrifice; many who in the midst of their sullen enmity were wrung with admiration for Irene’s heroic spirit, but the contagion to press forward dominated all. Salt had irretrievably lost his hold upon their reason, and with that hold he saw the last straw of his most forlorn hope floating away. In another minute he must either retreat into the burning building where he might at any time find the stairs impassable with smoke, or remain to be overwhelmed by a savage rush and beaten to the ground.

“Men,” cried Irene desperately, “listen before you do something that will for ever make to-day shameful in the history of our country. Do you know whom you wish to kill? He is the greatest Englishman — —”

There were angry cries from firebrands scattered here and there among the crowd, and a movement from behind, where the new contingents hurrying down the side streets pressed most heavily, flung the nearest rows upon the lower steps. Salt’s revolver, which he had not shown before, drove them back again and gave him a moment’s grace.

“Quick!” he cried. “My offer still holds good.”

One man shouldered his way through to the front, and, seeing him, Salt allowed him to come on. He walked up the steps deliberately, with a face sad rather than revengeful, and they spoke together hurriedly under the shadow of the large-bore revolver.

“If it can be done yet, I’ll be one of the posse to see to the young lady,” said the volunteer. “I have no mind to wait for the other job that’s coming.”

“Take care of her; get her back into the hall,” replied Salt. “Gently, very gently, friend.”

Two more volunteers had their feet upon the steps, one, a butcher, reeking of the stalls, the other sleek and smug-faced, with the appearance of a prosperous artisan.

“I’ll pick my men,” cried Salt sharply, and his steady weapon emphasised his choice, one man passing on through the iron doorway, the other turning sharp from the insistent barrel to push his way back into the crowd with a bitter imprecation.

It was too much to hope that the position could be maintained. The impatient mob had only been held off momentarily from its purpose as a pack of wolves can be stayed by the fleeing traveller who throws from his sleigh article after article to entice their curiosity. Salt had nothing more to offer them. His life was already a hostage to the honour of those whom he had allowed to pass. Others were pressing on to him with vengeance-laden cries. The terrible irresistible forward surge of a soulless mob, when individuality is merged into the dull brutishness of a trampling herd, was launched.

“Capt’n Stobalt!” cried a lusty voice at his shoulder.

Salt turned instinctively. A man in sailor’s dress, with the guns and star of his grade upon his sleeve, had climbed along the arch of the railings with a sailor’s resourcefulness, and had reached his ear. Salt remembered him quite well, but he did not speak a word.

“Ah, sir, I thought that warn’t no other voice in the world, although the smoke befogged my eyes a bit. Keep back, you gutter rats!” he roared above every other sound, rising up in his commanding position and balancing himself by a stanchion of the gate; “d’ye think you know who you’re standing up before, you toggle-chested galley-sharks! Salt? Aye, he’s salt enough! ’Tis Capt’n Stobalt of the old Ulysses. Stobalt of Salaveira!”

Three years before, the moment would have found Salt cold, as cold as ice, and as unresponsive, but he had learned many things since then, and sacrificed his pride and reticence on many altars.

He saw before him a phalanx of humanity startled into one common expression of awe and incredulity; he saw the hostile wave that was to overwhelm him spend itself in a sharp recoil. By a miracle the fierce lust of triumphant savagery had died out of the starved, pathetic faces now turned eagerly to him; by a miracle the gathering roar for vengeance had sunk into an expectant hush, broken by nothing but the whispered repetition of his name on ten thousand lips. He saw in a flash a hundred details of the magic of that name; he knew that if ever in his life he must throw restraint and moderation to the winds and paint his rôle in broad and lurid colours, that moment had arrived, and at the call he took his destiny between his hands.

They saw him toss his weapon through the railings into the space beneath, marked him come to the edge of the step and stand with folded arms defenceless there before them, and the very whispers died away in breathless anticipation.

“Yes,” he cried with a passionate vehemence that held their breath and stirred their hearts, “I am Stobalt of Salaveira, the man who brought you victory when you were trembling in despair. I saved England for you then, but that was when men loved their country, and did not think it a disgraceful thing to draw a sword and die for her. What is that to you to-day, you who have been taught to forget what glory means; and what is England to you to-day, you whose leaders have sold her splendour for a higher wage?”

“No! No!” cried a thousand voices, frantic to appease the man for whose blood they had been howling scarcely a minute before. “You shall be our leader! We will follow you to death! Stobalt of Salaveira! Stobalt for ever! Stobalt of Salaveira! Stobalt and England!”

The frenzied roar of welcome, the waving hands, the hats flung high, the mingled cries caught from lip to lip went rolling up the street, kindling by a name and an imperishable memory other streets and other crowds into a tumult of mad enthusiasm. Along Pall Mall, through Trafalgar Square, into the Strand and Whitehall, north by Regent Street and the Haymarket to Piccadilly, running east and west, splitting north and south, twisting and leaping from group to group and mouth to mouth, ran the strange but stirring cry, carrying wonder and concern on its wing, but always passing with a cheer.

Seven years had passed since the day of Salaveira, and the memory of it was still enough to stir a crowd to madness. For there had been no Salaveiras since to dim its splendour. Seven years ago the name of Salaveira had brought pallor to the cheek, and the thought of what was happening there stole like an icy cramp round the heart of every Englishman. The nation had grown accustomed to accept defeat on land with the comfortable assurance that nothing could avert a final victory. Its pride was in its navy: invincible!...

The war that came had been of no one’s seeking, but it came, and the nation called upon its navy to sweep the presumptuous enemy from off the seas. Then came a pause: a rumour, doubted, disbelieved, but growing stronger every hour. The English fleets, not so well placed as they might have been, “owing to political reasons that made mobilisation inadvisable while there was still a chance of peace being maintained,” were unable to effect a junction immediately, and were falling back before the united power of the New Alliance. Hour after hour, day after day, night after night, crowds stood hopefully, doubtfully, incredulously, in front of the newspaper office windows, waiting for the news that never came. The fleets had not yet combined. The truth first leaked, then blazed: they were unable to combine! Desperately placed on the outer line they were falling back, ever falling back into a more appalling isolation. A coaling station had been abandoned just where its presence proved to have been vital; a few battleships had been dropped from the programme, and the loss of their weight in the chain just proved fatal.

Men did not linger much at Fleet Street windows then; they slunk to and fro singly a hundred times a day, read behind the empty bulletins with poignant intuition, and turned silently away. In the mourning Capital they led nightmare lives from which they could only awake to a more definite despair, and the first word of the hurrying newsboy’s raucous shout sent a sickening wave of dread to every heart. There was everything to fear, and nothing at all to hope. Could peace be made — not a glorious, but a decent, living peace? Was — was even London safe? Kind friends abroad threw back the answers in the fewest, crudest words. England would have to sue for peace on bended knees and bringing heavy tribute in her hands. London lay helpless at the mercy of the foe to seize at any moment when it suited him.

All this time Commander Stobalt, in command of the Ulysses by the vicissitudes of unexpected war and separated from his squadron on detached service, was supposed to be in Cura Bay, a thousand miles away from Salaveira, flung there with the destroyers Limpet and Dabfish by the mere backwash of the triumphant allied fleet. According to the rules of naval warfare he ought to have been a thousand miles away; according to the report of the allies’ scouts he was a thousand miles away. But miraculously one foggy night the Ulysses loomed spectrally through the shifting mist that drifted uncertainly from off the land and rammed the first leviathan that crossed her path, while the two destroyers torpedoed her next neighbour. Then, before leviathans 3 and 4 had begun to learn from each other what the matter was, the Ulysses was between them, sprinkling their decks and tops with small shell, and perforating their water-line and vital parts with large shell from a range closer than that at which any engagement had been fought out since the day when the Treasury had begun to implore the Admiralty to impress upon her admirals what a battleship really cost before they sent her into action. For the Ulysses had everything to gain and nothing but herself to lose, and when morning broke over Salaveira’s untidy bay, she had gained everything, and lost so little that even the New Alliance took no pride in mentioning it in the cross account.

It was, of course, as every naval expert could have demonstrated on the war-game board, an impossible thing to do. Steam, searchlights, wireless telegraphy, quick-firing guns, and a hundred other innovations had effaced the man; and the spirit of the Elizabethan age was at a discount. What Drake would have done, or Hawkins, what would have been a sweet and pleasing adventure to Sir Richard Grenville, or another Santa Cruz to Blake, would have been in their heirs unmitigated suicide by the verdict of any orthodox court martial. Largely imbued with the Elizabethan spirit — the genius of ensuring everything that was possible, and then throwing into the scale a splendid belief in much that seemed impossible — Stobalt succeeded in doing what perhaps no one else would have succeeded in doing, merely because perhaps no one else would have tried.

“Stobalt of Salaveira! Come down and lead us!” The wild enthusiasm, the strange unusual cries, went echoing to the sky and reverberating down every street and byway. Behind barred doors men listened to the shout, and wondered; crouching in alleys, tramping the road with no further hope in life, beggars and out-casts heard the name and dimly associated it with something pleasant in the past. It met the force of special constables hastening from the west; it fell on the ears of Mr Strummery, driving by unfrequented ways towards the House. “Stobalt and England! Stobalt for us! Stobalt and the Navy!” It was like another Salaveira night with Stobalt there among them — the man who was too modest to be fêted, the man whose very features were unknown at home, Stobalt of Salaveira!

Imagine it. Measure by the fading but not yet quite forgotten memory of another time of direful humiliation and despair what Salaveira must have been. They had passed a week of fervent exaltation, a week of calm assurance, a week of rather tremulous hope, and for the last quarter a long dumb misery that conveyed no other sense of time in later years than that of formless night. They were waiting for the stroke of doom. Then at midnight came the sudden tumult from afar, sounding to those who listened in painful silence strangely unlike the note of defeat, the frantic, mingled shouts, the tearing feet in the road beneath, the wild bells pealing out, the guns and rockets to add to the delirium of the night, and the incredible burden of the intoxicating news: “Great Victory! Salaveira Relieved!! Utter Annihilation of the Blockading Fleet!!!”

The Philosopher might withdraw to solitude and moralise; the Friend of Humanity stand aside, pained that his countrymen should possess so much human nature, but to the great primitive emotional heart of the community the choice lay between going out and shouting and staying in and going mad. Never before in history had there been a victory that so irresistibly carried the nation off its feet. To the populace it had seemed from beginning to end to contain just those qualities of daredevilry and fortuitous ease that appeal to the imagination. They were quite mistaken; the conception had been desperate, but beyond that the details of the relief of Salaveira had been as methodical, as painstaking, and as far-seeing as those which had marked the civil campaign now drawing to a close.

That was why a famished, starving mob remembered Salaveira. They would have stoned a duke or burned a bishop with very little compunction, but Stobalt ranked among their immortals. They did not even seem to question the mystery of Salt’s identity. As the flames began to lap out of the lower windows of Trafalgar Chambers, and it became evident that their work there was done, a stalwart bodyguard ranged themselves about his person and headed the procession. Hurriedly committing Irene to the loyal sailor’s charge, Stobalt resigned himself good-humouredly to his position until he could seize an opportunity discreetly to withdraw.

Not without some form of orderliness the great concourse marched into the broader streets. Stobalt had no idea of their destination; possibly there was no preconcerted plan, but — as such things happen — a single voice raised in a pause gave the note. It did not fall on barren ground, and the next minute the countless trampling feet moved to a brisker step, and the new cry went rolling ominously ahead to add another terror to the shadowy phantasmagoria of the ill-lit streets.

“To Westminster! Down with the Government! To Westminster!”


CHAPTER XXI

THE BARGAIN OF FAMINE
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SIR JOHN HAMPDEN had not to wait until the morning to meet the deputation of Ministerialists again. Late the same evening a few men, arriving together, presented themselves at one of the barricades that closed the Mayfair street, and were at once admitted. Many of the residential west-end districts which were not thoroughfares for general traffic were stockaded in those days and maintained their street guard. The local officials protested, the inhabitants replied by instancing a few of the cases where an emergency had found the authorities powerless to extend protection, and there the matter ended. It was scarcely worth while stamping out a spark when they stood upon a volcano.

Sir John received the members in the library — a disspirited handful of men who had written their chapter of history and were now compelled to pass on the book to other scribes, as every party must. Only this party had thought that it was to be the exception.

“Events are moving faster than the clock,” apologised Cecil Brown, with a rather dreary smile. He was present as the representative of that body in the House which was not indisposed to be courteous and even conciliatory in attitude towards an opponent, while it yielded nothing of its principles: a standpoint unintelligible to most of the rank and file of the party. “Doubtless we are not unexpected, Sir John Hampden?”

“Comrade,” corrected a member who was made of sterner metal. They were there to deliver up their rifles, but this stalwart soldier of Equality clung tenaciously to an empty cartridge case.

“I am no less desirous than yourselves of coming to a settlement,” replied Sir John. “If there is still any matter of detail —— ?”

The plenipotentiaries exchanged glances of some embarrassment.

“Have you not heard?” asked Mr Soans, whose voice was the voice of the dockyard labourers.

“I can scarcely say until I know what you refer to,” was the plausible reply. “I have found that all communication has been cut during the last few hours.” He lightly indicated the instruments against the wall.

They all looked towards Cecil Brown, the matter being rather an unpleasant one.

“The fact is, the House has been invaded by a tumultuous rabble. They overcame all resistance by the mere force of numbers, and” — he could not think of a less ominous phrase at the moment— “well, simply turned us out.... Quite Cromwellian proceedings. We left them passing very large and comprehensive resolutions,” he concluded.

“Your people!” said the uncompromising man accusingly.

“Scarcely,” protested Hampden with a smile. “The ends may be the ends of Esau, but the means — —”

“Not our people; they couldn’t possibly be ours to come and turn on us like that.”

“Suppose we say, without defining them further,” said Sir John, “that they were simply” — he paused for a second to burn the thrust gently home with a little caustic silence— “simply The People.”

Mr Vossit made a gesture of impatience towards his colleague.

“Whether Queen Anne, died of gout or apoplexy isn’t very material now,” he said with a touch of bitterness. “We are here to conduct the funeral.”

“I wish to meet you in every possible way I can,” interposed Hampden, “but I must point out to you that at so short a notice I am deprived of the counsel of any of my associates. I had hoped that by the time of the meeting to-morrow morning — —”

“Is that necessary if the Memorandum is accepted by the Government?”

“Without discussion?”

Mr Vossit shrugged his shoulders. “As far as I am concerned, Sir John. The concession of a word or two, or a phrase here and there, can make no difference. It is our Sedan, and the heavier you make the terms, the more there will be for us to remember it by.”

“I am content,” subscribed Mr Guppling. “We have been surprised and routed, not by the legitimate tactics of party strife, but by methods undistinguishable from those of civil war.”

Hampden’s glance was raised mechanically to an inscribed panel that hung upon the wall in easy view, where it formed a curious decoration. The ground colour was dull black, and on it in white lettering was set forth a trenchant sentiment selected from the public utterances of every prominent member of the Government and labelled with his name. It was a vindication and a spur that he had kept before his eyes through the years of ceaseless preparation, for in each extract one word was picked out in the startling contrast of an almost blinding crimson, and that one word was WAR. Even Sir John’s enemies, those who called Salt a machine of blood and iron, admitted him to be a kindly gentleman, and his glance had been involuntary, for he had no desire to emphasise defeat upon the vanquished. The thing was done, however, and following the look every man who sat there met his own flamboyant challenge from the past; for all, without exception, had thrown down the gauntlet once in no uncertain form. War — but that had meant them waging war against another when it was quite convenient for them to do so, not another waging war against themselves out of season. War — but certainly not war that turned them out of office, only war that turned their opponents out of office.

The rather strained silence was broken by the sound of footsteps approaching from the hall.

“We are still short of the Home Secretary and Comrade Tirrel,” explained Mr Chadwing to the master of the house. “We divided forces. They were driving I understand. Perhaps — —”

It was. They came in slowly, for the Home Secretary faltered in his gait and had a hunted look, while Tirrel led him by the arm. Both carried traces of disorder, even of conflict.

“Oh yes; they held us up,” said Tirrel with a savage laugh, as his colleagues gathered round. “He was recognised in Piccadilly by a crowd of those ungrateful dogs from the pits. I shouted to the cabman to drive through them at a gallop, but the cur jumped off his seat howling that he was their friend. I was just able to get the reins; we bumped a bit, but didn’t upset, fortunately. I left the cab at the corner of the street, here.” He turned his back on the Home Secretary, who sat huddled in a chair, and, facing the others, made a quick gesture indicating that Mr Tubes was unwell and had better be left alone.

“I brought him here, Sir John,” he said, crossing over to the baronet and speaking in a half-whisper, “because I really did not know where else to take him. For some reason he appears to be almost execrated just now. His house in Kilburn will be marked and watched, I am afraid. And in that respect I daresay we are all in the same boat.”

“He appears to be ill,” said Hampden, rising. “I will — —”

“Please don’t,” interrupted Tirrel decisively. “Any kind of attention distresses him, I find. It is a collapse. He has been shaken for some time past, and the attack to-night was the climax. His nerve is completely gone.”

“As far as his safety is concerned,” suggested the host with an expression of compassion, “I think that we can ensure that here against any irregular force. And certainly it would be the last place in which they would think of looking for him. For the night, at least, you had better leave him in our charge.”

“Thank you,” said Tirrel; “it is very good of you. I will. Of course,” he added, as he turned away, “we shall have to assume his acquiescence to any arrangement we may reach. Unofficially I can guarantee it.”

They seated themselves round the large table, Sir John and his private secretary occupying one end, the plenipotentiaries ranging around the other three sides. As they took their places Mr Drugget and another member were announced. They did not appear to have been expected, but they found seats among their colleagues. The Home Secretary sat apart, cowering in an easy-chair, and stretching out his hands timorously from time to time to meet the radiant heat of the great oil stove.

The composition of the meeting was not quite the same as that of the deputation which had paved the way to it earlier in the day. It was more official, for the action of the deputation had forced the hand of the Cabinet — to the relief of the majority of that body, it was whispered. But there was one notable Minister absent.

“I represent the Premier,” announced Mr Drugget, rising. “If his attendance in person can be dispensed with, he begged to be excused.”

“I offer no objection,” replied Hampden. “If in the exceptional circumstances the Prime Minister should desire to see me privately, I will meet him elsewhere.”

“The Premier is indisposed, I regret to say.”

“In that case I would wait upon him at his own house, should he desire it,” proffered Sir John.

“I will convey to him your offer,” replied Mr Drugget. “In the meantime I am authorised to subscribe Mr Strummery’s acquiescence to the terms, subject to one modification.”

“One word first, please,” interposed Sir John. “I must repeat what I had already said before you arrived. I am unable just now to consult my colleagues, in concert with whom the Memorandum was drafted. If it is necessary to refer back on any important detail — —”

Mr Tubes half rose from his chair with a pitiable look of terror in his eyes and gave a low cry as a turbulent murmur from some distant street reached his ears.

“It’s all right, comrade,” said Cecil Brown reassuringly. “You’re safe enough here, Jim.”

“Aye, aye,” whispered Tubes fearfully; “but did you hear that shout?— ‘To the lamp-post!’ They fling it at me from every crowd. It haunts me. That is what I — I — yes, that is what I fear.”

“No good arguing,” muttered Tirrel across the table. “Leave him to himself; there’s nothing else to be done just now.”

“I can at least express the Premier’s views” resumed Mr Drugget. “He would prefer the Bill for Amending the Franchise to be brought forward as a private Bill by a member of the Opposition rather than make it a Government measure. The Government would grant special facilities, and not oppose it. The Premier would advise a dissolution immediately the Bill passed.”

There was a knock at the library door. The secretary attended to it with easy discretion, and for a minute was engaged in conversation with some one beyond.

Sir John looked at Mr Drugget in some amazement, and most of the members of his own party regarded their leader’s proxy with blank surprise.

“I was hardly prepared for so fundamental an objection being raised at this hour,” said the baronet. “It amounts, of course, to bringing an alternative proposal forward.”

“The result would be the same; I submit that it is scarcely more than a matter of detail.”

“Then why press it?”

Mr Drugget’s expression seemed to convey the suggestion that he had no personal wishes at all in the matter, but felt obliged to make the best case he could for his chief.

“The Premier not unnaturally desires that the real authors of so retrogressive and tyrannical an Act should be saddled with the nominal as well as the actual responsibility,” he replied. “Possibly he fears that in some remote future the circumstances will be forgotten, and his name be handed down as that of a traitor.”

The private secretary took the opportunity of the sympathetic murmur which this attitude evoked to exchange a sentence with Sir John. Then he turned to the door and beckoned to the man who stood outside.

“I must ask your indulgence towards a short interruption, gentlemen,” said Hampden, as a cyclist, in grey uniform, entered and handed him a despatch. “It is possible that some of my friends may even now be on their way to join me.”

They all regarded the messenger with a momentary curious interest; all except two among them. Over Mr Drugget and the comrade who had arrived with him the incident seemed to exercise an absorbing fascination. After a single, it almost seemed a startled, glance at the soldier-cyclist, their eyes met in a mutual impulse, and then instantly turned again to fix on Hampden’s face half-stealthily, but as tensely as though they would tear the secret from behind his unemotional expression.

“It’s all very well, Drugget — in justice,” anxiously murmured Mr Vossit across the table, “but, as things are, we’ve got to be quick, and accept considerably less than justice. For Heaven’s sake, don’t prolong the agony, after to-day’s experience.”

“If you hang on to that,” warned Mr Guppling, “you will only end in putting off till to-morrow not a whit better terms than you can make to-night.”

“Wait, wait, wait, wait, wait,” muttered Mr Drugget impatiently, not withdrawing his fascinated gaze.

In the silence of the room they again heard the crescive ululation of the street, distant still, but sounding louder than before to their strained imagination, and terrible in its suggestion of overwhelming, unappeasable menace. Mr Tubes started uneasily in his chair.

“Will that wait?” demanded Mr Guppling with some passion.

“A very little time longer; your coming here to-night has thrown us out,” pleaded Mr Drugget’s companion, in a more conciliatory whisper. “To-morrow morning, a few hours, an hour — perhaps even — —”

The messenger had been dismissed without an answer. Looking up with sudden directness, Hampden caught one man’s eyes fixed on him with a furtive intensity that betrayed his hopes and fears.

“The attack on Hanwood has completely failed,” quietly announced Sir John, holding the startled gaze relentlessly. “The guns have been captured and brought in. The troops have been surrounded, disarmed, and dispersed, with the exception of those of the higher rank who are detained. There have, unfortunately, been casualties on both sides.”

“I — I — I — Why do you address yourself to me, Sir John?” stammered the disconcerted man, turning very white, and exhibiting every painful sign of guilt and apprehension.

“Are we to understand that your property at Hanwood has been attacked by an armed force of regulars?” asked one with sincere incredulity, as Hampden remained silent.

“It is unhappily true.”

“And defended by an evidently superior force of armed men, unlawfully assembled there,” retorted a militant comrade defiantly.

“In view of the strained position to which the circumstances must give rise, I will take the responsibility of withdrawing the Premier’s one objection to the Memorandum as it stands,” announced Mr Drugget with dry lips.

“In that case I will ask Mr Lloyd to read the terms of the agreement formally before we append our signatures,” said Hampden, without offering any further comment.

A printed copy of the Articles was passed to each delegate; on the table before Sir John lay the engrossed form in duplicate. From one of these the secretary proceeded to read the terms of the agreement, which was frankly recognised on both sides as the death-warrant of socialistic ascendency in England.

From the Government the League required only one thing: the immediate passing of “A Bill to amend the Qualifications of Voters in Parliamentary Elections,” to be followed by a dissolution and its inevitable consequence, a general election. But of the result of that election no one need cherish any illusions, for it would be decided according to the new qualification; and shorn of its parliamentary phraseology, the new Act was to sweep away the existing adult suffrage, and, broadly, substitute for it a £10 occupation qualification, with, still worse, a plurality of voting power in multiples of £10, according to the rateable value of the premises occupied. It was wholly immoral according to the democratic tendency of the preceding age, but it was wholly necessary according to the situation which had resulted from it.

A genial Autocrat, Professor, and Poet has set forth in one of his works, for the sake of the warning it conveys, the story of a little boy who, on coming into the possession of a nice silver watch, and examining it closely, discovered among the works “a confounded little hair entangled round the balance-wheel.” Of course his first care was to remove this palpable obstruction, with the result that the watch accomplished the work of twenty-four hours in an insignificant fraction of a second, and then refused to have anything more to do with practical chronometry. On coming into possession of their new toy the Socialists had discovered many “confounded little hairs” wrapped away among the works of that elaborate piece of machinery, the English Constitution, all obviously impeding its free working. Recklessly, even gaily, they had pulled them out one after another, cut them across the middle and left pieces hanging if they could not find the ends, dragged out lengths anyhow. For a time the effect had been dazzlingly pyro-technical when seen from below. The Constitution had gone very, very, very fast; it had covered centuries in a few years; and as it went it got faster. But unfortunately it had stopped suddenly. And every one saw that while it remained in the hands of its nominal masters it would never go again.

Had the times been less critical some other means of effecting the same end might have been found. But although it was scarcely more than whispered yet, for four hours England had been involved in actual, deadly, civil war; and water once spilled is hard to gather up. Under ordinary circumstances the expedient of disenfranchising a party would have proved unpopular even with the bitterest among that party’s enemies. As it was, it was simply accepted as the necessary counterstroke to their own policy of aggression.

“If the ‘most business-like Government of modern times’ can instance a single business where eleven shareholders to the amount of a sovereign apiece can come in and outvote ten shareholders who have each a stake of a thousand pounds in the concern, and then proceed to wreck it,” was a remark typical of the view people took, “then — why, then the record of the Government will lose its distinction as an absolutely unique blend of fatuous imbecility and ramping injustice, that’s all.”

So there was to be a general election very soon in which the issue would lie between the League party and the shattered, shipwrecked Administration that had no leaders, no coherence, and scarcely a name to rally to. It was estimated that Labour of one complexion or another might hold between thirty and forty seats, if the working classes cared to support representatives after the Payment of Members Act had been repealed. It was computed that in more than four hundred constituencies League candidates would be returned unopposed. There could be no denying that our countrymen of 1918 (circa) lived through an interesting period of their country’s history. The League party would go to the poll with no pledges, and their policy for the present was summed up in the single phrase, “As in 1905.” It was to be the cleanest of slates.

“How soon can the Bill become law under the most expeditious handling?” Hampden had asked of those who formed the earlier deputation, and the answer had been, “Three days!” Solely from the “business” point of view it was magnificent, and it was certainly convenient as matters stood. In three more days a general election could be in full swing, waged, in the emergency, on the existing register supplemented by the books of the local authorities and the voters’ receipts for rates or taxes. In a single day it could be over. Within a week England would have experienced a change in her affairs as far-reaching as the Conquest or the Restoration.

Mr Lloyd, to return to Sir John Hampden’s library, read the first article to the breathless assembly. It had been tacitly agreed that the time had come when the conditions must be accepted without discussion; but when the fateful clause was finished a deep groan, not in empty hostile demonstration, but irresistibly torn from the unfeigned depths of their emotion, escaped many of the Ministers. Boabdil el Chico’s sigh, when he reached the point where the towers and minarets of Granada were lost to him for ever, was not more sincere or heart-racked. Even Sir John could not have claimed that he felt unmoved.

The secretary read on. The League entered into certain undertakings. It guaranteed that the normal conditions of the home coal trade should be restored, and the men called back to the pits by an immediate order for ten million tons. Temporary relief work of various kinds would be instituted at once to meet the distress. The Unemployed Grant would be reopened for nine weeks to carry over the winter; for three weeks fully, for three weeks at the rate of two-thirds, and for the last period reduced to one-third. The colliers in London would be carried back to their own districts as fast as the railways could get out the trains.

There were many other points of detail, and they all had a common aim — the obliteration of the immediate past and the restoration of that public confidence which in a country possessing natural resources is the foundation stone of national prosperity. Already there were facts for the present and portents for the future. Men of influence and position, who had been driven out of England by the terrible atmosphere of political squalor cast over an Empire by a Government that had learned to think municipally, were even now beginning to return; and that most responsive seismograph which faithfully reflected every change in the world’s condition for good or ill predicted better times. In other words, consols had risen in three months from 54-1/2 to 68 and the bulk of the buying was said to be for investment.

“If it is not trenching on the forbidden ground, I should like to ask for an assurance on one point,” said a member with a dash of acrimony. The secretary had finished his task, and then for perhaps ten seconds they had sat in silence, speculating half unconsciously upon the future, as each dimly saw it, that lay beyond the momentous step they were about to take. “I refer to the question of coal export. It is, of course, a more important outlet than the domestic home consumption. Is the League in a position to guarantee that the taxation will be rescinded without delay?”

“I think it would be a very unwarrantable presumption for us to assume that any one outside the governments of the countries interested possesses that influence, and that it would be a very undesirable, a very undiplomatic, proceeding to hint at the possibility of any such concession in the document I have before me,” replied Sir John suavely. “Beyond that, I would add that it will be manifestly to the interest of the next government to restore the bulk of foreign trade to a normal level; and that should the League party find itself in office, it will certainly make representations through the usual channels.”

“Quite like old times,” said Mr Soans dryly. “I suppose that we shall have to be content with that. Let us hope that it will prove a true saying that those who hide can find.”

He picked up a pen as he finished speaking, signed the paper that had been passed to him first by reason of his position at the table, and thrust it vehemently from him to his neighbour. Mr Chadwing held up his pen to the light to make sure that it contained no obstruction on so important an occasion, signed his name with clerkly precision, and then carefully wiped his pen on the lining of his coat. Cecil Brown looked down with the faint smile that covered his saddest moments as he added the slender strokes of his signature, and Tirrel dashed off the ink-laden characters of his with tightened lips and a sombre frown. Consciously or unconsciously every man betrayed some touch of character in that act. Mr Vossit made a wry grimace as he passed the paper on; and Mr Guppling, with an eye on a possible line in Fame’s calendar, snapped his traitorous pen in two and cast the pieces dramatically to the ground.

When the last signature had been written, some of the members stood up to take their leave at once, but Hampden and Tirrel made a simultaneous motion to detain them. The master of the house gave way to his guest.

“I am not up to cry over spilled milk,” said Tirrel with his customary bluntness. “What is done, is done. We shall carry out the terms, Sir John Hampden, and you and your party will be in office in a week. But you are not merely taking over the administration of a constitution: you are taking over a defeated country. I ask you, as the head of your party and the future Premier, to do one thing, and I ask it entirely on my own initiative, and without the suggestion or even the knowledge of my friends or colleagues. Let your first act be to publish a general amnesty. It does not touch me.... But there have been things on both sides. You may perhaps know my views; I would have crushed your League by strong means when it was possible if I had had my way. None the less, there is not the most shadowy charge that could hang over me to-day, and for that reason it is permissible for me to put in this petition. The nation is shattered, torn, helpless. Do not look too closely into the past ... pacify.”

“The question has not arisen between my associates and myself, but I do not imagine that we should hold conflicting views, and I may say that for my part I enter cordially into the spirit of the suggestion,” replied Hampden frankly. “Anything irregular that could come within the meaning of political action in its widest sense I should be favourable towards making the object of a general pardon.... While we are together, I will go a step further, and on this point I have the expressed agreement of my friends. You, sir, have assumed without any reserve that our party will be returned to office. I accept that assumption. You have also compared our work to the pacification of a conquered nation. That also may be largely admitted. We shall be less a political party returned to power by the even chances of a keenly-fought election, and checked by an alert opposition, than a social autocracy imposing our wishes — as we believe for the public good — on the country. For twenty years, as I forecast the future, there will be no effective opposition. Yet a great deal of our work will have reference to the class whom the opposition would represent, the class upon whose wise and statesmanlike pacification the tranquillity, and largely the prosperity, of the country, will depend.”

Some few began to catch the drift of Hampden’s meaning, and those who did all glanced instinctively towards Cecil Brown.

“You have used, and I have accepted, the comparison of a conquered nation,” continued Sir John. “When a country has been forcibly occupied the work of pacification is one of the first taken in hand by a prudent conqueror. There is usually a Board or Committee of Conciliation, and in that body are to be found some of the foremost of those who resisted invasion while resistance seemed availing.... It would be analogous to that, in my opinion, if a supporter of the present Government was offered and accepted a position in the next. There would be no suggestion — there would be no possibility — of his being in accord with the Cabinet in its general policy. He would be there as an expert to render service to both parties in the work of healing the scars of conflict. If the proposal appears to be exceptional and the position untenable at first sight, it is only because the prosaic parliamentary machinery of normal times has by a miracle been preserved into times that are abnormal.”

There was an infection of low laughter, amused, sardonic, some good-natured and a little ill-natured, and a few cries of “Cecil Brown!” in a subdued key.

“The moment seemed a favourable one for laying the proposal before the members of the Government,” went on Hampden, unmoved, “though, of course, I do not expect an answer now. On the assumption that we are returned to power, it is our intention to create a new department to exist as long as the conditions require it, and certainly as long as the next Parliament. Its work will be largely conciliation, and it will deal with the disorganisation of labour. In the same confidential spirit with which you have spoken of the future without reserve, I may say that should I be called upon to form a Ministry, I shall — and I have the definite acquiescence of my colleagues — offer the Presidentship of the Board to Mr Cecil Brown ... the office of Parliamentary Secretary to Mr Tirrel.”

If Hampden had wished to surprise, he certainly succeeded. The open laugh that greeted the first name was cut off as suddenly and completely as the light is cut off when the gas-tap is turned, by the gasp that the second name evoked. To many among them the offer had been the merest party move; Cecil Brown’s name a foregone conclusion. The addition of Tirrel, whose rather brilliant qualities and quite fantastic sense of honour they were prone to lose sight of behind his vehement battle-front, was stupefying.

It was Tirrel who was the first to break the silence of astonishment on this occasion, not even waiting, with characteristic impetuousness, for his chief-designate to offer an opinion.

“You say that you do not want an answer now, Sir John, but you may have it, as far as I am concerned,” he cried, with the defiant air that marked his controversial passages. “From any other man of your party the proposal would have been an insult; from you it is an amiable mistake. You do not think that you can buy us with the bribe of office, but you think that there is no further party work for us to do: that Socialism in England to-day is dead. I tell you, Sir John Hampden, with the absolute conviction of an inspired truth, that it will triumph yet. You will not see it; I may not see it, but it is more likely that the hand of Time itself should fail than that the ideals to which we cling should cease to draw men on. We, who are the earliest pioneers of that untrodden path, have made many mistakes; we are paying for them now; but we have learned. Some of our mistakes have brought want and suffering to thousands of your class, but for hundreds of years your mistakes have been bringing starvation and misery to millions of our class. From your presence we go down again into the weary years of bondage, to work silently and unmarked among those depths of human misery from which our charter springs. I warn you, Sir John Hampden — for I know that the warning will be dead and forgotten before the year is out — that our reign will come again; and when the star of a new and purified Socialism arises once more on a prepared and receptive world the very forces of nature would not be strong enough to arrest its triumphant course.”

“Hear! hear!” said Mr Vossit perfunctorily, as he looked round solicitously for his hat. “Well, I suppose we may as well be going.”

Cecil Brown recalled his wistful smile from the contemplation of a future chequered with many scenes of light and shade.

“I thank you, Sir John,” he replied with a look of friendly understanding, “but I also must go down with my own party.”

“I hope that the decision in neither case will be irrevocable,” said Hampden with regret, but as he spoke he knew that the hope was vain.

They had already begun to file out of the room, with a touch here and there of that air of constraint that the party had never been quite able to shake off on ceremonial occasions. They left Mr Tubes cowering before the stove, and raising his head nervously from time to time to listen to the noises of the street.

Mr Guppling, determined that his claims should not escape the eye of Fame, paused at the door.

“When we leave this room, John Hampden,” he proclaimed in a loud and impressive voice, and throwing out his hand with an appropriate gesture, “we leave Liberty behind us, bound, gagged, and helpless, on the floor!”

“Very true, Mr Guppling,” replied Sir John good-humouredly. “We will devote our first efforts to releasing her.”

Mr Guppling smiled a bitter, cutting smile, and left the shaft to rankle. It was not until he was out in the street that a sense of the possible ambiguity of his unfortunate remark overwhelmed him with disgust.


CHAPTER XXII

“POOR ENGLAND.”
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WITH THE ACCOUNT of the signing of the dissolution terms, and a brief reference to the sweeping victory of the League party — already foreshadowed, indeed, to the point of the inevitable — the unknown chronicler, whose version of the Social War this narrative has followed, brings his annals to a close. That war being finished, and by the repudiation of their Socialistic mentors on the part of a large section of the working classes, finished by more than a mere paper treaty, the worthy scribe announces with praiseworthy restraint that there is no more to be said.

“These men,” he declares, in the quaint and archaic language of the past, — and he might surely have added “these women” also— “came not reluctantly, but in no wise ambitiously, out of the business of their own private lives to serve their country as they deemed; and that being accomplished to a successful end, would have returned, nothing loth, to more obscure affairs, having sought no personal gain beyond that which grew from public security, an equitable burden of citizenship, and a recovered pride among the nations. Albeit some must needs remain to carry on the work.”

Even the not unimportant detail of who remained to carry on the work, and in what capacities, is not recorded, but the distribution of rewards and penalties, on the lines of strict poetic justice, may be safely left to the individual reader’s sympathies, with the definite assurance that everything happened exactly as he would have it. At the length of three times as much space as would have sufficed to dispose of these points once and for all, this superexact historian goes on to set out his reasons for not doing so. He claims, in short, that his object was to portray the course of the social war, not to recount the adventures of mere individuals; and with the suggestion of a wink between his pen and paper that may raise a doubt whether he, on his side, might not be endowed with the power of casting a critical eye upon other periods than his own, he indulges in a little pleasantry at the expense of writers who, under the pretext of developing their hero’s character, begin with his parent’s childhood, and continue to the time of his grandchildren’s youth. For himself, he asserts that nothing apart from the course of the social war, its rise and progress, has been allowed to intrude, and that ended, and their work accomplished, its champions are rather heroically treated, very much as the Arabian magician’s army was disposed of until it was required again, and to all intents and purposes turned into stone just where they stood.

But from other sources it is possible to glean a little here and there of the course of subsequent events. To this patchwork record the Minneapolis Journal contributes a cartoon laden with the American satirist’s invariable wealth of detail.

A very emaciated John Bull, stretched on his bed, is just struggling back to consciousness and life. On a table by his side stands a bottle labelled “Hampden’s U. L. Mixture,” to which he owes recovery. On the walls one sees various maps which depict a remarkably Little England indeed. Some sagacious economist, in search of a strip of canvas with which to hold together a broken model of a black man, has torn off the greater part of South Africa for the purpose. Over India a spider has been left to spin a web so that scarcely any of the Empire is now to be seen. Upper Egypt is lost behind a squab of ink which an irresponsible urchin has mischievously taken the opportunity to fling. Every colony and possession shows signs of some ill-usage.

“Say, John,” “Uncle Sam,” who has looked in, is represented as saying, “you’ve had a bad touch of the ‘sleeping sickness.’ You’d better take things easy for a spell to recuperate. I’ll keep an eye on your house while you go to the seashore.”

That was to be England’s proud destiny for the next few years — to take things easy and recuperate! There is nothing else for the pale and shaken convalescent to do; but the man who has delighted in his strength feels his heart and soul rebel against the necessity. Fortunate for England that she had good friends in that direful hour. The United States, sinking those small rivalries over which cousins may strive even noisily at times in amiable contention, stretched a hand across the waters and astonished Europe by the message, “Who strikes England wantonly, strikes me”: a sentiment driven home by the diplomatic hint that for the time being the Monroe Doctrine was suspended west of Suez.

France — France who had been so chivalrously true to her own ally in that stricken giant’s day of incredible humiliation — looked across The Sleeve with troubled, anxious eyes, and whispered words of sympathy and hope. Gently, very tactfully, she offered friendship with both hands, without a tinge of the patronage or protection that she could extend; and by the living example of her own tempestuous past and gallant recovery from every blow, pointed the way to power and self-respect.

Japan, whose treaty had been thrown unceremoniously back to her many years before, now drew near again with the cheerful smile that is so mild in peace, so terrible in war. Prefacing that her own enviable position was entirely due to the enlightened virtues of her emperor, she now proposed another compact on broad and generous lines, by which England — a “high contracting Power,” as she was still magnanimously described — was spared the most fruitful cause for anxiety in the East.

“You didn’t mind allying with us when you were at the head of the nations,” said Japan. “We come to you — now. Besides, all very good business for us in the end. You build up again all right, no time.”

Japan’s authority to speak on the subject of “building up” was not to be disputed. The nations had forgotten the time, scarcely a quarter of a century before, when they had been amused by “Little Japan’s” progressive ambitions. And when Japan had taken over the “awakening” arrangements of a sister-nation on terms that gave her fifty million potential warriors to draw upon and train (warriors whom one of England’s most revered generals had characterised as “Easily led; easily fed; fearless of death”), non-amusement in some quarters gave way to positive trepidation.

The sympathetic nations spoke together, and agreed that something must be done to give “Poor England” another chance; as, in the world of commerce, friendly rivals will often gather round the man who has fallen on evil days to set him on his feet again.

So England was to have a fair field and liberty to work out her own salvation. But she was not to wake up and find that it had all been a hideous dream. Egypt had been put back to the time of the Khalifa. India had lost sixty years of pacification and progress. Ireland was a republic, at least in name, and depending largely on Commemoration Issues of postage stamps for a revenue. South Africa was for the South Africans. There were many other interesting items, but these were, as it might be expressed to a nation of shopkeepers, the leading lines.

If the worst abroad was bad enough, there was one encouraging feature at home. With the election of the new government industries began to revive, trade to improve, the money market to throw off its depression, and the natural demand for labour to increase: not gradually, but instantly, phenomenally. It was as though a dam across some great river had been removed, and with the impetus every sluggish little tributary was quickened and drawn on in new and sparkling animation. It was not necessary to argue upon it from a party point of view; it was a concrete fact that every one admitted. There was only one explanation, and it met the eye at every turn. Capital reappeared, and money began to circulate freely again. Why? There was security.

It was not the Millennium; it was the year 19 — , and a “capitalistic” government was in office; but the “masses” discovered that they were certainly not worse off than before. Working men now wore, it is true, a little less of the air of being so many presidents of South American republics when they walked about the streets; but that style had never really suited them, and they soon got out of it. The men who had come into power were not of the class who oppress. The strife of the past was being forgotten; its lessons were remembered. What was good and practical of Socialistic legislation was retained. So it came about that the vanquished gained more by defeat than they would have done by victory.

It was undeniable that, in common with mankind at large, they still from time to time experienced pain, sickness, disappointment, hardship, and general adversity. Those who were employed by gentlemen were treated as gentlemen treat their work-people; those who were so unfortunate as to be in the service of employers who had no claim to that title continued to be treated as cads and despots treat their employés. Those among them who were gentlemen themselves extended a courteous spirit towards their masters, and those among them who were the reverse continued to act towards employers and the world around as churls and blusterers act, and so the compensating balance of nature was more or less harmoniously preserved.

And what of the future? Will the nation that was so sharply taught dread the fire like the burned child, or return to the flame as the scorched moth does? Alas, the memory of a people is short, even as the wisdom of a proverb is conflictingly two-edged.

Or, if the warning fades and the necessity grows large again, will there be found another Stobalt to respond to the call? “For those whom Heaven afflicts there is a chance,” contributes the Sage of another land; “but they who persistently work out their own undoing are indeed hopeless.”

Or may it be that the faith of Tirrel will be justified, and that in the process of time there will emerge from man’s ceaseless groping after perfection a new wisdom, under whose yet undreamt-of scheme and dispensation all men will be content and reconciled?

The philosopher shakes his head weightily and remains silent — thereby adding to his reputation. The prophets prophesy; the old men dream dreams and the young men see visions, and the dispassionate speculate. On all sides there is a multitude of the counsel in which, as we must believe, lies wisdom.

It is an interesting situation, and as it can only be definitely settled beyond the dim vista of future centuries, the pity is that we shall never know.

THE END
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A COLLECTION OF twenty-one stories which bridge, in the process of their writing, thirty years of life, might be expected to offer at least the element of variety. How far the present volume succeeds or fails in this respect I am not just now concerned in arguing, but the occasion has reminded me...

When I was very young (how young, the reader may gather from the context) I was for some time possessed by one definite ambition: to have to my credit a single example of every kind of literary exercise. To anticipate repeating any of these facile achievements would seem to have held no charm, and at this flight of time I am far from being certain what the youth who is now so dim a shadow in memory’s background would have included in his quaint and ingenuous assemblage. But there were to be, I am sure, an historical romance; a psychological study; a “shilling shocker” (as it was then called); an intensely pathetic book (Misunderstood was doubtless still being spoken of); an epic (or was the thing I meant called a saga, I wondered?); something quite unlike anything that had ever been written before; a classic (I have already pleaded infancy); a “best seller” (but that distressing cliché was as yet uncoined); a novel showing my intimate knowledge of the world, women, and sin in general; one of each kind of play; and, if I may drop my voice a Punch joke, a prize Tit-Bit, and a Family Herald Supplement.

I suppose it is credible that at that age (whatever it may have been) abnormal reticence should go hand in hand with appalling candour. We must have talked; otherwise how should I have known that Batget (since become wealthy as a lard importer) made a practice of rising an hour before he need each day, solely to avoid encountering a rejected manuscript at the domestic breakfast table? I must have talked; otherwise how should Melwish have known anything of these callow aspirations?

Melwish was the enigma of our genial gatherings. Middle-aged, successful and clear-cut, he appeared to find some interest in the society of the young, the impecunious and the half-baked. We knew that he was a prolific fiction writer; indeed it was ususual to pick up a magazine of a sort that did not contain one of his unsophisticated little love stories; and we wondered how on earth he did it — not in the writing but the marketing thereof. So simple, so sheerly artless was he both in matter and in manner as to give rise to the occasional heresy that there really must be something in them after all or no one would accept his stuff. But on the whole we classed it as pretty hopeless tripe, although we did not fail to congratulate Melwish whenever the occasion fitly offered. Our own efforts lay in the direction of originality and something better than the editors were used to: Lang’s How to Fail in Literature had obviously reached us then, but Leonard Merrick’s Cynthia certainly had not. Melwish took it all quietly and easily; he was essentially a listener and gave nothing in return — except a rescuing donation when the state of the society’s funds urgently required it.

How it came about I have long ago forgotten, but one night I found myself walking with Melwish down the Strand. Possibly I had been speaking of his work; more probably of my own. In any case he would have been the listener.

At the corner of one of the southward streets he stopped; my way lay up Chancery Lane, so that we seemed to be on the point of parting.

“Where do you dig?” he suddenly asked, detaining me. “Are you in any hurry?”

“Up in Bloomsbury,” I replied, with just the discreet touch of ambiguity. “No, it doesn’t matter what time I get there. Why?”

“Do you care to see my place?” he asked. “You might have a drop of something to carry you along.”

This unexpected offer was rather exciting in its way. Generous enough after his own fashion, Melwish did not incline towards private hospitality; even the quarter of London he homed in was a matter of occasional speculation. He alone among us possessed a club address.

“I should be delighted if it’s not troubling you,” I replied — we were always rather on our company manners with this seasoned adult. “I had no idea that you lived anywhere round here.”

“I don’t; it’s only a workroom that I have.... I suppose,” he added thoughtfully, “you really wonder that my particular sort of sludge should require any particular place to turn it out in? I expect you youngsters guy it pretty well when I’m not there.”

This made matters rather easier, as I could be virtuously indignant.

“I bet we jolly well wish we could do half as well,” I exclaimed, possibly with a mental reservation that I spoke financially. “We only wonder that you should ever think it worth while to come among us.”

We had reached Melwish’s outer door. He turned in the act of opening it to face me as he spoke.

“I go,” he said dryly, “to hear you fellows talk.” A whole diatribe could not have expressed more.

The workroom proved to be a very comfortably-appointed study, reached through a little ante-room, furnished as a hall. Everything proclaimed the occupant’s success in life. Melwish lit the gas-fire and pulled up an easy-chair for me. While he engaged himself with spirit-lamp and glasses I looked frankly about the room. An illustrated interview was among the things I meant to do, and I speculated whether my host’s standing would carry it. At all events there would be no harm in laying a foundation.

“Do you find it necessary to sit on any particular chair or to adopt any especial position while you write?” I inquired, apropos of the room at large. These intriguing details always bulked in an interview with an author in those days.

“My dear lad,” he replied tolerantly, “I haven’t the least doubt that I could write equally well if I stood on my head all the time.”

“Then you have no pet superstition or favourite mascot that you rely on?” I persisted.

“No,” he grunted, conveying the impression that he thought I was talking hectic nonsense; and then I saw him pause and think, and turning down the spirit-lamp for a moment he came across to me.

“Yes, I have, by Jupiter,” he admitted slowly. “I was forgetting that. You see the inkstand there? Well, I have the strongest possible conviction that in order to keep my work what is termed ‘up to magazine standard,’ I must write from that.

“This is jolly interesting,” I said — the interview promised to be fashioning. “May I look at it?” Melwish nodded and went back to the brew.

Without doubt it was worth inspecting — in a way. It was absolutely the ugliest inkpot that I had ever seen, and it was probably the most inconvenient. Its owner pointed out, later on, that in order to fill it one had to use a funnel, and that when filled it was difficult, except by way of a pen, to get the ink out again; but he was mistaken in this, for I got a considerable amount out on to my grey trousers quite easily. It was extremely top-heavy, very liable to catch passing objects, and would be unusually intricate in cleaning. All this was accounted for by the fact that it had been fashioned by a “craftsman.”

So much for its qualities. In shape it was modelled as a turnip. It was, in fact, a silver turnip. A few straggling leaves sprouted from the crown and an attenuated root got into the way beneath. A hinged lid towards the top disclosed the ink-well and the whole thing stood on three incongruous feet. Before I had done with it I discovered an inscription across the front, and lifting it (hence the contretemps) I read the single line of inconspicuous script:

Remember the Man with the Hoe.

“Jolly fine thing,” I remarked, when I had admired it sufficiently. “I don’t wonder that you are fond of it.”

“I’m not,” he said. “The damned thing would be an eyesore in a pig-sty. All the same it has served its purpose. Yes, B., every ounce of my success I owe to that incredible abortion.”

“Go on!” I exclaimed. The interview was positively creaming.

Melwish added the last touch to the concocting of the drinks and indicated mine — possibly one was slightly less potent than the other.

“I’ve used that metallurgic atrocity for nearly twenty years now, four days a week, six hours a day, and not a soul on earth knows why. But I’m going to tell you, B., because you talk like a — well, something in the way I did myself at about your age.”

“Good,” I contributed to encourage him; and not to overdo it I said no more.

“When I was about your age,” he continued, “I was doing pretty much as you are, and with about the same result. Then going along the Edgware Road late one starry night, with Swift walking on one side of me and Defoe upon the other, I suddenly got an inspiration for a masterpiece. I expect you know how they come — all at once clean into your head without any making up on your part.”

“Why, yes,” I admitted, in some surprise, “but I didn’t know that — that anyone else—”

“Everyone,” he retorted bluntly. “This idea involved a full-length book, such as would take me at least two years to write. I ruminated on it for the next few months and it grew spontaneously in the usual way. Then I began the writing, did the opening chapters, and stuck hopelessly.

“I saw at once what the matter was. Summer had come and I couldn’t get on with the thing here in London. It needed space and solitude. I had a few pounds to spare; I packed up and went off into the country, intending to stay at some cottage for a couple of months and come back with the difficulties surmounted and the whole line in trim.

“I got my room easily enough and settled down there at once, but of course I could hardly expect to do anything the first night — the light was poor and the place so damn quiet that you had to listen to it. The next morning I set out to take the manuscript off into the fields and get it going there. It was a simple matter to find a field-path, but I had to go a considerable distance to get the exact spot I fancied. Then I discovered that it was too hot and brilliant in the sun and not quite pleasant out of it. There were more distractions of one sort and another than you would have credited; in the end I fell asleep, thinking out some detail of the plot, and when I woke it was about time to get back for dinner.

“On my way in, the path led through a turnip-field where a venerable labourer was hoeing. In the interests of local colour I stopped to pass a few words with this ancient and to observe his system. He walked between two rows of young plants and very dexterously, considering his archaic tool, he chopped them all down with the exception of a single turnip every foot or so. He used judgment too and would let the space be a little more or a little less in order to select a particularly vigorous growth if one offered, but I saw that at least twenty young hopes must wither for the single one that grew — a saddening thought, especially at our job, B. Then, just ahead of us, I noticed an exceptionally well-grown young plant, standing by itself. It was the finest of any about, and I saw with quite a personal satisfaction that it would come at the right interval.... Without a pause Old Mortality chopped it down.

“‘Why, man alive!’ I exclaimed, ‘you’ve sacrificed the most promising of the lot!’

“‘Oh, aye,” he replied — I won’t attempt the barbarous dialect— ‘it was a likely enough young turnip, but don’t you see, master, it was out of line with all the rest? Even if it didn’t get cut off by hand sooner or later, the horse-hoe would be bound to finish it when once it came along.’ And then, B., the hob-nailed philosopher uttered this profound truth: ‘An ordinary plant where it’s wanted has a sight more chance of coming to something than a giant where it isn’t.’

“I walked on with my ideas suddenly brought out into the clear light of day, and perhaps for the first time in my life I really set before my sober judgment a definition of what I wanted to do and what were the pros and cons of ever doing it.... After dinner I burned the manuscript of the masterpiece, as much as I had written, and with it all the notes and jottings I had made. Then I sat down to write a short story for the magazines.

“Of course I knew well enough what sort of stories the magazines wanted. Everyone knows and in a general way everyone can write them. The line of demarcation isn’t whether you can or can’t, but whether you do or don’t. Outside my cottage window was an orchard, and I wrote a story about two lovers who met there for the last time. She thought that she ought to give him up for some insane reason or other, and he thought that she oughtn’t. They talked all round it and when, finally, he saw how noble she was and they were parting irrevocably, she suddenly threw herself into his arms and said that she couldn’t, and he saw how much nobler she was. There was a dog that looked on and expressed various sympathetic emotions and so forth. There wasn’t a word in it that a tram conductor couldn’t have written, and from beginning to end it didn’t contain a page whose removal would have made the slightest difference to the sense. It was soothing in the way that the sound of a distant circular saw, or watching an endless chain of dredging buckets at work, soothes. A reader falling asleep over the story (an extremely probable occurrence) would wake up without the faintest notion of whether he had read all of it, some of it, or none of it. I didn’t even trouble to find names for the two imbeciles: they were just ‘the Man’ and ‘the Girl.’

“It took a single afternoon to write that four-thousand-word story — of course there was no need to read it over — and I addressed it at once to an editor whom I knew slightly. I had ample time before the mail went to stroll down to the village office and send it off. Afterwards I wrote a short, light article with the title, ‘Why do Long-nosed Girls Marry Photographers?’ It had to be written in the dark, but that made no difference.

“The next day I wrote the same story over again, giving the couple names this time, putting them on a romantic Cornish shore instead of in an orchard, and changing the dog into a sea-gull. I had no wish to repeat myself literally in any detail, but when you reflect that it is impossible to remember a story of that kind ten minutes after you have read it, you will see that it is unnecessary to take any especial pains to avoid some slight resemblance. As a matter of fact I have been writing that particular story at least once a month ever since.

“Three days later I heard from the editor in question. He congratulated me on having hit off their style so successfully at last. Would two guineas a thousand suit? And he hoped that I would let him see anything further in the same pleasant vein. The article was not so promptly dealt with where it went, but in due course I received notice of acceptance, subject to a trifling change of title, which would make it more attractive to the bulk of their readers. When the proof came along I noticed that it was headed, ‘Why do Photographers Marry Long-nosed Girls?’”

“Well?” I prompted.

“That’s all,” he replied. “Except, of course,” — with a complacent look around the attractive room— “the et ceteras of life.”

There were several things that I would have liked to know, especially exactly how much money he was making now, but Melwish seemed to think that he had told his story, and, after all, there was always a certain air of detachment about the man in his attitude towards us.

“Think it over, B.,” he concluded, as I rose to go a little later. “You’re only a young beggar yet.”

“Jolly decent of you to take the trouble,” was my dutiful reply. “Still,” I reminded him, “you did say that you liked to hear us young beggars talk.”

“Yes,” he admitted, dropping into that caustic tone of his; “but I doubt if you quite appreciate why.”

Certainly I have wondered about that once or twice since.

He came down to the lower door to let me out. It had been raining in the meanwhile and a forlorn creature who was evidently sheltering for the time almost fell into our arms. He offered a box of matches in extenuation of his presence.

“No,” said Melwish very sharply, “and remember what I told you about hanging round this doorway, Thompson. A wretched fellow,” he explained, as the miserable being shambled off into the night; “impossible to help that sort. I put him in the way of a nice job delivering circulars once and he threw it up within a week. You’d hardly credit it, B., but that wastrel fancies his real forte is to write — verse, if you please, at that! Pretty pass we’re coming to. Well, so long.”

There is, you will (I hope) notice, a certain system in the arrangement of this book of stories. It is not — if an author may speak more than very casually of his own work without indelicacy — intended essentially as a collection of quite the best stories I might perhaps have chosen, nor is it, I am more than sure, a collection of anything like the worst that were available; it consists rather of a suitable example taken at convenient intervals over the whole time that I have been engaged in writing stories — a span of thirty years. In every case, therefore, the date at which the tale was written is attached — the place of writing being added merely, in the words of Mr. Finch McComas, “to round off the sentence.” Each tale thus becomes a sort of milestone by which, should you happen to maintain so much interest, you can estimate your author’s progress — backwards or forwards, as you may decide.

When the suggestion of this collection first arose there had already been published two volumes of what are now generally referred to as “Kai Lung” stories, and another pair of what might with more propriety be described as “Max Carrados” tales. There being no lack of other material available it seemed fitting that in this instance all stories of those two distinctive classes should be ruled out, and no doubt this would have been the plan had not, about that time, the Mystery arisen.

It is a little difficult, as the hand holds the pen, to appreciate a Mystery in relation to oneself. The nearest parallel that occurs is the case of the dentist (as described in Punch) who administered gas to himself preparatory to extracting one of his own teeth. Being intimately concerned, but quite unconscious of what is going on, I am therefore driven to contemporary record.

So far as I have any evidence, Mr. Edward Shanks was the first to use the fatal word. Referring to The Wallet of Kai Lung, he would seem to have written: “Its name was therefore passed from mouth to mouth in a mysterious way, but few people had ever seen it or knew what it was like.”

If this is indeed the fount and origin of the legend the historic reference may be proved in the Queen of December the 2nd, 1922. It sounds harmless enough, and in any case I take the opportunity of publicly forgiving Mr. Shanks whatever may result, but Dark Forces were evidently at work, for a few weeks later Mr. Grant Richards found it necessary (in the Times Literary Supplement) to declare: “Meanwhile I am asked all sorts of questions about the book and its author. Is there really such a person as Ernest Bramah? and so on.”

The “so on” has a pleasantly speculative ring — to me, that is to say. At all events, whatever Mr. Richards had been asked, his diplomatic reference answered nothing, so that, later, he is induced to state without reserve: “Finally, I do assure his readers that such a person as Ernest Bramah does really and truly exist. I have seen and touched him.” This should settle the matter, you would say? Not a bit of it. Turn to “N. G. R.-S.” in the Westminster Gazette: “He assures us that there is such a person as Ernest Bramah. Well, there may be! I myself still believe...” (This break does not represent omitted matter, but “N. G. R.-S.’s” too-sinister-for-words private belief.) “Anyway, you can now buy The Wallet for seven-and-sixpence and form your own opinion of the reasons which keep the author of such a book so closely mysterious behind his unusual name.”

And then, surely the most astonishing of all, there is Miss Rose Macaulay: Miss Macaulay the relentless precisian, so flawlessly exact that she must by now hate the phrase “hard brilliance,” author of Potterism (in whose dedication I have never ceased to cherish an infinitesimal claim), retailing “They say” with the cheerful irresponsibility of a village gossip. “N. G. R.-S.”, it will be seen, gilds the pill of innuendo with a compliment; Miss Macaulay administers a more salutary dose: “The crude, stilted, Conan Doyleish English of his detective stories certainly goes far to bear out the common theory that Mr. Bramah has a literary dual personality” {Nation and Athenaeum).

Finally (perhaps), to my hand as I write this Preface there comes a letter conveying the excogitation of an American publisher, representative of a firm which has already issued three books bearing my name. Casually, quite naturally, among other mundane business details, he drops the inspiring remark: “I have always had a feeling that you were a mythical person.” So, in the language of a bygone age, that’s that. After all, there is something not unattractive in the idea of being a mythical person... though from the heroic point of view one might have wished that it could have been “a mythological personage.”...

Should the reader, still maintaining the intellectual curiosity which I have credited to him, here exclaim, “What is all this about and why?” I can only assure him that I have not the faintest notion. He and I are equally in the dark.

Apparently, there is no simple middle way, no sheltered, obvious path. Either I am to have no existence, or I am to have decidedly too much: on the one hand banished into space as a mythical creation; on the other regarded askance as the leader of a double (literary) life. But there is one retort still left whereby to confound the non-existers and the dualists alike — I can produce both a “Kai Lung” and a “Max Carrados” between one pair of covers, and here they are.

E. B.

London, 1924.


Ming Tseuen and the Emergency 
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IT WAS THE custom of Ming Tseuen to take his stand at an early hour each day in the open Market of Nang-kau, partly because he was industrious by nature and also since he had thereby occasionally found objects of inconspicuous value which others had carelessly left unprotected over-night. Enterprise such as this deserved to prosper, but so far, owing to some apathy on the part of the fostering deities, silver had only come to Ming Tseuen in dreams and gold in visions. Yet with frugality, and by acquiring the art of doing without whatever he was unable to procure, he had supported himself from the earliest time he could remember up to the age of four short of a score of years. In mind he was alert and not devoid of courage, the expression of his face mild and unconcerned, but in stature he lacked the appearance of his age, doubtless owing to the privations he had frequently endured.

Next to Ming Tseuen on the one side was the stall of Lieu, the dog-butcher, on the other that of a person who removed corroding teeth for the afflicted. This he did with his right hand while at the same time he beat upon a large iron gong with his left, so that others in a like plight who might be approaching should not be distressed by hearing anything of a not absolutely encouraging strain. About his neck he wore a lengthy string of massive teeth to indicate his vigour and tenacity, but to Ming he privately disclosed that these were the fangs of suitable domestic animals which he had obtained to enlarge himself in the eyes of the passer-by. Ming in return told him certain things about his own traffic which were not generally understood.

Across the Way a barber was accustomed to take his stand, his neighbours being a melon-seller to the east, and to the west a caster of nativities and lucky day diviner. Also near at hand a bamboo worker plied his useful trade, an incense vendor extolled his sacred wares, a money-changer besought men to enrich themselves at his expense, and a fan-maker sang a song about the approaching heat and oppression of the day. From time to time the abrupt explosion of a firework announced the completion of an important bargain, proclaimed a ceremony, or indicated some protective rite, while the occasional passage of a high official whose rank required a chariot wider than the Way it traversed, afforded an agreeable break in the routine of those who found themselves involved. At convenient angles beggars pointed out their unsightliness to attract the benevolently inclined, story-tellers and minstrels spread their mats and raised their enticing chants, the respective merits of contending crickets engaged the interest of the speculative, and a number of ingenious contrivances offered chances that could not fail — so far as the external appearance went — to be profitable even to the inexperienced if they but persisted long enough. It will thus be seen that almost all the simpler requirements of an ordinary person could be satisfied about the spot.

Ming Tseuen’s venture differed essentially from all these occupations. In Nang-kau, as elsewhere, there might be found a variety of persons — chiefly the aged and infirm — who were suddenly inspired by a definite craving to perform a reasonable number of meritorious actions before they Passed Beyond. The mode of benevolence most esteemed consisted in preserving life or in releasing the innocent out of captivity, down even to the humblest creatures of their kind; for all the Sages and religious essayists of the past have approved these deeds of virtue as assured of celestial recognition. As it would manifestly be unwise for the aged and infirm to engage upon so ambiguous a quest haphazard — even if it did not actually bring them into conflict with the established law — those who were of Ming Tseuen’s way of commerce had sought to provide an easy and mutually beneficial system by which so humane an impulse should be capable of wide and innocuous expression. This took the form of snaring alive a diversity of birds and lesser beings of the wild and offering them for sale, with a persuasive placard, attractively embellished with wise and appropriate sayings from the lips of the Philosophers, inviting those who were at all doubtful of their record in the Above World to acquire merit, while there was still time, by freeing a victim from its bondage; and so convincing were the arguments employed and so moderate the outlay involved when compared with the ultimate benefits to be received, that few who were feeling in any way unwell at the time were able to resist the allurement.

Owing to the poverty of his circumstances, Ming Tseuen was only able to furnish his stall with a few small birds of the less expensive sorts, but, to balance this deficiency, he could always traffic at a certain profit, for so devoted to his cause were the little creatures he displayed, as a result of his zealous attention to their natural wants, that when released they invariably returned after a judicious interval and took up their accustomed stations within the cage again. In such a manner the mornings became evenings and the days passed into moons, but though Ming sustained existence he could add little or nothing to his store.

Among the crowd that passed along the Way there were many who stopped from time to time before Ming Tseuen’s stall to admire the plumage of his company of birds or to read the notice he exposed without any real intention of benefiting by the prospect he held out, and by long practice the one concerned could immediately detect their insincerity and avoid entering into a conversation which would inevitably be wasted. Thus imperceptibly the narration leads up to the appearance of Hya, an exceptionally graceful maiden of the house of Tai, whose willowy charm is only crudely indicated by the name of Orange Blossom then already bestowed upon her. Admittedly the part she had to play in this stage of Ming Tseuen’s destiny was neither intricate nor deep, but by adding to the firmness of his purpose when the emergency arose she unwittingly supplied a final wedge. No less pointed than when he first fashioned it is the retort of the shrewd Tso-yan: “Not what he is but how he became it concerns the adjudicating gods.”

Orange Blossom had more than once passed the stall of Ming Tseuen before the day when they encountered, and she had paused to observe the engaging movements of the band of feathered prisoners there, but for the reason already indicated he had not turned aside from whatever task he was then engaged on to importune her. When she spoke it was as though Ming for the first time then beheld her, and thenceforward his eyes did not forsake her face while she remained.

“How comes it, keeper of the cage, that your stall is destitute of custom,” she inquired melodiously; “seeing that it is by far the most delightful of them all, while less than an arrow’s flight away so gross a commerce as the baked extremities of pigs attracts a clamorous throng?”

“The explanation is twofold, gracious being,” answered Ming, resolving for the future to abstain from the food she thus disparaged, though it was, indeed, his favourite dish. “In the first place it is as the destinies ordain; in the second it is still too early after daybreak for the elderly and weak to venture forth.”

“Yet why should only the venerable and decrepit seek uprightness?” demanded the maiden, with a sympathetic gesture of reproach towards so illiberal an outlook. “Cannot the immature and stalwart equally aspire?”

“Your words are ropes of truth,” assented Ming admiringly, “but none the less has it appropriately been written, ‘At seventeen one may defy demons; at seventy he trembles merely at the smell of burning sulphur.’

Doubtless, then, it is your humane purpose — ?” and partly from a wish to detain so incomparable a vision, and also because there was no reason why the encounter should not at the same time assume a remunerative bend, he directed her unfathomable eyes towards that detail of the scroll where the very moderate rates at which merit could be acquired were prominently displayed.

“Alas,” exclaimed Hya no less resourcefully, “she who bears the purse is by now a distance to the west. Haply some other time—”

“Perchance your venerated father or revered grand-sire might be rejoiced to grasp the opportunity—” he urged, but in the meanwhile the maiden had passed beyond his voice along the Way.

Ming would have remained in a high-minded contemplation, somewhat repaid to see, if not her distant outline, at least the direction in which she would progress, but almost at once the oleose Lieu was at his elbow. “If,” remarked that earthly-souled person with a cunning look, “you should happen to possess influence with the one who has just resumed her path, it might mean an appreciable stream of cash towards your threadbare sleeve. The amount of meat that she and her leisurely and opulent connection must require cannot be slight, and there is no reason why we should not secure the contract and divide the actual profit equally among us.”

“So far from that being the case,” replied Ming, in a markedly absent voice, “she to whom you quite gratuitously refer cannot even think of the obscene exhibits of your sordid industry without a refined shudder of polished loathing, and those of her house, though necessarily more robust, are doubtless similarly inclined. Reserve your carnivorous schemes for the gluttonous and trite, thou cloven-lipped, opaque-eyed puppy-snatcher.”

Instead of directing a stream of like abuse in turn, as he might logically have done, the artless-minded Lieu flung his arms about the other’s neck, and despite that one’s unceasing protests embraced him repeatedly.

“Thus and thus was it with this person also, in the days of his own perfervid youth,” declared the sympathetic dog-butcher when he ceased from the exertion. “She was the swan-like daughter of a lesser underling, and it was my custom to press into her expectant hand a skewer of meat when we encountered in the stress around the great door of the Temple.... But that was in the days before a mountain dragon altered the river’s course: doubtless by now she is the mother of a prolific race of grandsons and my name and bounty are forgotten.”

“There is no possible similitude between the two,” declared Ming Tseuen indignantly. “The refinement of this one is so excessive that she shivers at the very thought of food, and the offer of a skewer of meat would certainly throw her into a protracted torpor.”

“How can that be maintained unless you have first made the essay?” demanded Lieu with undiminished confidence. “In these affairs it is often the least likely that respond phenomenally. Were it not that a notorious huckster is at this moment turning over my stock with widespread disparagement, I could astonish you out of the storehouse of my adventurous past. In the meanwhile, apply this salutary plaster to your rising ardour: could I have but shown five taels of silver, she whom I coveted was mine, and yet in the event she slipped hence from me; but this one of thine is by my certain information a daughter of the affluent house of Tai, and a golden chain and shackle would not bridge the space between her father’s views and your own lowly station.”

“Her place is set among the more brilliant stars,” agreed Ming briefly. “Nevertheless,” he added with a new-born note of hope, “is it not written within the Books, ‘However far the heaven, the eye can reach it’?”

“Assuredly,” replied Lieu, pausing in his departure to return a step, “the eye, Ming Tseuen — but not likewise the hand.” And endeavouring to impart an added meaning to his words by a rapid movement of the nearer eyelid, the genial-witted dog-butcher went on his way, leaving Ming with an inward conviction that he was not a person of delicate perception or one with whom it would be well to associate too freely in the future.

It is aptly said, “After the lightning comes the thunder,” and events of a momentous trend were by no means lagging behind Ming’s steps that day. Even while he contended with the self-opinionated Lieu, in a distant quarter of the city a wealthy lacquer merchant, Kwok Shen by name, was seeking to shape afresh this obscure and unknown youth’s immediate fate, urged by the pressing mould of his own insistent need. “It is easier for a gnat to bend a marble tower than for a man to turn destiny aside,” pronounced the Venerable, the Sagacious One, in the days when knowledge was, but how many now, in the moment of their test, acquiescently kowtow? Be that as it may, having perfected and rehearsed his crafty plans, Kwok Shen set out.

It was becoming dusk, and Ming Tseuen would shortly erect a barrier, when Kwok Shen drew near. As he approached the other glanced round, and seeing close at hand an elderly and not too vigorous merchant of the richer sort, he bowed obsequiously, for it was among these that his readiest custom lay. At the same time he recognised in Kwok Shen a stranger whom he had noticed observing him from a distance more than once on recent days, and undoubtedly this incident stirred an element of caution in his mind.

“May your ever-welcome shadow come to rest upon this ill-made stall,” remarked Ming Tseuen auspiciously, and looking at him keenly Kwok Shen halted there. “It only remains for my sadly concave ears to drink in the music of your excessive orders,” continued Ming. “Seven times seven felicities, esteemed.”

“Greeting,” replied Kwok Shen more concisely, though as an afterthought he passed the formal salutation, “Do your in-and-out taels overlap sufficiently?”

“‘A shop can be opened on pretension, but ability alone can keep it open,’” quoted Ming Tseuen in reply, although, not to create the impression of negligent prosperity, he added, “Yet the shrub one waters is ever more attractive than the forest cedar.”

“Admittedly,” agreed the merchant politely, for not having applied the leisure of his youth to an assimilation of the Classics, he felt himself becoming immersed in a stream beyond his depth and one that was carrying him away from the not too straightforward object of his quest. “Your literary versatility is worthy of all praise, but for the moment let us confine ourselves to the precise if less resonant terms of commercial usage,” he suggested. “Here is a piece of silver for your immediate profit. Thus our meeting cannot involve you in loss and it may quickly tend to your incredible advancement.”

“Proceed, munificence, proceed,” exclaimed the delighted Ming. “You speak a tongue that both the scholar and the witless can grasp at once,” and he transferred the money to his inner sleeve.

“Is there about this spot a tea-house of moderate repute, one affected neither by the keepers of the stalls nor by the most successful class of traders, where we can talk unheard and at our leisure?”

“Almost within sight the tea-house of the Transitory Virtues offers what you describe. Had the invitation come from me, a somewhat less pretentious one might have been chosen, but doubtless to a person of your transparent wealth—”

“Lead on,” said Kwok Shen consequentially. “The one beside you is not accustomed to divide a mouse among four guests,” and having thus plainly put beyond all question that the settlement did not affect himself, Ming was content to show the way.

The conversation that ensued was necessarily a slow and dignified proceeding. Kwok Shen had so much to conceal, and Ming Tseuen had so much to learn before he knew what it was prudent to admit, that for an appreciable period their intercourse was confined to pressing an interminable succession of cups of tea upon each other. Ming, however, had the advantage of his literary abilities, which enabled him to converse for an indefinite time upon a subject without expressing himself in any way about it, while Kwok Shen laboured under the necessity of having to achieve a specific issue.

The position, as presently outlined by the merchant, stood thus at its essential angles. He was, as he declared, a trader in gums and resins, and by a system of the judicious blending of his several wares at that stage his fortunes were assured. Being of an easy-going and abstemious nature, one wife alone had satisfied his needs, and she in turn had lavished all her care upon an only son, to whom the name of San had been applied. Stricken by an obscure malady this one had languished, and in spite of what every healing art could do had lately Passed Above.

Kwok Shen suitably indicated by means of his facecloth and a discarded plate that the effect of the blow upon himself had been calamitous, but when he spoke of the despair of the lesser one of his inner chamber his voice practically ceased to have any sound attached to it. Very soon every interest in life forsook her; she sank into an unnatural langour and not even the cry of a passing comb vendor or the sound of earthenware being shattered by the household slaves moved her to action. The investigation of skilled exorcists, those who had made the malignant humours their especial lore, all tended to one end: without delay another should be found to take the lost one’s place and thereby restore the immortal principles of equilibrity whose disturbance had unbalanced the afflicted mind. To this project she who was most concerned had at last agreed, stipulating, however, that the substitute should bear an exact resemblance to the departed San.

Beyond this point there could be no feasible concealment of the part that Ming Tseuen would be called upon to play, and that person’s alert mind began to prepare itself for the arrangement. He had already composed the set terms of his aged father’s anguish and chosen a suitable apophthegm to describe his broken-down mother’s tears when the words of Kwok Shen’s persuasive voice recalled him.

“At the moment of abandoning the search as hopeless, chance led this one’s dejected feet into the market here. When these misguided eyes first rested on your noble outward form, for a highly involved moment it was as though some ambiguous Force must have conveyed there the one we mourned, for his living presentment seemed to stand revealed. So complicated became the emotions that this person returned home at once, unable for the time to arrange his sequences adequately. Since then he has more than once come secretly and stood apart, observing from a distance, and each occasion has added a more imperviable lacquer to the surface of his first impression. In, the meanwhile, not from any want of confidence let it be freely stated, but solely in order to enlarge our knowledge of one so precious in our sight, a series of discreet inquiries have been made. Rest assured, therefore, Ming Tseuen, that everything connected with your orphaned life and necessitous circumstances is known. Lo, I have bared the recesses of my private mind; let your answering word be likewise free from guile.”

“How shall the drooping lotus bargain with the sender of the rain?” replied Ming Tseuen becomingly. “I put myself implicitly within your large and open hand.... Any slight details of adjustment can be more suitably proposed after hearing the exact terms of your princely liberality.”

By this sudden and miraculous arisement it came to pass that Ming Tseuen was at once received into Kwok Shen’s sumptuously appointed house as his adopted son. No less enchanted than bewildered by the incredible resemblance was she of the inner chamber when the moment came, and together the merchant and his wife sought to mould Ming’s habits to an even closer fiction of the one whose name he now assumed.

“At such a rebuke from menial lips he whom we indicate unnamed was wont to extend a contumacious tongue,” perchance it might on one occasion be, and, “His manner of pronouncing ‘tsze’ was thus,” upon another. All San’s toys and possessions accrued to Ming’s unquestioned use and he occupied the sleeping chamber of the one whose robes he daily wore. While kindly and indulgent on every other point, Kwok Shen imposed one close restraint.

“It is not seemly that a merchant having this and that to his position should be compelled to traffic for an heir among the garbage of the market stalls, though necessity, as it is said, can make a blind beggar see,” observed the one concerned. “It would be still more lamentable that this abasement should be known to those around. For that reason we shall shortly go hence into another place, where our past will be obscured; meanwhile let the four outer walls of this not incommodious hovel mark the limits of your discovering feet and within them hold no word of converse with any from outside whom you chance to meet. In this respect I speak along an iron rule that shall measure the thickness of a single hair of deviation.”

“Your richly mellow voice stays with me when your truly graceful form is absent on a journey,” replied Ming submissively. “As the renowned Hung Wu is stated to have said—”

“He who is wanting from our midst was not prone to express himself in terms of classical analogy,” corrected Kwok Shen graciously, and Ming dutifully refrained.

It was not long before Ming Tseuen had occasion to recall this charge, but as he was then in his own chamber with none other by, its obligation was not so rigorous as it might otherwise have seemed. He had drawn aside a stool that he might open a small shutter and look out, but the Way beneath was austere and void of entertainment, so that he would have retired again, when one somewhat younger than himself went by, propelling along his path an empty can.

“Ae ya, image-face!” he exclaimed, seeing Ming there and stopping to regard him acrimoniously. “So thou art still among us despite the pursuing demon, art thou? Where is the kite in the form of a vampire with outstretched wings for which I bargained with thee?”

“There is no kite such as you describe, nor have I ever bargained with you for it,” retorted Ming, who might require the kite for his own future use. “Further, it is not permitted that I should hold converse with another.”

“There is the kite, for these deficient hands have held the cord that stayed it, and touching the bargain we together ate the bag of dragon’s-eyes that were the price of its surrender. Haply you think, O crafty son of the ever two-faced house of Kwok, because you are fated shortly to Pass Hence, thus to avoid your just engagements?”

A breath of mistrust stirred certain doubts that lingered in Ming’s mind. He looked east and west along the Way and saw that none approached; from the house behind no disturbing sound arose.

“What air have you lately breathed,” he ventured amicably, “in that for some time past you have been absent from the city?”

“What pungent fish is this that you thus trail?” demanded the other scornfully. “Never was I beyond Nangkau since the day my mother had me. Doubtless you hope to lead my mind away from the matter of the vampire kite — may the dragon’s-eyes lie cankerous on thy ill-nurtured stomach!”

“Nay, but my heart is clear of any guile,” protested Ming resourcefully, “in token whereof here is a cake of honey, freely to thy hand. Yet how comes it that you know of the destiny awaiting this untimely one?”

“Why, it is the great talk among the inner chambers of this quarter of the city, and there is much concern as to the means by which the supple paint-peddler within will strive to avert the doom.”

“What do men say?” asked Ming, veiling his misgivings.

“They say little; but their lesser ones industriously supply that lack.”

“And to what end?” demanded Ming more urgently.

“The general trend is that the Fates will in due course prevail,” replied the one outside, speaking with an air of agreeable anticipation despite the honey cake he fed on, “for it is recalled that when the wily mastic-monger had you adopted to the Temple banyan tree, to secure for you a powerful advocate, the hostile Ones were strong enough by a lightning flash to cleave it to the ground and leave you shieldless. Glad am I, Kwok San, that for me the geomancers foretold the threefold happiness.... To whom will go your bow and golden arrows, O estimable San?”

“To thee, without doubt, out of deep mutual friendship,” Ming made reply in haste. “Touching this fate — when is the day — —”

“I cannot stay — one stronger than myself draws nigh and the fair remnant of this cake—”

“But the bow and golden arrows—”

“Another day perchance—” came back the lessening voice, and pursuing feet sped by.

Ming Tseuen replaced the shutter and sat down. A variety of noteworthy sayings from the lips of Sages of the past occurred to his retentive mind, but although many of these were of gem-like lustre, none seemed at the moment to offer him the exact solution that his position called for. What outline that position took he was now perfectly assured — the chance encounter with that one outside had moulded vaporous doubt into a compact certainty. Kwok Shen had played a double part throughout. His son had not Passed Hence at all, but the foretellers had divined that he lived beneath the influence of some malignant spirit and that at a predicted hour its vengeance would be wrought. Driven from one protection to another, accident, in the form of his own peculiar likeness, had given into a distracted father’s hand a final and decisive means to baffle its perceptions. The device was one of high classical authority and in like case Ming Tseuen would himself have hastened to adopt it, but, as the adage rightly says, “What is defence to Ho-ping is to Ping-ho defiance.”

There was still time doubtless to turn his knowledge into flight; the outer door might now be barred, but he could at a stress project his body through the shutter. Truly, but what lay beyond? Everywhere Kwok Shen’s bitter vengeance would pursue him and on a thousand facile pretexts could betray him to the Torments.

Nor, apart, was the idea of flight congenial to his active resolution. After a time of penury he had at length experienced a course of ease which he would willingly prolong up to its farthest limit. Among these hopes there twined, perchance, the form of Hya, of the house of Tai. If, ran his most persuasive thought, by any means he could outwit the invading demon and preserve himself alive, might not the liberality of Kwok Shen be deeply stirred and all things wear a brighter face thenceforward? The deliberate way in which the snare had been exposed to him revealed that his own protective Forces were even now on the alert.

These varied facts had held Ming Tseuen for a flight of time involving hours when an unusual sound, slight but insistent, at the shutter overhead recalled him to the moment. Scarcely daring to hope that it was that other now returned again, he drew the footstool to the wall and cautiously looked out. The cloud of night had gathered, but the great sky lantern hung above and by its beams Ming saw another, such as he himself, standing below.

“Who art thou standing there?” he whispered down, “and wherefore are you come?”

“I would see you face to face,” replied a voice no less well guarded. “Thrust forth thy arm that I may clamber up.”

“Stay while I get a worthier hold,” responded Ming, and having done so complied. The one outside made good his claim, and twisting through the space adroitly they fell upon the floor together. As they got up the other laughed, and standing thus apart regarded Ming.

“Canst thou not guess?” he demanded artlessly. “I am that San, heir of the one who is lord here, and this is my own chamber. I know who you are though I must not speak the name. So that is as I am!” and he continued to regard Ming closely.

“Should he chance to come this way our skins will bear witness of the meeting to the day when that last measurement is taken,” observed Ming darkly; then going to the door he pushed home the wedge above the latch so that none could enter.

“That I well know,” admitted San, “but we shall have warning by his sonorous breathing from afar and you can then speed me through the shutter.”

“True,” agreed Ming. “Yet whence are you?”

“For seven days and nearly seven days more I have dwelt at the elder Kong’s, under a very strict injunction that confines me there. But I may not tell thee why.”

“Then how comes it now that you have disobeyed?”

“The way is left unguarded and I adventured down.

There came an irk to see the one who was, I heard him say, the double image of my living self — and as I likewise heard it would be to late to-morrow.”

Ming Tseuen did not waver in his listless poise nor did he vary the unconcerned expression of his features.

“Why should to-morrow be too late?” he asked neglectfully.

“That I could tell also, but I will not lest you should guess too much,” wisely replied the other. “But give heed to this: my shutter opens on an empty space where none pass by, and beneath it stands a water-cask on poles by which I scrambled down. Couldst thou have done as much?”

“If it gives you the foothold to descend, I doubt not that I could get up again,” said Ming consideringly. “What is the place called where the elder Kong abides?”

“It has the symbol of a leaping goat and stands against the water-gate, a short space to the east — but why should you seek to know?” demanded San.

“I do not seek to know save in the light of converse,” answered Ming, feeling his cautious path. “There is something to talk about in this exploit of thine — few of like age could have achieved it. And to have learned so much that would only be spoken of behind barred doors reveals a special aptness.”

“As to that,” declared the other proudly, “there is a passage close against the inner room where he and she recline that has a moving board unknown to them. Hadst thou not found it yet?”

“What need had I, seeing that we two are alike in everything, so that the one should tell all to the other?”

“That does not rejoice my face entirely,” decided San, after he had thought upon it. “For seven days now and almost seven days more you have possessed my toys, while I in turn have been bereft of yours.... Where is my phoenix upon wheels whose place was here? Have you incapably destroyed it?”

“Not I,” declared Ming Tseuen, though mildly. “It is laid by. This person is too old for such immature devices.”

“How so?” demanded San indignantly. “My years are twelve, while among the outside I freely pass for more. How many years are thine?”

“Mine are somewhat more, though I freely pass for less,” admitted Ming. “Therein we meet upon a middle ground.”

“Further,” continued San vaingloriously, “I am affianced to a virtuous maiden of the worthy house of Tai, whom I shall in due course marry and have a hundred strong sons of my own. Are you—”

“Which one is that — this maiden?” interposed Ming Tseuen, more sharply than his wont.

“How should I say-not having ever seen her? But she has a sweet-smelling name and all the nine delights. Are you thus pledged or married?”

“Not yet,” admitted Ming, “but I may some day attain it.”

“I do not think so — though more I may not say lest I should tell too much.... Why, when I move my head or hand, do you do likewise also, and why should you change your voice to follow mine?”

“Consider the gladness of thy father’s eyes when even he fails to discriminate between us,” replied Ming, with an appropriate gesture such as San would use, and speaking with the counterpart of that one’s voice. “Is it not — but hasten, one approaches from the inner hall. Here! Crouch quickly down behind this screen and eat your breath, or much bamboo awaits us!” Ming Tseuen only paused for a single beat of time to assure himself that San was adequately concealed before he sought to unwedge the door. Before he could reach it the latch was tried and the handle shaken.

“Why is the door barred against this person’s coming, seeing that you have not yet had your nightly cup of wine?” inquired the one who stood there, a close attendant on Kwok Shen himself. “This is not apt, O San.”

“I had forgot,” replied Ming sleepily. “My mind is strange and dubious to-night. Regard it not, accommodating Tsoi.”

“That may well be,” assented Tsoi, with a hasty glance around and fingering a written charm he wore upon his wrist protectively. “For as I came I seemed to hear resentful voices in the air, and qualmous rustlings.”

“Those also,” agreed Ming more wakefully. “And wind-swirls overhead and beating wings, with sudden shrieks of mirth and other unclean sounds. What do these things portend, much-knowing?”

“I may not stay — he bade me hasten back,” replied the weak-kneed Tsoi, taking a firm grasp upon the handle of the door. “This cup is from his own preparing hand. May you float tranquil in the Middle Air tonight!”

“May your constituents equalise harmoniously!” responded Ming, and they heard him bar the door on the outer side and marked his speedy footsteps down the passage.

“I also would withdraw,” exclaimed San, coming forth and in a sudden tremor. “That matter of the creatures of the air did not appease my inner organs. I had not thought of that. Nor was the door barred thus when I slept here.”

“Peace,” said Ming reassuringly; “I have a new and most alluring artifice to show you yet. Where is the vampire kite that has a trusty cord attached? It turns on that.”

“I do not care. I will not stay; at least, I will not stay unless you share with me the wine that Tsoi has brought. I was wont to have a cup of sweet spiced wine each night, and thou hast had it here while there I have had none.”

“The wine: assuredly. That is but fair,” agreed Ming Tseuen. He had already raised it to his lips to quell a sudden thirst that parched his throat, but now he turned aside to wipe his mouth and then held out the cup. “Your engaging moderation fills me with despair. Put my self-reproach at ease by drinking all.”

“Yea; that is but fair,” repeated San approvingly, “seeing how long you have enjoyed it.... It has a bitterish taste that was not wont to be.”

“The rarer kinds of wine are often thus; it indicates a special sort of excellence.”

“But this weighs down my eyes and sways my mind,” objected San, with twitching limbs already. “It begins to burn my mouth.... I will not drink the rest.”

“Consider well,” urged Ming, “how humiliated would be the one who sent the wine if any should be left.”

“I cannot — Why does the room thus spin—”

“Cannot!” protested Ming, and by a swift and sudden move he held the other’s head and raised the wine until the cup was empty. “Cannot! But see, thou hast!”

“That was not well,” gasped San, turning to bite the hand that held him, ere he fell senseless to the ground. “To-night thou art outdone, misgotten dog!”

“Perchance; but the deities ordain,” acquiesced Ming trustfully, “and this works to an end.” He continued to regard the one stretched at his feet, and then he turned to wedge the door inside and to listen for a moment to the sounds about the house. San had not stirred nor did he move again.

“Much of this arises from an ordinary person interfering with the guiding hand of destiny,” was the burden of Ming’s thoughts, for in addition to his other qualities the one in question was both reverent and devout. “Even had he been content to leave matters at a middle stage there is no telling what the outer end might not have been, but by so ordering the wine that the demon should definitely understand that his vengeance was complete, the too painstaking Kwok Shen has stumbled. Yet with one so consistently inept it will be well to certify assurance.”

Accordingly he took San up and raised him to a couch, and pressing a cushion down upon his face he held it firmly there. Meanwhile, as he waited for his self-imposed task to be complete, his grateful heart rejoiced:

“Plainly the spirits of my hitherto unknown but henceforth venerated ancestors have been at work and brought this thing to pass. Henceforth I will sacrifice to their very useful memories on a really worthy scale, nor will outside and comparatively second-rate deities be forgotten, so that all who have upheld my cause will receive something solid in return. Never again let it impiously be said, ‘He who sets out to make his fortune should leave his gods at home.’ Has not this person maintained integrity throughout and, behold, his poverty is changed to affluence, affectionate and influential parents are raised up to take the place of those whom he has never known, and the loadstar of all earthly desire is automatically reserved to minister to his future happiness? Assuredly there is more in this than formless chance.”

By this time there could no longer be any reasonable doubt that Ming Tseuen’s task was done. With a seemly regard in the observance he despoiled San of his robe and all he carried, wrapping the one that he had worn around him in return, and he also made certain changes in the room of a consistent nature. Then he drew himself up to the shutter and cautiously looked out. The way was clear and the great sky lantern for a moment auspiciously withheld her light; Ming Tseuen dropped noiselessly to earth, and again reverently committing himself to the protection of his necessarily anonymous ancestors, he turned his trusting footsteps towards the elder Kong’s, by the water-gate, a short distance to the east.

Ravenscourt Park, 1923.


The Delicate Case of Mlle.Celestine Bon
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AMONG THE REALLY great problems that Armageddon called into being, the affair of Mlle. Bon can hold no place. Its interest is circumscribed, affecting as it merely does one woman and two men, or even, as you may judge when you have heard, one woman and about seven-eighths of two men. Yet I feel that it is not without a certain dramatic poignancy of its own. It might not have appealed to the Greek tragedians, because, for that matter, they would have experienced some difficulty in understanding its details; but the late W. S. Gilbert could have turned it to good account, and I can conceive that Mr. Bernard Shaw would have revelled in its possibilities as a problem play — had he not given up writing plays. For myself, I can only tell the plain unvarnished tale as — or as nearly as is feasible — it was told to me.

Célestine Bon was, as you will have guessed, French, but in order to understand her difficulty and the entirely proper vivacious fluency with which she handled its recital you had better appreciate how exquisitely French she was. She lived with her parents in a small town at no great distance from Paris, but on the safe side of the war map, and she had two suitors, Raoul, whom she adored, and Jean, whom she loathed. As Raoul was rich and virtuous, while Jean was certainly poor and of doubtful repute, this disposal of her affection would seem to be quite satisfactory. A complicating element, however, was the fact that Raoul and Jean were foster-brothers and quite sincerely attached to one another. The favoured one, while rejoicing in his own good fortune, would have had Célestine extend towards Jean at least some degree of tolerance. He was utterly unable to comprehend so unbending a dislike on the lady’s part, especially as she would suggest no reason for it; nor, as a matter of fact, do I.

The war took Célestine, Raoul and Jean unaware, but it took them all, just the same. Raoul and Jean were immediately swept out of sight and lost to all knowledge of their friends and apparently of everyone else. Célestine, not a whit less patriotic, at once flung herself into the crisis, and after duly qualifying emerged in the not unbecoming uniform of a nurse probationer and was allotted to a recuperation camp.

Here one day, in the usual course of things, she encountered a pale and interesting young officer of chasseurs who had just been sent down from a base hospital to complete the cure that was already assured.

“Raoul!” she cried, and but for her thorough training would have fainted into his arms.

“My Célestine!” responded the officer, embracing her regardless of all regulations. “But this is wonderful! How do you come here and in this fascinating garb?”

In a few words, interrupted by mutual caresses of endearment, she told him what had taken place since his departure.

“And you, my poor Raoul,” she concluded; “what has happened to you? You have been wounded? How pale you are, even to your lips!”

“Célestine,” replied Raoul gravely, “it is of this that I would speak. No longer shalt thou misjudge that brave fellow Jean Villjean—”

“Ah,” exclaimed Célestine, pouting; “it is of him then, even at this moment, that you speak?”

“Truly,” replied Raoul. “For were it not for Jean I should not at this moment be able to speak at all.”

“He saved your life?” faltered Célestine.

“I would not go so far as to say that,” admitted Raoul. “But he certainly enabled me to preserve that appearance which you have more than once been flattering enough to express approval of. Listen, Célestine. At the great defence of the village of Vergt, of which you have doubtless read, my squadron was in the foremost trenches, acting, of course, as infantry. The hostile bombardment was at its height when, just in front of us, an enormous shell burst with terrific force. Although it was fully fifty metres away, fragments whistled among us as thick as hail. Men fell to right and left of me. Something whizzed past my head, so near that it seemed as though it could not fail to inflict a deadly wound. Instinctively, although I had felt no pain, I clapped by hand to my face. It came away covered with blood. Then I discovered that my lips were missing; they had been shorn off as neatly as though by the surgeon’s knife.”

“Impossible!” exclaimed Célestine, who had not taken her enthralled eyes from Raoul’s face during the recital of his story. “You exaggerate, my estimable friend. Cut, yes, I grant you, but not cut off. Why, there is hardly now a scar remaining.”

“Yet nevertheless it is strictly true,” asserted Raoul with some complacency. “That there is so little disfigurement to be seen is due to the wonders of our operative surgery, added to the devotion of the heroic Jean. He also was wounded in the action, not seriously, but in such a manner, by the loss of two fingers, as to unfit him for further active service; yet no sooner had this noble comrade heard of my plight than he insisted on sacrificing two pieces of his own flesh to replace those that I had lost.”

“You say this?” demanded the agitated Célestine. “And to me, your affianced?”

“Assuredly,” assented Raoul, who was not very bright or subtle. “And why not? The operation was completely successful, so that now, as you have said, scarcely a mark remains to be seen.”

“That concerns me not,” exclaimed Célestine, springing away from her lover’s arms. “Rather would I have you sliced into the semblance of a horse-radish were it but your own natural self. But to have the knowledge every time you embrace me that the lips which touch mine are those of Jean Villjean —— —”

“Not his lips,” began Raoul, and pulled himself up — wisely, I think.

“It matters not; I cannot endure the thought,” protested Célestine a little wildly. “It was to Raoul de Montbard that I gave myself, not to a being composed of several individualities, least of all Jean Villjean as regards his lips.”

“But this is absurd,” said Raoul. “That which certainly may have been Jean Villjean formerly is now thoroughly incorporated into my existence. Can Jean move my lips or utter words through them? Why, of course not. But I can, they being part of myself. Be reasonable, Célestine, and do not any longer harbour this unhealthy thought.”

“I cannot help it,” replied Célestine. “To me it is frankly odious. Do not seek to restrain me, amiable one. I must have a little time in solitude to consider this sudden obstacle to our happiness.”

So Célestine Bon applied for leave of absence and obtained it. In the quietude of her own home, possibly, also, influenced by the absence of Raoul, a saner view of the situation gradually prevailed in her mind. This revulsion delighted her; for, she argued, “If, after a week, this has become so little of moment, what will there be after a month? And at the end of a year there will be, pouf! nothing!” Thus Célestine blew away the last trace of her lingering doubt, thereby demonstrating the practical common-sense underlying her more obvious impulsiveness. She at once re-packed and endeavoured to return to her station, but much to her disappointment she was then informed that in the meantime she had been temporarily transferred elsewhere.

In the event it was nearly six months before Célestine got back to her old forest camp of N — . She liked the place and had allowed her application for reinstatement to stand, although the first urgent reason for it had by this time passed away, of course. Raoul would have returned to his duties long ago. Yet almost the first person to be encountered on passing the dear old rickety gate of the recuperation camp was de Montbard, looking very much the same as before. They embraced. In less than half-an-hour Célestine had rapidly gone over the groundwork of her emotions; then she turned to the subject of Raoul himself.

“But you, my poor warrior, why do you not speak of yourself? Assuredly your convalescence must have been longer than we anticipated for me to find you still here. Did you then suffer a relapse?”

“On the contrary,” replied Raoul. “I was back again at the front within a month of your departure. Ill luck, however, still pursued me, for within a short time the accursed Boche deluged our trench with liquid fire. Thus a second time I was condemned to the inaction of hospital life.”

“The pigs!” hissed Célestine. “Were you very badly burned?”

“Only my right arm,” replied Raoul heroically; “but of that the skin was destroyed from finger-tip to shoulder.”

“That would entail a very serious wound,” mused Cèlestine. “You must possess a marvellous constitution, my Raoul, for the arm about my waist is as firm and vigorous as ever.”

“That is due to the skill of the doctors who so cleverly patched me up. But why talk of these trifles? You, my Célestine, upon the honour of my name, you are looking more bewitching than ever.”

Did Célestine’s rapid intuition perceive a cautionary signal in this reluctance on her lover’s part to talk about himself and his achievements? At all events she said:

“But naturally I am much interested in this latest adventure of yours. How was so speedy a recovery effected?”

“Um, well,” stammered Raoul uneasily; “I suppose as you say, that my constitution—”

“You have made use of the expression ‘patch up,’ my friend,” interposed Célestine with icy firmness. “Did they then, these skilful surgeons, employ tissue grafting?”

“Why, yes; I believe that there was some little detail of the sort,” admitted Raoul. “But you have not yet told me how the old place was looking and if the new curé—”

“All in good time, my poor sufferer; you naturally demand my first thoughts. Who was the kind friend who so nobly submitted to the inconvenience of having pieces of his skin removed in order to supply your need?”

“I was — er — unconscious at the time,” prevaricated the unhappy Raoul. His evasion would not have deceived a Siamese cat, let alone Célestine Bon.

“But assuredly you would have learned his name afterwards,” she persisted. “It was an obligation, and a de Montbard does not forget. Was it” — her eyes met his like the points of two stilettos— “was it by any chance Jean Villjean?”

“Why, since you mention him, I remember that it was,” assented Raoul with patent artlessness. “He—”

“Oh!” exclaimed Célestine, tearing herself free, “but this transcends the possible limit! It is not enough that I must endure Jean Villjean’s lips pressed against my face. His arm, down even to the extremities of the fingers — admittedly the most delicate organs of the touch — may now insinuate themselves around my waist. What next, I wonder? I refuse to contemplate the eventuality! The arm from which I tear myself is not that of Raoul de Montbard, to whose memory I shall remain faithful for ever, but the arm of Jean Villjean. Adieu, composite monster!”

With that, Célestine Bon departed from the recuperation camp yet again. This time she did not even wait for official permission, so that with unauthorised absence from duty the incident of her service for the Allied cause regretfully closed. But on that score Mlle. Bon has no misgivings. It was merely impossible for her to act otherwise. Any woman — certainly any Frenchwoman — will understand and will tender her a silent and respectful sympathy.

It is quite true that once more, in the calm atmosphere of her domestic round, Célestine’s heart has begun to soften towards the absent warrior, but she is practical enough to be warned by experience. The same sort of thing occurred before, and what happened then? She could endure — nay, treasure — a Raoul reduced by valour to the mere truncation of a man, his features battered beyond recognition, but not one who, before her eyes, is slowly and insidiously passing into the identity of a despised and rejected suitor.

Besides, and here I am bound to confess Célestine touches on possibilities too delicate for my insular pen to probe; where, she demands, is the thing to end? Raoul is brave, rash and obviously unlucky. Jean is, one must admit even though one admits it with a shrug, plucky, devoted to his friend, and practically inexhaustible. The possibilities of operative surgery are, as we begin to see, illimitable. The war, at this critical point in the interlaced destinies of these three hapless beings, scarcely beyond its third year, is declared by the majority to be only just beginning, and while some predict a seven years’ course for it, others, with just as formidable an artillery of argument, place its continuance at seventy times seven. Soon there must come a point at which Raoul will have become rather more Jean than Raoul and thenceforward he will, after each operation, become Jeanified with increasing momentum. Heart and brain may remain Raoulish (though even here Célestine has no actual guarantee against medical science), but it may be suspected that these attributes are less prominent in Célestine’s fond remembrance than Raoul’s prepossessing exterior.

“But they all change, sooner or later,” says wise maman consolingly. “Be reconciled, my child.”

Hastings, 1920.


The Dead March 
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I WOKE VERY early that morning with the sound of music in my ears. It was a band, a distant band; evidently, I thought, some troops are changing camp, and I lay awake listening until the strains exercised a strange possession over me, for never, I declare, had I heard a melody so haunting. It was all things. From the wail of lament it rose to the blazonry of triumph, from joy passed to sorrow, spoke now of hope and now of despair, shrilled victory in defeat and relentlessly voiced the barrenness of conquest. It was of pagan grandeur, of Arcadian simplicity, of cities and of glades. A mother with her laughing child; Cæsar to his victorious army; a shepherd fluting at a spring; a dead warrior lying stark by night on a desolate waste. Sometimes I thought that it was approaching, sometimes receding, but this I discovered was nothing but the vagarity of the wind, and presently the music was no more and the night was empty of sound and cold with the loneliness of bereavement.

It was still very early when I rose and went out. Day was just breaking, like day at the beginning of time before things were. The villages of Preston and Sutton Poyntz lay beneath me in the valley, but they were as a picture that is limned and no smoke came from the chimneys of their hearths, nor was there any sound save that from the more distant water-meadows beyond; at intervals a sheep-bell gave a note. About me lay the grave-mounds of the ancient dead and the wide, open spaces of the wind-shorn heights.

By the time I had reached the cleft of the valley the sun had risen and what had hitherto been a particle of eternity had become a day. The earliest mushroom-gatherer was swinging along the beach on his way to the salted downs, as his daily custom is, and the melodious confusion of the sheep-bells told that the flock was being driven from its nightly harbourage in the enclosed pasture to the hazardous freedom of the cliffs. Presently they swung past me in a billowy mass, and leaping at a gap debouche into a barley stubble. An urchin and a tousled hound accompanied and controlled them; when they reached the heights the child dropped a careless word to the wistful dog, and throwing himself down on the turf by the very edge of the sheer precipice, drew a volume from a pocket of his ragged coat.

The little bay here has this peculiarity: that at one point all the lighter kinds of wreckage come ashore, while further along one may find (especially after a storm) bolts and nails, cannon balls and parts of strange and obsolete weapons, coins of all ages, and odd and unexpected things — all these, I say, may be found along this stretch, but never by any chance wreckage that will float. It was here on this morning that I picked up an ancient bit of silver, a denarius of Rome, lying among the stones. It was somewhat encrusted with pitch, and as I walked I rubbed it with a little moist sand to clear the lettering.

The mushroom-gatherer had gone by now, passing me with a word after the friendly custom of these parts, and I had fancied that I had the beach to myself, until, happening to look up, my eyes were attracted by a striking figure. Doubtless I should have noted his approach had I not been so engrossed in rubbing my find and trying to decipher its inscription, for he was now standing directly in front of me. I took him to be a visitor who had come out for an early bathe, probbaly a sojourner at one of the old coastguard cottages just beyond the hills, where people stay in summer, for he wore sandals and a shapeless dressing-gown or robe of purple. He was a man well advanced in years and his expression, without being in anyway distinguished, was dignified and shrewd. His odd attire might be excused in circumstances where men relax, but his salutation challenged resentment, until I remembered that the ground on which we stood and the eternal hills around were an enduring memorial to those dim ages when our race was shaping in the mould. Here on every side the landmarks are the temples or the citadels, the graves or the pleasances of contending races who achieved their destinies and are no more, while to this day that ancient leveller, the ploughman, mixes their bones impartially and lays bare their household gods without reverence and scarcely with curiosity.

“Hail, Briton!” had been his greeting.

I stared for a moment and then smiled to myself. “Here,” I thought, “is one of those enthusiasts who lose themselves in the past. Doubtless he has a theory about some obscure fosse or vallum, and in the everlasting consideration of it he has become absent-minded.” For the moment, I say, I was taken aback; then, observing that the lines of his face were not destitute of humour, I had the impulse to recall him to the present by responding in like strain.

“Greetings,” I accordingly replied with fitting gravity. “Greeting, Imperial Rome!”

Instead of betraying any confusion or surprise, my new acquaintance inclined his head slightly, as though receiving homage that was due.

“This spot pleases me well, as it ever did,” he mused aloud. “It was here that our prows first touched after voyaging across from Vectis” (his glance indicated the single gleaming shoulder that the Isle of Wight raised above the thin sea mist), “and in my tent, pitched in you meadow just beyond the stream, I composed at nights the march that was on your lips.”

“A march — on my lips just now?” I stammered.

“Assuredly, or I should not have spoken you. You know the music of it? Nay, then listen.”

I listened, and very faintly in the distance I heard the refrain of the melody that had so impressed me. Possibly I had been humming it, as he said, but quite unconsciously.

“It lacks the plaintive quality of flutes,” he remarked critically as we listened. “But that is an instrument for which our martial bands made no provision.”

“You are a musician then?” I said.

“An amateur,” he admitted carelessly. “Still, one who as a mere proconsul turned his back on a despot, rather than endure his discords, may be allowed to claim an ear.”

My knowledge of music — or of despots — did not enable me to identify the particular ruler he alluded to. I sought enlightenment obliquely.

“Was he indeed so very poor a player?”

“He was not only that. After making due allowance for his exalted rank, he was, I would assert, the very worst player who has ever ventured to confront an audience. Moreover, he was partial to the fiddle, of all instruments, and prone to resort to it at inopportune moments.”

“Your own composition—” I ventured.

He waved his hand in deprecation.

“I do not seek comparison,” he said. “In my opinion the arts are scarcely the fit attribute of a soldier, except perchance, as in the case of the first Cæsar, to record his victories. But I was younger then and not long married. Around and before me lay the doubts and dangers of an arduous campaign in an unknown land; so that, under the stars at times, and ever to the accompaniment of the breakers on this rocky shore (it has changed but little), I felt inspired to voice the hopeless valour of the Durotriges.”

I suppose my look indicated the blankness of my mind on the subject of the Durotriges.

“The inhabitants of this region — Belgæ our historians deemed them,” he explained. “Less capably armed than the similar tribes of Gaul, they vied with them in desperate courage. For three days and three nights the tribesmen here withstood the Second Legion, yielding only foot by foot until they had covered their retirement to their great hill-fortress, two hours’ march yonder to the north.”

“Maiden Castle!” I exclaimed; for, about eight miles distant from the place we stood on, there exists to this day a stronghold such as he described, a camp so colossal in its scope, so ambitious in its scheme of ramparts, that it is scarcely credible as the achievement of a primitive people, toiling almost literally with their hands alone. Inferior, neither to the Pyramids nor the Sphinx in its solitary grandeur, it would certainly be much visited by our tourists were it but placed say in China or Peru.

“Dunium we called it. There the entire tribe assembled with their flocks and herds well secured, and there they might have held us at bay until we wearied of the siege or until Claudius recalled us, had it not been for one weakness to which the inhabitants of this island were ever prone.”

“And that was?” I inquired.

“They were too late, being over-sanguine in a false security. Dunium was feverishly begun, it would appear, under the threat of Julius Caesar’s invasion, but he failed to penetrate these wilds and, the danger passing, Dunium was never finished. There existed, we discovered, a weakness in the ramparts to the south. Between our landing and the investment of their camp there was not time to repair the deficiency. It proved fatal. Once our velites had gained the higher plane the most devoted valour, backed only by flint-heads, availed the defenders nothing. Dunium was ours. A great fight. We gave them martial honours. Voe victis! it must ever be, but a conqueror should know how to be magnanimous in victory. Their dead rest in peace under their own rites.”

Far out at sea a great bird, poised in swift flight aloft, spied what it sought and flashed its message shoreward. In one of the hidden forts that stud the coast a single cannot cleared its throat.

“Thunder of Jove! but that was a shrewd bolt!” exclaimed he of the purple. “The tribe still follows Mars?”

“There are no young men in the valley now,” I made answer. “They carry their standard on many an alien field.”

“It is known to us; we, too, have met the Hun — 

Yes, this spot was often in my thoughts in after years, and whenever our arms encountered outmatched valour I again saw the terraced heights of Dunium. Ofttime, when a report of some deed of fitting worth reached my ears, I would have one of our bands perform my march — though they knew not it was mine — to the memory of the brave. It was set to eighteen instruments of brass — six trumpets, six horns—”

The mist from the land had been stealing down the valley as we talked. Quite suddenly it enveloped us, shutting out all things beyond and even each one from the other. I called aloud but there was no reply; took a few steps blindly forward only to meet the grey earth of the cliff. Then the wind from off the sea lapped back the mist and I found that I was again alone on the deserted shore.

I walked back along the winding stream and past the spot where once a leisured gentleman of Durnovaria built for himself a villa. Its tesselated pavement still remains in situ. On the highway I fell in with a soldier and we walked along together.

“I suppose a draft of the 4th moved out of Upton Camp about three o’clock this morning,” I remarked when the occasion offered. “I heard what I took to be their band.”

“The 4th left two days ago,” he answered. “There’s no one in at Upton now.”

“Then the band?” I persisted. “What band was there about?”

He looked at me a little curiously — or perhaps I fancied it.

“I heard no band,” he said, “and I was out on guard duty up at Bincombe then. If there had been a band,” he decided with the doggedness of simple conviction, “I reckon I should ‘a heard it.”

When I reached home again the morning papers had just arrived. You will recall that day perhaps. This was what their head-lines blazed forth:





HEROIC STAND AT MONS

BRITISH DESPERATELY OUTNUMBERED

A little later I took an opportunity to complete the scouring of my coin. It disclosed the head of an elderly man, dignified without being distinguished, and wearing a wreath of laurel. The inscription around it was this:



IMP. CÆSAR VESPASIANVS AVG.

Vespasian? Well, certainly, if any emperor were destined to become a Slave of the Coin it might — despite his many virtues — well be Vespasian.

Ravenscourt Park, 1919.


A Very Black Business 
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MR. BROWN WAS in the act of looking down the barrel of a revolver when a noise — a call — somewhere in the stairway of his block of flats arrested his hand. There were three reasons why at that supreme moment he was susceptible to so slight an influence; the cry was a curiously melodious one, and the hearer was by nature and profession a musician; it was, as well as a melodious call, a strangely old-world one; and it seemed to speak of coal. Now it was precisely the absence of this commodity that was driving the musician to his rash act. A trivial cause for so tremendous à result, it may be urged, and perhaps it was, but Mr. Brown was of the artistic temperament and therefore quite outside the ordinary standard of reasonable conduct.

In this matter of coal he had really very little to complain of. Warned both by the previous winter’s experience and by certain official recommendations, he had gone to his usual coal merchant early in the month of May and ordered the full capacity of his modest cupboard — a single ton. Delivery was faithfully promised for that day week — between nine and ten in the morning — and, rejoicing greatly, Mr. Brown returned with the assurance.

In July Mrs. Brown gave up carpeting the hall with newspapers on wet days in anticipation of the coal-man’s arrival.

In August Mr. Brown called on eleven other coal merchants and recklessly ordered a ton of coal from each. Seven declined the business; of the others, one promised delivery that day week at 8.30 in the morning (or, he added, between 8.30 and a quarter to nine, say), another that day twelvemonth, and the remainder at various intervening dates.

Later in the month Brown wrote an unwise letter to each of the dealers, stating that although he had thoughtlessly specified coal when ordering, he was really prepared to accept whatever substitute they were then supplying under that name. It was only his way of reminding them; but as the tone of the communication was light and flippant, each recipient thought that it must convey some hidden insult, and the order was accordingly struck off the books.

In September his original dealer rebuked him for impatience, pointing out that although he had been faithfully promised coal in May, there were many others in the same plight who had been just as faithfully promised for April or even March.

In October Mr. Brown began to contemplate suicide as the simplest way out of it. For over a month the nights had been seasonably cold, and even in the daytime it had now become unpleasantly chilly sitting before an empty grate. To stay in meant being starved to death; to go out (the servant had been dispensed with as a war economy) meant missing the coal when it did arrive. That morning Mrs. Brown had ventured on a well-meant suggestion. Her husband had feigned to accept it in a vein of sustained irony. Ultimately the lady had gone out shopping in tears, and it now seemed to the repentant and unhappy man that the best thing he could do was to go out in smoke.

But in the meanwhile the unusual call had drawn nearer, floor by floor (the Brown flat was on the highest), and a vigorous knock sounded on the door. With an instinctive courtesy, even at that moment, the musician at once went to answer it, absent-mindedly still grasping the weapon in his hand. A sturdy little man in a long blue coat stood outside; skilfully balanced on his shoulder was a weighty sack.

“You required small coal, sir?”

“This way,” replied Mr. Brown, somewhat dazed. He did not care whether the coal was small or in half hundred weight blocks. He led the way and the man followed and shot his burden.

“I’m afraid that it’s rather a pull, coming up so far,” apologised Brown. “Are there two of you?”

“Oh, that makes no odds,” replied the coal-man amiably. “You see, I take a special interest in musicians, and hearing that you were desperate like—”

“You knew that I was a musician?”

“Oh, yes; I often hear you playing.”

“Really! I had no idea that my violin carried down to the street. And I don’t seem to remember your call before.”

“I seldom have occasion to call in the street now. Not that I am ashamed of my call — or of my calling. That can never be said of Tom Britton, sir. Even when I happen to meet, as I sometimes do, my duchess—”

“Your duchess!”

“Her Grace of Queensberry, I mean, sir; she being so regular at my concerts—”

“Concerts! You give concerts? Really. But how... where... Do you take the Queen’s Hall?”

“Queen’s Hall? Oh, no; it’s just a loft over my coal-shed against Clerkenwell — a few chairs, a platform, a cup of coffee, and music of a Thursday evening.”

“I see... over your coal-shed... and the duchess comes regularly on Thursday evenings — early closing, of course.... Very natural.... Pray, what instrument do you play, Mr. Britton?”

“Indifferently on most, sir. I have a very fine bass viol by Norman, and a Rucker virginal scarcely to be matched in Europe. But for the talent which draws so many of the noble and discriminating to my loft I am indebted to my friends. Mr. Banister takes the first violin, Sir Roger L’Estrange the viol, Mr. Hughes, Mr. Woolaston and Mr. Shuttleworth other instruments of the band, and for the harpsichord I am generally beholden to Dr. Pepusch, while frequently the great Mr. George Handel journeys to Clerkenwell to play my organ.”

“Mr. George Handel?... Handel!” Mr. Brown’s startled eyes took in anew the sturdy if unaggressive form of his visitor. “Yes... yes... of course... it is very warm carrying up these sacks... a glass... something cooling?”

The coal-man smilingly declined the offer, and, as if reminded of his duty, made haste to get through the work on hand. In a shorter time than Mr. Brown had ever known any other load of even half the amount handled, the full tale of twenty sacks had been shot in, and the relieved flat-holder saw his “cellar” crammed to its full capacity. He avoided the subject of music, however, nor did the harmonious coal-heaver revert to it.

“It looks good coal,” commented Brown, as the last sack was emptied, “though certainly not large.”

“Small coal of the best,” was the reply. “It may perhaps burn a little sulphurous, but it’s none the worse for that, and it comes from a very noted Pit.”

“Well, when I have any more I hope that your people will send you with it; for I have never before had it brought up so easily.”

“I will mention it to my Firm, sir,” said the little man.

“But the Head isn’t always in the best of tempers — makes these small attentions difficult sometimes.”

It was not until he had gone that Mr. Brown remembered something. In the strangeness of the whole affair he had forgotten to pay the bill; nor, for the matter of that, had the man presented it. The musician hurried to a front window to catch the name on the cart, for he was not even sure to which firm he owed the supply. There a fresh surprise awaited him in that day of wonders. There was no cart in sight. There was no coalman in sight. The stairs were empty. Nothing but the coal itself and the delicious lingering aroma of waxed sacking remained to prove the reality of the visit.

That afternoon Mr. Brown set out to discharge the account. He called first on his regular dealer, and found him involved in a wordy conflict with an acrimonious lady who had been promised some coal in February. It would appear that it had not yet arrived, and she was demanding to be told what she was to do, now that the Government regulated everything.

“Don’t ask me,” the harassed man was saying as Mr. Brown entered. “I’m not the Government.”

“Still, you might as well be,” she replied. “They don’t seem to do anything but sit about and make promises.”

“What else are they to do,” he retorted furiously, “with people like you about?”

“I should think they might try managing coal depots,” was her parting shot. “Looks as though they are cut out for it.”

“And what can I do for you, sir?” demanded the manager of Mr. Brown, with passionate intentness.

“Some coal was left at my place this morning. I don’t know if it came from you—”

“You have the delivery-note, I suppose?”

“Curiously enough, one does not seem to have been left, and!”

“Well, it’s none of ours, for I have your order down for next week. Thursday morning, early. You have probably been imposed on by someone.”

“I don’t quite see how that can be. The man — a little, cheerful fellow, who made nothing of the stairs—”

“Not one of our men,” said the manager decisively. “Good-day.”

Mr. Brown left the office and tried the next most likely place, and then the next. But nowhere was he successful. No sooner did he essay to describe his obliging visitor than he was cut short by the positive assurance that there was no such man in their employ.

At last only one office remained — the least promising. He went on to it only as a matter of form, and began the now familiar tale:

“Some coal was delivered—”

“Yes?” prompted the young man in attendance, for the words had been cut off by a gasp.

“That... you have a picture over there,” stammered Mr. Brown in a shaking voice, and pointing. “Might I look at it?”

“Certainly,” assented the clerk agreeably. “Rum old thing, isn’t it?” And he lifted the counter-flap for Mr. Brown to pass within.

It was a print of a stout, little, pleasant-faced man in a blue smock-frock, displaying in his hand a coal-measure, as though to assert that he was by no means ashamed of his calling. Beneath were the words: “Thomas Britton (A.D. 1654-1714). The Musical Coal Man. From the painting in the National Portrait Gallery.”

“Governor brought it round one day and stuck it up there,” volunteered the youth. “Sort of patron saint of the business, as you might say.”

“Who is — was he, do you know?”

“Well, I looked him up at the time, or I shouldn’t. Yes; quite a character in his time. A coal-dealer in a small way — delivered the stuff himself. And yet that man, sir, was one of the foremost musicians of his day. Gave concerts that attracted all the toffs out of the West End to his coal-hole somewhere. Absolutely hand-in-glove with the élite in a manner of speaking, and yet going round with his coal all the time.”

“It was true then,” murmured Mr. Brown.

“Oh, quite true, I assure you. And that wasn’t all. He went in for chemistry and astrology, and things that weren’t much understood then, and, in fact, got the name for having dealings with the devil! Of course, that’s all my eye.”

“Quite,” assented Mr. Brown feebly. “Good-morning.”

“Oh, you’re very welcome,” said the clerk hospitably.

Ravenscourt Park, 1918.


The Bunch of Violets 

AN EPISODE IN THE WAR-TIME ACTIVITIES OF MAX CARRADOS
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WHEN MR. J. Beringer Hulse, in the course of one of his periodical calls at the War Office, had been introduced to Max Carrados he attached no particular significance to the meeting. His own business there lay with Mr. Flinders, one of the quite inconspicuous departmental powers so lavishly produced by a few years of intensive warfare: business that was more confidential than exacting at that stage and hitherto carried on à deux. The presence on this occasion of a third, this quiet, suave, personable stranger, was not out of line with Mr. Hulse’s open-minded generalities on British methods: “A little singular, perhaps, but not remarkable,” would have been the extent of his private comment. He favoured Max with a hard, entirely friendly, American stare, said, “Vurry pleased to make your acquaintance, Mr. Carrados,” as they shook hands, and went on with his own affair.

Of course Hulse was not to know that Carrados had been brought in especially to genialise with him. Most of the blind man’s activities during that period came within the “Q-class” order. No one ever heard of them, very often they would have seemed quite meaningless under description, and generally they were things that he alone could do — or do as effectively at all events. In the obsolete phraseology of the day, they were his “bit.”

“There’s this man Hulse,” Flinders had proceeded, when it came to the business on which Carrados had been asked to call at Whitehall. “Needless to say, he’s no fool or Jonathan wouldn’t have sent him on the ticket he carries. If anything, he’s too keen — wants to see everything, do anything and go everywhere. In the meanwhile he’s kicking up his heels here in London with endless time on his hands and the Lord only knows who mayn’t have a go at him.”

“You mean for information — or does he carry papers?” asked Carrados.

“Well, at present, information chiefly. He necessarily knows a lot of things that would be priceless to the Huns, and a clever man or woman might find it profitable to nurse him.”

“Still, he must be on his guard if, as you say, he is — 

No one imagines that London in 1917 is a snakeless Eden or expects that German agents to-day are elderly professors who say, ‘How vos you?’ and ‘Ja, ja!’”

“My dear fellow,” said Flinders sapiently, “every American who came to London before the war was on his guard against a pleasant-spoken gentleman who would accost him with, ‘Say, stranger, does this happen to be your wallet lying around here on the sidewalk?’ and yet an unending procession of astute, long-headed citizens met him, exactly as described, year after year, and handed over their five hundred or five thousand pounds on a tale that would have made a common or Michaelmas goose blush to be caught listening to.”

“It’s a curious fact,” admitted Carrados thoughtfully. “And this Hulse?”

“Oh, he’s quite an agreeable chap, you’ll find. He may know a trifle more than you and be a little wider awake and see further through a brick wall and so on, but he won’t hurt your feelings about it. Well, will you do it for us?”

“Certainly,” replied Carrados. “What is it, by the way?”

Flinders laughed his apologies and explained more precisely.

“Hulse has been over here a month now, and it may be another month before the details come through which he will take on to Paris. Then he will certainly have documents of very special importance that he must carry about with him. Well, in the meanwhile, of course, he is entertained and may pal up with anyone or get himself into Lord knows what. We can’t keep him here under lock and key or expect him to make a report of every fellow he has a drink with or every girl he meets.”

“Quite so,” nodded the blind man.

“Actually, we have been asked to take precautions. It isn’t quite a case for the C.I.D. — not at this stage, that is to say. So if I introduce him to you and you fix up an evening for him or something of the sort and find out where his tastes lie, and — and, in fact, keep a general shepherding eye upon him—” He broke off abruptly, and Carrados divined that he had reddened furiously and was kicking himself in spirit. The blind man raised a deprecating hand.

“Why should you think that so neat a compliment would pain me, Flinders?” he asked quietly. “Now if you had questioned the genuineness of some of my favourite tetradrachms I might have had reason to be annoyed. As it is, yes, I will gladly keep a general shepherding ear on J. Beringer as long as may be needful.”

“That’s curious,” said Flinders, looking up quickly. “I didn’t think that I had mentioned his front name.”

“I don’t think that you have,” agreed Carrados.

“Then how — Had you heard of him before?”

“You don’t give an amateur conjurer much chance,” replied the other whimsically. “When you brought me to this chair I found a table by me, and happening to rest a hand on it my fingers had ‘read’ a line of writing before I realised it — just as your glance might as unconsciously do,” and he held up an envelope addressed to Hulse.

“That is about the limit,” exclaimed Flinders with some emphasis. “Do you know, Carrados, if I hadn’t always led a very blameless life I should be afraid to have you around the place.”

Thus it came about that the introduction was made and in due course the two callers left together.

“You’ll see Mr. Carrados down, won’t you?” Flinders had asked, and, slightly puzzled but not disposed to question English ways, Hulse had assented. In the passage Carrados laid a light hand on his companion’s arm. Through some subtle perception he read Hulse’s mild surprise.

“By the way, I don’t think that Flinders mentioned my infirmity,” he remarked. “This part of the building is new to me and I happen to be quite blind.”

“You astonish me,” declared Hulse, and he had to be assured that the statement was literally exact. “You don’t seem to miss much by it, Mr. Carrados. Ever happen to hear of Laura Bridgman?”

“Oh, yes,” replied Carrados. “She was one of your star cases. But Laura Bridgman’s attainments really were wonderful. She was also deaf and dumb, if you remember.”

“That is so,” assented Hulse. “My people come from New Hampshire not far from Laura’s home, and my mother had some of her needlework framed as though it was a picture. That’s how I come to know of her, I reckon.”

They had reached the street meanwhile and Carrados heard the door of his waiting car opened to receive him.

“I’m going on to my club now to lunch,” he remarked with his hand still on his companion’s arm. “Of course we only have a wartime menu, but if you would keep me company you would be acting the Good Samaritan,” and Beringer Hulse, who was out to see as much as possible of England, France and Berlin within the time — perhaps, also, not uninfluenced by the appearance of the rather sumptuous vehicle — did not refuse.

“Vurry kind of you to put it in that way, Mr. Carrados,” he said, in his slightly business-like, easy style. “Why, certainly I will.”

During the following weeks Carrados continued to make himself very useful to the visitor, and Hulse did not find his stay in London any less agreeably varied thereby. He had a few other friends — acquaintances rather — he had occasion now and then to mention, but they, one might infer, were either not quite so expansive in their range of hospitality or so pressing for his company. The only one for whom he had ever to excuse himself was a Mr. Darragh, who appeared to have a house in Densham Gardens (he was a little shrewdly curious as to what might be inferred of the status of a man who lived in Densham Gardens), and, well, yes, there was Darragh’s sister, Violet. Carrados began to take a private interest in the Darragh household, but there was little to be learned beyond the fact that the house was let furnished to the occupant from month to month. Even during the complexities of war that fact alone could not be regarded as particularly incriminating.

There came an evening when Hulse, having an appointment to dine with Carrados and to escort him to a theatre afterwards, presented himself in a mixed state of elation and remorse. His number had come through at last, he explained, and he was to leave for Paris in the morning. Carrados had been most awfully, most frightfully — Hulse became quite touchingly incoherent in his anxiety to impress upon the blind man the fullness of the gratitude he felt, but, all the same, he had come to ask whether he might cry off for the evening. There was no need to inquire the cause. Carrados raised an accusing finger and pointed to the little bunch of violets with which the impressionable young man had adorned his button-hole.

“Why, yes, to some extent,” admitted Hulse, with a facile return to his ingenuous, easy way. “I happened to see Miss Darragh down town this afternoon. There’s a man they know whom I’ve been crazy to meet for weeks, a Jap who has the whole ju-jitsu business at his finger-ends. Best ju-jitsuist out of Japan, Darragh says. Mighty useful thing, ju-jitsu, nowadays, Carrados.”

“At any time, indeed,” conceded Carrados. “And he will be there to-night?”

“Certain. They’ve tried to fix it up for me half-a-dozen times before, but this Kuromi could never fit it in. Of course this will be the only chance.”

“True,” agreed the blind man, rather absent-mindedly. “Your last night here.”

“I don’t say that in any case I should not have liked to see Violet — Miss Darragh — again before I went, but I wouldn’t have gone back on an arranged thing for that,” continued Hulse virtuously. “Now this ju-jitsu I look on more in the light of business.”

“Rather a rough-and-tumble business one would think,” suggested Carrados. “Nothing likely to drop out of your pockets in the process and get lost?”

Hulse’s face displayed a rather more superior smile than he would have permitted himself had his friend been liable to see it and be snubbed thereby.

“I know what you mean, of course,” he replied, getting up and going to the blind man’s chair, “but don’t you worry about me, Father William. Just put your hand to my breast pocket.”

“Sewn up,” commented Carrados, touching the indicated spot on his guest’s jacket.

“Sewn up: that’s it; and since I’ve had any important papers on me it always has been sewn up, no matter how often I change. No fear of anything dropping out now — or being lifted out, eh? No, sir; if what I carry there chanced to vanish, I guess no excuses would be taken and J. B. H. would automatically drop down to the very bottom of the class. As it is, if it’s missing I shall be missing too, so that won’t trouble me.”

“What time do you want to get there?”

“Darragh’s? Well, I left that open. Of course I couldn’t promise until I had seen you. Anyway, not until after dinner, I said.”

“That makes it quite simple, then,” declared Carrados. “Stay and have dinner here, and afterwards we will go on to Darragh’s together instead of going to the theatre.”

“That’s most terribly kind of you,” replied Hulse. “But won’t it be rather a pity — the tickets, I mean, and so forth?”

“There are no tickets as it happens,” said Carrados. “I left that over until to-night. And I have always wanted to meet a ju-jitsu champion. Quite providential, isn’t it?”

It was nearly nine o’clock, and seated in the drawingroom of his furnished house in Densham Gardens, affecting to read an evening paper, Mr. Darragh was plainly ill at ease. The strokes of the hour, sounded by the little gilt clock on the mantelpiece, seemed to mark the limit of his patience. A muttered word escaped him and he looked up with a frown.

“It was nine that Hulse was to be here by, wasn’t it, Violet?” he asked.

Miss Darragh, who had been regarding him for some time in furtive anxiety, almost jumped at the simple question.

“Oh, yes, Hugh — about nine, that is. Of course he had to—”

“Yes, yes,” interrupted Darragh irritably; “we’ve heard all that. And Sims,” he continued, more for the satisfaction of voicing his annoyance than to engage in conversation, “swore by everything that we should have that coa’t by eight at the very latest. My God! what rotten tools one has to depend on!”

“Perhaps—” began Violet timidly, and stopped at his deepening scowl.

“Yes?” said Darragh, with a deadly smoothness in his voice. “Yes, Violet; pray continue. You were about to say—”

“It was really nothing, Hugh,” she pleaded. “Nothing at all.”

“Oh, yes, Violet, I am sure that you have some helpful little suggestion to make,” he went on in the same silky, deliberate way. Even when he was silent his unspoken thoughts seemed to be lashing her with bitterness, and she turned painfully away to pick up the paper he had flung aside. “The situation, Kato,” resumed Darragh, addressing himself to the third occupant of the room, “is bluntly this: If Sims isn’t here with that coat before young Hulse arrives, all our carefully-thought-out plan, a month’s patient work, and about the last both of our cash and credit, simply go to the devil!... and Violet wants to say that perhaps Mr. Sims forgot to wind his watch last night or poor Mrs. Sims’s cough is worse.... Proceed, Violet; don’t be diffident.”

The man addressed as “Kato” knocked a piece off the chessboard he was studying and stooped to pick it up again before he replied. Then he looked from one to the other with a face singularly devoid of expression.

“Perhaps. Who says?” he replied in his quaintly-ordered phrases. “If it is to be, my friend, it will be.”

“Besides, Hugh,” put in Violet, with a faint dash of spirit, “it isn’t really quite so touch-and-go as that. If Sims comes before Hulse has left, Kato can easily slip out and change coats then.”

Darragh was already on his restless way towards the door. Apparently he did not think it worth while to reply to either of the speakers, but his expression, especially when his eyes turned to Violet, was one of active contempt. As the door closed after him, Kato sprang to his feet and his impassive look gave place to one almost of menace. His hands clenched unconsciously and with slow footsteps he seemed to be drawn on in pursuit. A little laugh, mirthless and bitter, from the couch, where Violet had seated herself, recalled him.

“Is it true, Katie,” she asked idly, “that you are really the greatest ju-jitsuist outside Japan?”

“Polite other people say so,” replied the Japanese, his voice at once gentle and deprecating.

“And yet you cannot keep down even your little temper!”

Kato thought this over for a moment; then he crossed to the couch and stood regarding the girl with his usual impenetrable gravity.

“On contrary, I can keep down my temper very well,” he said seriously. “I can keep it so admirably that I, whose ancestors were Samurai and very high nobles, have been able to become thief and swindler and” — his moving hand seemed to beat the air for a phrase— “and low-down dog and still to live. What does anything it matter that is connected with me alone? But there are three things that do matter — three that I do not allow myself to be insulted and still to live: my emperor, my country, and — you. And so,” concluded Kato Kuromi, in a somewhat lighter vein, “now and then, as you say, my temper gets the better of me slightly.”

“Poor Katie,” said Violet, by no means disconcerted at this delicate avowal. “I really think that I am sorrier for you than I am for Hugh, or even for myself. But it’s no good becoming romantic at this time of day, my dear man.” The lines of her still quite young and attractive face hardened in keeping with her thoughts. “I suppose I’ve had my chance. We’re all of a pattern and I’m as crooked as any of you now.”

“No, no,” protested Kato loyally; “not you of yourself. It is we bad fellows round you. Darragh ought never to have brought you into these things, and then to despise you for your troubles — that is why my temper now and then ju-jitsues me. This time it is the worst of all — the young man Hulse, for whose benefit you pass yourself as the sister of your husband. How any mortal man possessing you—”

“Another cigarette, Katie, please,” interrupted Violet, for the monotonous voice had become slightly more penetrating than was prudent. “That’s all in the way of business, my friend. We aren’t a firm of family solicitors. Jack Hulse had to be fascinated and I — well, if there is any hitch I don’t think that it can be called my fault,” and she demonstrated for his benefit the bewitching smile that had so effectually enslaved the ardent Beringer.

“Fascinated!” retorted Kato, fixing on the word jealously, and refusing to be pacified by the bribery of the smile. “Yes, so infatuated has become this very susceptible young man that you lead him about like pet lamb at the end of blue ribbon. Business? Perhaps. But how have you been able to do this, Violet? And you husband — Darragh — to him simply business, very good business — and he forces you to do this full of shame thing and mocks at you for reward.”

“Kato, Kato—” urged Violet, breaking through his scornful laughter.

“I am what your people call yellow man,” continued Kato relentlessly, “and you are the one white woman of my dreams — dreams that I would not lift finger to spoil by trying to make real. But if I should have been Darragh not ten thousand times the ten thousand pounds that Hulse carries would tempt me to lend you to another man’s arms.”

“Oh, Katie, how horrid you can be!”

“Horrid for me to say, but ‘business’ for you to do! How have you discovered so much, Violet — what Hulse carries, where he carries it, the size and shape the packet makes, even the way he so securely keeps it? ‘Business’ eh? Your husband cares not so long as we succeed. But I, Kato Kuromi, care.” He went nearer so that his mere attitude was menacing as he stood over her, and his usually smooth voice changed to a tone she had never heard there before. “How have you learned all this?

How, unless you and Hulse—”

“‘Sssh!” she exclaimed in sharp dismay as her ear caught a sound beyond.

“ — oh yes,” continued Kato easily, his voice instantly as soft and unconcerned as ever, “it will be there, you mean. The views in the valley of Kedu are considered very fine and the river itself—”

It was Darragh whom Violet had heard approaching, and he entered the room in a much better temper than he had left it. At the door he paused a moment to encourage someone forward — a seedy, diffident man of more than middle age, who carried a brown-paper parcel.

“Come on, Sim; hurry up, man!” urged Darragh impatiently, but without the sting of contempt that had poisoned his speech before. “And, oh, Phillips” — looking back and dropping his voice— “when Mr. Hulse arrives show him into the morning-room at first. Not up here, you understand? Now, Sims.”

After a rather helpless look round for something suitable on which to lay his parcel, the woebegone-looking individual was attempting to untie it on an upraised knee.

“Yes, sir,” he replied, endeavouring to impart a modicum of briskness into his manner. “I’m sorry to be a bit late, sir; I was delayed.”

“Oh, well, never mind that now,” said Darragh magnanimously. “Thing quite all right?”

“Mrs. Sims isn’t worse?” asked Violet kindly.

Mr. Sims managed to get his back to the group before he ventured to reply.

“No, miss,” he said huskily; “she’s better now. She’s dead: died an hour ago. That’s why I wasn’t quite able to get here by eight.”

From each of his hearers this tragedy drew a characteristic response. Violet gave a little moan of sympathy and turned away. Kato regarded Sims, and continued to regard him, with the tranquil incuriosity of the unpitying East. Darragh — Darragh alone spoke, and his tone was almost genial.

“Devilish lucky that you were able to get here by now in the circumstances, Sims,” he said.

“Well, sir,” replied Sims practically, “you see, I shall need the money just as much now — though not quite for the same purpose as I had planned.” He took the garment from the paper and shook it out before displaying it for Darragh’s approval. “I think you will find that quite satisfactory, sir.”

“Exactly the same as the one your people made for Mr. Hulse a week ago?” asked Darragh, glancing at the jacket and then passing it on to Violet for her verdict.

“To a stitch, sir. A friend of mine up at the shop got the measurements and the cloth is a length from the same piece.”

“But the cut, Sims,” persisted his patron keenly; “the cut is the most important thing about it. It makes all the difference in the world.”

“Yes, sir,” acquiesced Sims dispassionately; “you can rely on that. I used to be a first-class cutter myself before I took to drink. I am yet, when I’m steady. And I machined both coats myself.”

“That should do then,” said Darragh complacently.

“Now you were to have—”

“Ten guineas and the cost of the cloth you promised, sir. Of course it’s a very big price, and I won’t deny that I’ve been a bit uneasy about it from time to time when!”

“That’s all right.” Darragh had no wish to keep Mr. Sims in evidence a minute longer than was necessary.

“I shouldn’t like to be doing anything wrong, sir,” persisted the poor creature; “and when you stipulated that it wasn’t to be mentioned—”

“Well, well, man; it’s a bet, didn’t I tell you? I stand to win a clear hundred if I can fool Hulse over this coat. That’s the long and short of it.”

“I’m sure I hope it is, sir. I’ve never been in trouble for anything yet, and it would break my wife’s ‘art—”

He stopped suddenly and his weak face changed to a recollection of his loss; then without another word he turned and made shakily for the door.

“See him safely away, Katty, and pay him down below,” said Darragh. “I’ll settle with you later,” and the Japanese, with a careless “All right-o,” followed.

“Now, Violet, slip into it,” continued her husband briskly. “We don’t want to keep Hulse waiting when he comes.” From a drawer in a cabinet near at hand he took a paper packet, prepared in readiness, and passed it to her. “You have the right cotton?”

“Yes, Hugh,” said Violet, opening a little work-basket. She had already satisfied herself that the coat was a replica of the one the young American would wear, and she now transferred the dummy package to the corresponding pocket and with a few deft stitches secured it in the same way as she had already learned that the real contents were safeguarded. “And, Hugh—”

“Well, well?” responded Darragh, with a return of his old impatience.

“I don’t wish to know all your plans, Hugh,” continued Violet meekly, “but I do want to warn you. You are running a most tremendous risk with Kato.”

“Oh, Kato!”

“It is really serious, Hugh. You don’t believe in patriotism, I know, but Kato happens to. When he learns that it isn’t ten thousand pounds at all, but confidential war plans, that this scoop consists of, something terrible may happen.”

“It might, Violet. Therefore I haven’t told him, and I am so arranging things that he will never know. Cheer up, my girl, there will be no tragedy. All the same, thanks for the hint. It shows a proper regard for your husband’s welfare.”

“Oh, Hugh, Hugh,” murmured Violet, “if only you were more often—”

Whatever might have been the result — if indeed there was yet hope in an appeal to another and a better nature that he might once have possessed — it came too late. The words were interrupted by the sudden reappearance of Kato, his business with Sims completed. He opened and closed the door quietly but very quickly, and at a glance both the Darraghs saw that something unforeseen had happened.

“Here’s pretty go,” reported the Japanese. “Hulse just come and brought someone with him!”

For a moment all the conspirators stood aghast at the unexpected complication. Hugh Darragh was the first to speak.

“Damnation!” he exclaimed, with a terrible look in his wife’s direction; “that may upset everything. What ghastly muddle have you made now?”

“I — I don’t know,” pleaded Violet weakly. “I never dreamt of such a thing. Are you sure?”

“Slow man,” amplified Kato with a nod. “Fellow who walk—” He made a few steps with studied deliberation.

“Blind! It’s Max Carrados,” exclaimed Violet, in a flash of enlightenment. “They have been great friends lately and Jack has often spoken of him. He’s most awfully clever in his way, but stone blind. Hugh, Kato, don’t you see? It’s rather unfortunate his being here, but it can’t really make any difference.”

“True, if he is quite blind,” admitted Kato.

“I’ll look into it,” said Darragh briskly. “Coat’s all ready for you, Kato.”

“I think no, yet,” soliloquised the Japanese, critically examining it. “Keep door, ‘alf-a-mo’, Violet, if please.” His own contribution to the coat’s appearance was simple but practical — a gentle tension here and there, a general rumple, a dust on the floor and a final shake. “One week wear,” he announced gravely as he changed into it and hid his own away.

“Take your time, Mr. Carrados,” Darragh’s voice was heard insisting on the stairs outside, and the next moment he stood just inside the room, and before Hulse had quite guided Carrados into view, drew Violet’s attention to the necessity of removing the button-hole that the Americans still wore by a significant movement to the lapel of his own coat. It required no great finesse on the girl’s part to effect the transfer of the little bunch of flowers to her own person within five minutes of the guests’ arrival.

“A new friend to see you, Violet — Mr. Carrados,” announced Darragh most graciously. “Mr. Carrados, my sister.”

“Not to see you exactly, Miss Darragh,” qualified Carrados. “But none the less to know you as well as if I did, I hope.”

“I wanted you to meet Max before I went, Miss Darragh,” explained Hulse; “so I took the liberty of bringing him round.”

“You really are going then?” she asked.

“Yes. There seems no doubt about it this time. Twelve hours from now I hope to be in Paris. I should say,” amended the ingenuous young man, “I dread to be in Paris, for it may mean a long absence. That’s where I rely on Carrados to become what is called a ‘connecting file’ between us — to cheer my solitude by letting me know when he has met you, or heard of you, or, well, anything in fact.”

“Take care, Mr. Hulse,” she said. “Gallantry by proxy is a dangerous game.”

“That’s just it,” retorted Hulse. “Max is the only man I shouldn’t be jealous of — because he can’t see you!”

While these amiable exchanges were being carried on between the two young people, with Max Carrados standing benignly by, Darragh found an opportunity to lower his voice for Kato’s benefit.

“It’s all right about him,” he declared. “We carry on.”

“As we arranged?” asked Kato.

“Yes; exactly. Come across now.” He raised his voice as he led Kato towards the other group. “I don’t think that either of you has met Mr. Kuromi yet — Mr. Hulse, Mr. Carrados.”

“I have been pining to meet you for weeks, sir,” responded Hulse with enthusiasm. “Mr. Darragh tells me what a wonderful master of ju-jitsu you are.”

“Oh, well; little knack, you know,” replied Kato modestly. “You are interested?”

“Yes, indeed. I regard it as a most useful accomplishment at any time and particularly now. I only wish I’d taken it up when I had the leisure.”

“Let me find you an easy-chair, Mr. Carrados,” said Violet attentively. “I am sure that you won’t be interested in so strenuous a subject as ju-jitsu.”

“Oh, yes, I am, though,” protested the blind man. “I am interested in everything.”

“But surely—”

“I can’t actually see the ju-jitsuing, you would say? Quite true, but do you know, Miss Darragh, that makes a great deal less difference than you might imagine. I have my sense of touch, my sense of taste, my hearing — even my unromantic nose — and you would hardly believe how they have rallied to my assistance since sight went. For instance—”

They had reached the chair to which Miss Darragh had piloted him. To guide him into it she had taken both his hands, but now Carrados had gently disengaged himself and was lightly holding her left hand between both of his.

“For instance, Hulse and I were speaking of you the other day — forgive our impertinence — and he happened to mention that you disliked rings of any sort and had never worn one. His eyes, you see, and perhaps a careless remark on your part. Now I know that until quite recently you continually wore a ring upon this finger.”

Silence had fallen upon the other men as they followed Carrados’s exposition. Into the moment of embarrassment that succeeded this definite pronouncement Mr. Hulse threw a cheerful note.

“Oh ho, Max, you’ve come a cropper this time,” he exclaimed. “Miss Darragh has never worn a ring. Have you?”

“N-o,” replied Violet, a little uncertain of her ground, as the blind man continued to smile benevolently upon her.

“A smooth and rather broad one,” he continued persuasively. “Possibly a wedding ring?”

“Wait a minute, Violet, wait a minute,” interposed Darragh, endeavouring to look judicially wise with head bent to one side. He was doubtful if Violet could carry the point without incurring some suspicion, and he decided to give her a lead out of it. “Didn’t I see you wearing some sort of plain ring a little time ago? You have forgotten, but I really believe Mr. Carrados may be right. Think again.”

“Of course!” responded Violet readily; “how stupid of me! It was my mother’s wedding ring. I found it in an old desk and wore it to keep it safe. That was really how I found out that I could not bear the feel of one and I soon gave it up.”

“What did I say?” claimed Darragh genially. “I thought that we should be right.”

“This is really much interesting,” said Kato. “I very greatly like your system, Mr. Carrados.”

“Oh, it’s scarcely a system,” deprecated Max good-naturedly; “it’s almost second nature with me now. I don’t have to consider, say, ‘Where is the window?’ if I want it. I know with certainty that the window lies over here.” He had not yet taken the chair provided, and suiting the action to the word he now took a few steps towards the wall where the windows were. “Am I not right?” And to assure himself he stretched out a hand and encountered the heavy curtains.

“Yes, yes,” admitted Violet hurriedly, “but, oh, please do be careful, Mr. Carrados. They are most awfully particular about the light here since the last raid. We go in fear and trembling lest a glimmer should escape.”

Carrados smiled and nodded and withdrew from the dangerous area. He faced the room again.

“Then there is the electric light — heat at a certain height of course.”

“True,” assented Kato, “but why electric light?”

“Because no other is noiseless and entirely without smell; think — gas, oil, candles, all betray their composition yards away. Then” — indicating the fireplace— “I suppose you can only smell soot in damp weather? The mantelpiece” — touching it— “inlaid marble. The wallpaper” — brushing his hand over its surface— “arrangement of pansies on a criss-cross background”; lifting one finger to his lips— “colour scheme largely green and gold.”

Possibly Mr. Hulse thought that his friend had demonstrated his qualities quite enough. Possibly — at any rate he now created a diversion:

“Engraving of Mrs. Siddons as the Tragic Muse, suspended two feet seven inches from the ceiling on a brassheaded nail supplied by a one-legged ironmonger whose Aunt Jane—”

All contributed a sufficiently appreciative laugh — 

Carrados’s not the least hearty — except Kato, whose Asiatic dignity was proof against the form of jesting.

“You see what contempt familiarity breeds, Miss Darragh,” remarked the blind man. “I look to you, Mr. Kuromi, to avenge me by putting Hulse in a variety of undignified attitudes on the floor.”

“Oh, I shan’t mind that if at the same time you put me up to a trick or two,” said Hulse, turning to the Japanese.

“You wish?”

“Indeed I do. I’ve seen the use of it. It’s good; it’s scientific. When I was crossing, one of the passengers held up a bully twice his weight in the neatest way possible. It looked quite simple, something like this, if I may?” Kato nodded his grave assent and submitted himself to Mr. Hulse’s vigorous grasp. “‘Now,’ said the man I’m speaking of, ‘struggle and your right arm’s broken.’ But I expect you know the grip?”

“Oh, yes,” replied Kato, veiling his private amusement, “and therefore foolish to struggle. Expert does not struggle; gives way.” He appeared to do so, to be falling helplessly in fact, but the assailant found himself compelled to follow, and the next moment he was lying on his back with Kato politely extending a hand to assist him up again.

“I must remember that,” said Hulse thoughtfully. “Let me see, it goes — do you mind putting me wise on that again, Mr. Kuromi? The motion picture just one iota slower this time, please.”

For the next ten or twenty minutes the demonstration went on in admirable good humour, and could Max Carrados have seen he would certainly have witnessed his revenge. At the end of the lesson both men were warm and dusty — so dusty that Miss Darragh felt called upon to apologise laughingly for the condition of the rug. But if clothes were dusty, hands were positively dirty — there was no other word for it.

“No, really, the poor mat can’t be so awful as that,” declared the girl. “Wherever have you been, Mr. Kuromi? and, oh, Mr. Hulse you are just as bad.”

“I do not know,” declared Kato, regarding his grimy fingers seriously. “Nowhere of myself. Yes, I think it must be your London atmosphere among the rug after all.”

“At all events you can’t — Oh, Hugh, take them to the bathroom, will you? And I’ll try to entertain Mr. Carrados meanwhile — only he will entertain me instead, I know.”

It was well and simply done throughout — nothing forced, and the sequence of development quite natural. Indeed, it was not until Hulse saw Kuromi take off his coat in the bathroom that he even thought of what he carried. “Well, Carrados,” he afterwards pleaded to his friend, “now could I wash my hands before those fellows like a guy who isn’t used to washing? It isn’t natural. It isn’t human.” So for those few minutes the two coats hung side by side, and Darragh kindly brushed them. When Hulse put on his own again his hand instinctively felt for the hidden packet; his fingers reassured themselves among the familiar objects of his pockets, and his mind was perfectly at ease.

“You old scoundrel, Max,” he said, when he returned to the drawing room. “You told Kuromi to wipe the floor with me and, by crumbs, he did! Have a cigarette all the same.”

Miss Darragh laughed pleasantly and took the opportunity to move away to learn from her accomplices if all had gone well. Carrados was on the point of passing over the proffered olive branch when he changed his mind. He leaned forward and with slow deliberation chose a cigarette from the American’s case. Exactly when the first subtle monition of treachery reached him — by what sense it was conveyed — Hulse never learned, for there were experiences among the finer perceptions that the blind man did not willingly discuss. Not by voice or outward manner in that arresting moment did he betray an inkling of his suspicion, yet by some responsive telephony Hulse at once, though scarcely conscious of it then, grew uneasy and alert.

“Thanks; I’ll take a light from yours,” remarked Carrados, ignoring the lit match, and he rose to avail himself. His back was towards the others, who still had a word of instruction to exchange. With cool precision he handled the cloth on Hulse’s outstretched arm, critically touched the pocket he was already familiar with, and then deliberately drew the lapel to his face.

“You wore some violets?” he said beneath his breath.

“Yes,” replied Hulse, “but I — Miss Darragh—”

“But there never have been any here! By heavens, Hulse, we’re in it! You had your coat off just now?”

“Yes, for a minute—”

“Quietly. Keep your cigarette going. You’ll have to leave this to me. Back me up — discreetly — whatever I do.”

“Can’t we challenge it and insist—”

“Not in this world. They have at least one other man downstairs — in Cairo, a Turk by the way, before I was blind, of course. Not up to Mr. Kuromi, I expect—”

“Cool again?” asked Miss Darragh sociably. It was her approach that had sent Carrados off into irrelevancies. “Was the experience up to anticipation?”

“Yes, I think I may say it was,” admitted Hulse guardedly. “There is certainly a lot to learn here. I expect you’ve seen it all before?”

“Oh, no. It is a great honour to get Mr. Kuromi to ‘show it off,’ as he quaintly calls it.”

“Yes, I should say so,” replied the disillusioned young man with deadly simplicity. “I quite feel that.”

“J. B. H. is getting strung up,” thought Carrados. “He may say something unfortunate presently.” So he deftly insinuated himself into the conversation and for a few minutes the commonplaces of the topic were rigidly maintained.

“Care for a hand at auction?” suggested Darragh, joining the group. He had no desire to keep his guests a minute longer than he need, but at the same time it was his line to behave quite naturally until they left. “Oh, but I forgot — Mr. Carrados—”

“I am well content to sit and listen,” Carrados assured him. “Consider how often I have to do that without the entertainment of a game to listen to! And you are four without me.”

“It really hardly seems—” began Violet.

“I’m sure Max will feel it if he thinks that he is depriving us,” put in Hulse loyally, so with some more polite protestation it was arranged and the game began, Carrados remaining where he was. In the circumstances a very high standard of bridge could not be looked for; the calling was a little wild; the play more than a little loose; the laughter rather shrill or rather flat; the conversation between the hands forced and spasmodic. All were playing for time in their several interpretations of it; the blind man alone was thinking beyond the immediate moment.

Presently there was a more genuine burst of laughter than any hitherto. Kato had revoked, and, confronted with it, had made a naive excuse. Carrados rose with the intention of going nearer when a distressing thing occurred. Half-way across the room he seemed to slip, plunged forward helplessly, and came to the floor, involved in a light table as he fell. All the players were on their feet in an instant. Darragh assisted his guest to rise; Violet took an arm; Kato looked about the floor curiously, and Hulse — Hulse stared hard at Max and wondered what the thunder this portended.

“Clumsy, clumsy,” murmured Carrados beneath his breath. “Forgive me, Miss Darragh.”

“Oh, Mr. Carrados!” she exclaimed in genuine distress. “Aren’t you really hurt?”

“Not a bit of it,” he declared lightly. “Or at all events,” he amended, bearing rather more heavily upon her support as he took a step, “nothing to speak of.”

“Here is pencil,” said Kuromi, picking one up from the polished floor. “You must have slipped on this.”

“Stepping on a pencil is like that,” contributed Hulse wisely. “It acts as a kind of roller-skate.”

“Please don’t interrupt the game any more,” pleaded the victim. “At the most, at the very worst, it is only — oh! — a negligible strain.”

“I don’t know that any strain, especially of the ankle, is negligible, Mr. Carrados,” said Darragh with cunning foresight. “I think it perhaps ought to be seen to.”

“A compress when I get back will be all that is required,” maintained Carrados. “I should hate to break up the evening.”

“Don’t consider that for a moment,” urged the host hospitably. “If you really think that it would be wiser in the end—”

“Well, perhaps—” assented the other, weakening in his resolution.

“Shall I ‘phone up a taxi?” asked Violet.

“Thank you, if you would be so kind — or, no; perhaps my own car would be rather easier in the circumstances. My man will be about, so that it will take very little longer.”

“I’ll get through for you,” volunteered Darragh. “What’s your number?”

The telephone was in a corner of the room. The connection was soon obtained and Darragh turned to his guest for the message.

“I’d better speak,” said Carrados — he had limped across on Hulse’s arm — taking over the receiver. “Excellent fellow, but he’d probably conclude that I’d been killed.... That you, Parkinson?... Yes, at 155 Densham Gardens. I’m held up here by a slight accident.... No, no, nothing serious, but I might have some difficulty in getting back without assistance. Tell Harris I shall need him after all, as soon as he can get here — the car that’s handiest. That’s — oh, and, Parkinson, bring along a couple of substantial walking-sticks with you. Any time now. That’s all.... Yes... yes.” He put up the receiver with a thrill of satisfaction that he had got his message safely through. “Held up” — a phrase at once harmless and significant — was the arranged shift-key into code. It was easy for a blind man to receive some hurt that held him up. Once or twice Carrados’s investigations had got him into tight places, but in one way or another he had invariably got out again.

“How far is your place away?” someone asked, and out of the reply a time-marking conversation on the subject of getting about London’s darkened streets and locomotion in general arose. Under cover of this Kato drew Darragh aside to the deserted card-table.

“Not your pencil, Darragh?” he said quietly, displaying the one he had picked up.

“No; why?”

“I not altogether like this, is why,” replied the Japanese. “I think it Carrados own pencil. That man have too many ways of doing things, Darragh. It was mistake to let him ‘phone.”

“Oh, nonsense; you heard what he said. Don’t get jumpy, man. The thing has gone like clockwork.”

“So far, yes. But I think I better go now and come back in one hour or so, safer for all much.”

Darragh, for very good reasons, had the strongest objections to allowing his accomplice an opportunity of examining the spoil alone. “Look here, Katty,” he said with decision, “I must have you in case there does come a scrimmage. I’ll tell Phillips to fasten the front door well, and then we can see that it’s all right before anyone comes in. If it is, there’s no need for you to run away; if there’s the least doubt we can knock these two out and have plenty of time to clear by the back way we’ve got.” Without giving Kato any chance of raising further objection he turned to his guests again.

“I think I remember your tastes, Hulse,” he said suavely. “I hope that you have no objection to Scotch whisky, Mr. Carrados? We still have a few bottles left. Or perhaps you prefer champagne?”

Carrados had very little intention of drinking anything in that house, nor did he think that with ordinary procrastination it would be necessary.

“You are very kind,” he replied tentatively. “Should you permit the invalid either, Miss Darragh?”

“Oh, yes, in moderation,” she smiled. “I think I hear your car,” she added, and stepping to the window ventured to peep out.

It was true. Mr. Darragh had run it a shade too fine for once. For a moment he hesitated which course to take — to see who was arriving or to convey a warning to his henchman down below. He had turned towards the door when Violet’s startled voice recalled him to the window.

“Hugh!” she called sharply. “Here, Hugh;” and as he reached her, in a breathless whisper, “There are men inside the car — two more at least.”

Darragh had to decide very quickly this time. His choice was not without its element of fineness. “Go down and see about it, Katty,” he said, looking Kato straight in the eyes. “And tell Phillips about the whisky.”

“Door locked,” said the Japanese tersely. “Key other side.”

“The key was on this side,” exclaimed Darragh fiercely. “Hulse—”

“Hell!” retorted Beringer expressively. “That jacket doesn’t go out of the room without me this journey.”

Darragh had him covered before he had finished speaking.

“Quick,” he rapped out. “I’ll give you up to three, and if the key isn’t out then, by God, I’ll plug you, Hulse! One, two—”

The little “ping!” that followed was not the automatic speaking, but the release of the electric light switch as Carrados, unmarked among this climax, pressed it up. In the absolute blackness that followed Darragh spun round to face the direction of this new opponent.

“Shoot by all means, Mr. Darragh, if you are used to firing in the dark,” said Carrados’s imperturbable voice. “But in any case remember that I am. As I am a dead shot by sound, perhaps everyone had better remain exactly where he — or she, I regret to have to add, Miss Darragh — now is.”

“You dog!” spat out Darragh.

“I should not even talk,” advised the blind man. “I am listening for my friends and I might easily mistake your motive among the hum of conversation.”

He had not long to wait. In all innocence Phillips had opened the door to Parkinson, and immeasurably to his surprise two formidable-looking men of official type had followed in from somewhere. By a sort of instinct — or possibly a momentary ray of light had been their guide — they came direct to the locked door.

“Parkinson,” called Carrados.

“Yes, sir,” replied that model attendant.

“We are all in here; Mr. Hulse and myself, and three — I am afraid that I can make no exception — three unfriendlies. At the moment the electric light is out of action, the key of the locked door has been mislaid, and firearms are being promiscuously flourished in the dark. That is the position. Now if you have the key, Hulse—”

“I have,” replied Hulse grimly, “but for a fact I dropped it down my neck out of harm’s way and where the plague it’s got to—”

As it happened the key was not required. The heavier of the officers outside, believing in the element of surprise, stood upon one foot and shot the other forward with the force and action of an engine piston-rod. The shattered door swung inward and the three men rushed into the room.

Darragh had made up his mind, and as the door crashed he raised his hand to fire into the thick. But at that moment the light flashed on again and almost instantly was gone. Before his dazzled eyes and startled mind could adjust themselves to this he was borne down. When he rose again his hands were manacled.

“So,” he breathed laboriously, bending a vindictive eye upon his outwitter. “When next we meet it will be my turn, I think.”

“We shall never meet again,” replied Carrados impassively. “There is no other turn for you, Darragh.”

“But where the blazes has Kuromi got to?” demanded Hulse with sharp concern. “He can’t have quit?”

One of the policemen walked to a table in the farthest corner of the room, looked down beyond it, and silently raised a beckoning hand. They joined him there.

“Rum way these foreigners have of doing things,” remarked the other disapprovingly. “Now who the Hanover would ever think of a job like that?”

“I suppose,” mused the blind man, as he waited for the official arrangements to go through, “that presently I shall have to live up to Hulse’s overwhelming bewonderment. And yet if I pointed out to him that the button-hole of the coat he is now wearing still has a stitch in it to keep it in shape and could not by any possibility... Well, well, perhaps better not. It is a mistake for the conjurer to explain.”

Preston Beach, 1917.


Revolution

[image: img46.jpg]

THE NIGHT WAS blusterous with sudden squalls and gusts of rain, and intervals when the full moon rode serene among scurrying clouds. It being past midnight, Paris slept, but slept lightly, for the period was that of the autumn of 1793. Few wayfarers were to be seen, and those who were about moved both quickly and warily as though engaged on business of danger and despatch.

At a corner of the Rue S. Michael two men, coming from opposite directions, were caught by the full force of an eddying blast, and in a moment two hats were careering along the street with their owners in angry pursuit. Each man seized the first that came to hand, crammed it upon his head more firmly than before, and sought the nearest doorway to regain breath and composure before continuing his journey. Then, as they had taken refuge beneath the same arch, each began to regard the other, as men mostly did in those days, a little suspiciously at first.

“A stormy night, citizen,” remarked the more sociable of the two.

“Stormy times altogether,” replied the other. “But surely, citizen, your voice is somehow familiar to me.

Bless my soul, it cannot be — ?”

“Philippe Buton, citizen. And you — ?”

“Dumont — your old friend of the office in the Place du Temple — Louis Dumont. Surely you have not forgotten?”

“Forgotten! I should think not. And is it really you, Dumont, after all these years? A strange chance that brings us thus together!”

“Strange indeed! And wearing each other’s hat, it would appear. At least, this one feels uncommonly tight to me.”

“I believe you are right, Louis. There is an unusual roominess in the one that I have on—” They laughed and exchanged hats, and Buton resumed, “Since we must exchange hats, we may as well exchange confidences. What brings you here at this hour?”

“Agreed,” responded Dumont. “All the same, you are about the only man to whom I would care to confide the nature of my errand. Briefly, it is a matter of the public good and of private vengeance.”

“Vengeance?”

“Just retribution, let us rather say. In the years since we lost sight of one another, Philippe, I have become married—”

“I congratulate you!”

“You have small reason to do so. I do not speak of it more than is necessary. You understand? The man on whom I would be avenged is an aristocrat. At his hands I have suffered a wrong which nothing but his death can satisfy. And I have justice on my side, Philippe; justice and morality and the public welfare. Already this beggarly marquis has been condemned by the Committee, and his execution is only a matter of bringing him to trial. But he fled, and for six months has been abroad. Now, by the merest chance, I have heard something from which I gather that he has secretly returned and at this moment is in Paris.”

“I see,” interrupted Buton. “And you would seek out the scoundrel and settle accounts with him before the guillotine robs you of that satisfaction.”

“Not so fast,” replied Dumont dryly. “Why should I take the risk? And ten to one he would decline to cross swords with me. No, Buton, so long as he dies it is not a great matter how. Indeed, an end at the hands of the public executioner is the more ignominious and therefore the better way. Once I am certain of his presence I have only to convey a word and the thing is done.” It was now Buton’s turn to explain his errand. He, also, would have spoken with reserve, but Dumont’s confidence and the trust which he reposed in his former friend encouraged him to be no less open.

“What you tell me makes our meeting all the more curious,” he remarked, “for I too am on my way to find a proscribed aristocrat. There is this difference, however, that whereas you very justly would destroy a worthless libertine, my errand is to give timely warning to a virtuous nobleman whose chivalrous protection of my family, even at the risk of his own life, has placed me under an everlasting obligation.”

“A dangerous business in these times,” remarked Dumont significantly.

“Otherwise there would be little merit in it. However, Dumont, I am as good a citizen as you at heart, and to prove it I will accompany you and take part in whatever risk your adventure may entail.”

“Good. And to show you that I am no less broadminded, Philippe, I will also join forces with you in your enterprise, and back you up if it should be necessary.” They had walked along as they conversed, and by this time had reached the end of the street, where they paused, each waiting for the other to indicate the direction he would take.

“I go by the Rue des Murailles,” said Dumont, “but perhaps you — ?”

“Not at all,” replied Buton. “That is my way also.”

A little farther on Dumont stopped at the corner of a narrow by-way.

“This leads through to the Place de Chaumont, where my fox has gone to earth,” he said. “Shall we get on with my affair first as it lies nearest?”

“Certainly,” assented his companion. “But it is to the Place de Chaumont that my errand also takes us.”

“The house opposite the lead fountain—”

“The same.”

“I mean that that is where the Marquis de Salais hides.”

“Quite so,” agreed Buton, with his mind full of his own affair. “As we are so near we may as well take my business first and warn him.”

“Warn? Damnation! He is the man whom we have come to deliver up!”

For a moment the two adventurers stared at one another in a common emotion of dismay.

“Well,” exclaimed Buton, “here’s a pretty kettle of fish!”

“It’s plain that we can’t both succeed,” assented Dumont.

“And our plan for mutual support would seem to present difficulties.”

“I confess I don’t see what we are to do. If de Salais is capable of the exalted behaviour with which you credit him—”

“But if, on the other hand, he is really the depraved voluptuary that you have reason to—”

“What’s all the row about?” growled a rough voice from behind. “Can’t you go somewhere else than on a man’s own doorstep to quarrel over him?”

Half unconsciously they had been proceeding on their mutual way and they now stood, without up to that time being aware of it, by the house opposite the lead fountain. The door was open and a citizen of burly aspect lounged within the shadow.

“This — this is where M. le Marquis — Citizen Salais, that is to say, lodges then?” stammered Dumont.

“So I am now told. But citizen or marquis he’s flown — cleared off for le Mans six hours ago.”

“Le Mans!” shrieked Dumont. “Why, my wife is at le Mans. I sent her there for safety!”

“But, good heavens! Mascot, who knows him well by sight, went to le Mans only yesterday,” faltered Buton. “He has walked straight into the lion’s mouth.”

“He really has gone?” demanded Dumont of the doorkeeper, with an excess of suspicion.

The burly individual stood aside.

“Oh, go up and see for yourselves,” he suggested caustically. “First chamber to the front. Don’t stand on any ceremony, honest citizens; everyone in Paris goes in and out everywhere, just as he pleases, nowadays. Step up, and don’t forget to look up the chimney while you’re about it.”

Under his sardonic insistence the two friends found themselves making their way into de Salais’s deserted room. Dumont picked up a lamp from a bracket on the stairs and held it aloft. Plainly the marquis was gone, and by the evidence around he had left hurriedly, for many of his gay belongings lay flung about the room.

“Upon my word, these aristocrats were a set of peacocks,” exclaimed Dumont, in half-envious contempt. “Look at this pearl silk waistcoat, and this blue satin coat, and this hat! I fancy myself in this get-up, Philippe. Let’s see how it suits.”

He slipped off his own upper garments and drew on those that had taken his fancy. Not to seem to stand aloof Buton followed his example, and tried the effect of a canary-coloured coat, with elaborate lace frillings. As they were thus engaged there was an irregular tramp of feet in the square outside. Then a “Halt!”

The half-intoxicated officer in charge of the handful of undisciplined rascality lurched across to the doorway opposite the lead fountain.

“The so-called Marquis de Salais — which is his room, citizen?” he demanded.

“First to the front,” replied the doorkeeper stolidly.

“There’s something going on out there,” said Dumont, as the “Halt!” reached them. Then he opened the window and stepped out on to the balcony.

“Prepare — fire!” commanded the officer.

“Good God!” exclaimed Buton. “They’re mistaking him—” Then he too stepped through the window to shout a warning.

“Diable, another marquis!” exclaimed the officer in vinous bewilderment. “Squad — fire again!”

The squad fired again, and Buton fell lifeless across the figure in the blue satin coat.

Hastings, 1915.


Smothered in Corpses
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THE AUTHOR OF the following story deems it permissible to himself to explain that the work was projected, and, indeed, almost completed, as a 120,000 word serial of feuilleton scope, when a much-advertised competition for stories of not more than 4000 words in length came under his notice. Not to be deterred by the conditions, he at once set himself to the formidable task of reducing his manuscript to one-thirtieth of its original length. The result must, of course, be regarded purely on its merits, but in the writer’s own opinion the process of compression has, if anything, keyed up the action to an even tenser pitch, without in any way detracting from the interest of the plot or circumscribing the wealth of incident.

I. THE END OF THE BEGINNING

WHERE had it come from?

I, John Beveledge Humdrum, general practitioner, of 305A, Hammersmith Road, Kensington, had come down to breakfast on that eventful July morning expecting nothing more exciting than the eggs and bacon with which my excellent man Perkins had regularly provided me on similar occasions for the past eleven years.

Imagine my surprise, therefore, on throwing open the door of the book-case that contained my sparse collection of medical works, in order to consult Abernethy on Biscuits, to be confronted by the doubled-up corpse of a young man of distinguished appearance, wearing a suit of evening clothes of the most expensive cut.

My thoughts flew back to the events of the previous evening in an attempt to unravel the mystery. Had anything remarkable happened? And then I remembered an incident, trivial enough in itself, which might supply a clue. At about eight o’clock I had received a professional summons, notable as being the first in my career. A heavily-veiled woman wearing a complete set of massive ermines had descended from a magnificently-appointed motor-car before my door. In response to her impassioned appeal, delivered with a marked Castilian accent, I had accompanied her to a miserable tenement dwelling in a sordid Limehouse slum. Here, after I had reluctantly given a pledge of secrecy and permitted myself to be blindfolded (even to this day the mingled aroma of Enigma Vanishing Cream and frying spaghetti vividly recalls the scene), I was taken to the bedside of my patient, a fair-haired boy of three or four. A villainous-looking Chinaman who was in attendance gave me to understand, partly by signs and partly in pidgin English, that the child had swallowed a bone button. Being unacquainted with the exact treatment of such a case I recommended his removal to the nearest hospital. As there was nothing more to detain me I left at once, overwhelmed by the passionate gratitude of my mysterious caller; but as I glanced back at the corner of the disreputable street, I saw a face charged with diabolical hatred watching me from the grimy window of the room I had just quitted. It was the visage of the aged Chinaman, who but a moment before had been bowing to me with true Oriental deference. As I looked, rather puzzled to account for his strange behaviour, a terrible explosion shook the ground, the front of the house disappeared, and a singed pigtail fell at my feet.

Recalling all this I was on the point of ringing for Perkins in order to question him, when something caused me to hesitate.

It was well that I did so. The next moment the double doors of the French window that overlooked the bustling turmoil of Kensington’s busiest thoroughfare were flung frantically open and there sprang into the room a young girl whose dazzling beauty was, if possible, heightened by the breathless excitement under which she was labouring.

“Dr. Humdrum,” she exclaimed, throwing aside the luxuriant crimson opera cloak that had hitherto concealed the supple perfection of her lithe form, “save me! Help me!” and a look of baffling terror swept across her mobile features.

“Certainly,” I stammered, bewildered for the moment by this strange intrusion into the dull routine of my commonplace existence, “but first let me have your name and address for entering into my callers’ book.”

For reply she dragged from her finger a ring set with a cluster of diamonds that had once, as I was afterwards to learn, graced the crown of an Eastern potentate, and with impulsive generosity flung it into the coal-scuttle.

“Call me Erratica,” she murmured, with a slightly different look of terror contorting her lovely features. (And here, for the sake of brevity, I would remark that during the first seven weeks of our strange friendship she either shook with terror or shivered with apprehension whenever she spoke to me or I to her.) “Seek to know no more. Only save me!”

I was at my wits’ end. She had already, with a gesture of loathing, hurled out of the window the glass of sal volatile which I had poured out for her, and that exhausted the first-aid remedies with which I was familiar.

“Save you from what?”

“From my enemies. I saw them knocking at your door. That is why I came in by the window.”

“Would it not have been more prudent—” I began.

“Hush!” she whispered, tapping her exquisitely-modelled musical comedy teeth with her shapely Italian forefinger. “They are at hand. Play your part well.” Then, with unsuspected strength and a knowledge of the arrangements of my modest apartment that staggered me, she tore open the door of the book-case, flung the corpse that it contained on to my dissecting table, and without a moment’s hesitation took its place and pulled the door to after her.

“Open in the name of the law!”

Rather perturbed as to what the fair creature required me to do, I obeyed the summons and was relieved to see before me the burly form of Inspector Badger of the Detective Service, an officer with whom I was well acquainted.

“Rum case, that of the murdered prima-donna, Dr. Humdrum,” he remarked affably. As he spoke he took a seat on the corner of the dissecting table and thus, luckily enough, overlooked its grim burden in the glance of keen professional scrutiny that he cast round the room. “I thought that I’d just look you up and see if you knew anything about it before I ordered any arrests.”

“Murdered prima-donna!” I stammered. “I haven’t even heard of it. Surely you don’t suspect — ?”

“Suspect you?” said the Inspector with a hearty laugh. “Why, no, sir; but as it happens a bone button, wrapped in a sheet of paper bearing one of your prescriptions, had been used to gag the poor creature with. That and the yard of pigtail tied round her neck are our only clues as yet.”

At the mention of these details I could not repress a start, which would scarcely have escaped Badger’s notice had he not been engaged at the moment in taking a wax impression of my boots.

“Tell me all about it,” I remarked, with all the nonchalance I could muster. “I have heard nothing. Who is she?”

“Senora Rosamunda de Barcelona, the celebrated Spanish singer,” replied the Inspector. “She left Covent Garden at half-past eleven last night, alone and wearing a crimson opera cloak.”

“Surely that was rather late to be shopping,” I interposed, with the happy inspiration of diverting his attention. “Would not the market then be closed?”

“I understand that there is a sort of play-house there, where a lot of these foreigners appear,” he replied guardedly. “By the way now—”

Possibly the compromising garment lying on the floor between us would not have caught Badger’s eye had I not endeavoured to kick it beneath the table. However, the thing was done.

“Ah, my old M.D. gown of the University of Plough-handle, Ga., U.S.A.,” I explained, with a readiness that astonishes me to this day, as I followed the direction of his glance. “I use it as a dressing-gown.”

“Very natty too,” he remarked. “Well, at seven this morning the Senora was discovered propped up in the vestibule of the Hotel Majestic, stabbed in eleven places.”

“And the opera cloak?” I felt impelled to ask.

“The opera cloak had disappeared.”

I rose to indicate that the instalment was almost complete. The Inspector took the hint.

“I’ll look you up later in the day if anything really baffling turns up,” he promised as he walked towards the door. Suddenly he paused and faced the book-case.

“What was that, sir? Didn’t you hear a noise in the cupboard?”

“Search it by all means if you wish, Badger,” I replied with the utmost sangfroid, “but it only contains my zinc ointment, ammoniated quinine — and — er — a little bundle of odds and ends. As for the noise — they have the chimney-sweep in next door.”

“I shouldn’t think of doubting your word, sir,” said the Inspector. Then very coolly he locked the cupboard door without opening it and slipped the key into his pocket. “A mere formality, but just as well to be on the safe side,” he observed.

When I returned to the room — I accompanied Badger to the outer door myself — I stood for a moment considering the new complication.

“Deuced awkward!” I muttered, walking towards the book-case.

“That will be all right, sir,” interposed the soft voice of Perkins behind me. “The key of my wardrobe fits all the locks in your sitting-room — except that of the tantalus, I should say,” and he held out the indicated object for me to take. Under what circumstances my exemplary man had made the discovery I did not stop to investigate, but I have no doubt that he had conscientiously listened to every word of one if not of both conversations that morning.

I did not lose a moment in unlocking the door of the book-case and throwing it widely open to release my fair visitor.

But the many-clawed hand of improbability had by no means relaxed its grip on my shoulder.

The cupboard was empty!

In speechless bewilderment my gaze went round the room from one familiar object to another in a vain attempt to solve the mystery. There was only one possible place of concealment there. I snatched away the coverlet that hid the stark outline on the dissecting table.

Imagine my surprise to see before me the corpse of the elderly Italian anarchist who had offered me a throat pastille on the grand stand at Hurlingham a month ago!

II. IN THE THICK OF IT

In spite of the passionate insistence with which Sybil (as I had now grown to call her) had reiterated that I should think of her no more, there were very few hours of the day or night that she was absent from my thoughts.

The all-too-brief moment that I had held her in my arms when I rescued her from the burning dope den in Montmorency Square had settled my fate for ever. The emotion that swept over me when I found that we had been decoyed together into the abandoned radium mine in Cornwall had, if anything, deepened the conviction; and when I discovered that it was she and no other who, at such tremendous risk to herself, had sent me the anonymous warning that saved me from being drugged and tattooed beyond recognition in the Bond Street beauty specialist’s salon, I admitted that something stronger than myself was shaping our destinies.

The baffling enigma of Sybil’s identity would alone have been sufficient to keep her continually in my mind, even if I had been disposed to forget. One morning, after I had vainly sought for a week, I discovered her. She was in charge of a novelty counter in the bargain basement of Harridge’s stores, and so perfectly in harmony with her surroundings that it seemed impossible to suspect her of playing a part. Yet the same evening I caught her demure look of recognition across the table of a Cabinet Minister at a dinner given in honour of a popular Ambassador. And had not Slavonski, on the memorable occasion of the Incog. Club raid, referred to her as “our trusty associate Mademoiselle Zero?” but, on the other hand, Inspector Badger had placed himself unreservedly under her guidance when she steered the river-police motor-launch in pursuit of the desperate “Hi-Hi!” gang. It was all very puzzling to me, plain John Humdrum, M.D., and when I now look back over that period I see that Sybil’s friendship kept me very busy indeed.

Possibly something of the sort flashed across my mind one morning when I found on my breakfast table a note addressed in Sybil’s characteristic hand. It was postmarked “Express Aerial Service. Tokio to Aberdeen,” and franked “Urgent and Frantic” in violet ink. Stamps of the highest possible value were affixed wherever there was an inch of space in the dear girl’s usual lavish manner. The enclosure, like all her business messages, was brief but decided.

“A great danger threatens,” it ran. “Meet me at twelve to-night in the Mummy Room, British Museum. — Sybil.”

Unfortunately it was not dated.

It was, therefore, in a rather doubtful frame of mind that I presented myself, shortly before midnight, at the formidable closed gates in Great Russell Street. A printed notice, read uncertainly by an adjacent street lamp, informed me that the galleries closed at six.

As I stood there in indecision an official emerged stealthily from the shadow of an angle in the wall, where he had evidently been awaiting me.

“That’s all right, sir,” was his welcome assurance, after he had flashed the light of an electric torch several times all over me. “The young lady has arranged everything.”

Without further explanation he led the way across the broad moonlit forecourt and then through several lofty galleries. Pausing before a massive door he unlocked it, pushed me inside, and I heard the fastening close to again with a soft metallic click.

Never before had the mysterious gloom of that ghostly rendezvous of the long-forgotten dead seemed so shadowladen.

Sybil — it was she — came towards me with a glad cry. “You are here!” she exclaimed. “How splendid; but I never for a moment doubted it.”

“But why here?” I ventured to inquire, in my obtuse blundering way. “Would not Moggridge’s or the Azalea Court of the Frangipane have been more up-to-date?” She gave me a reproachful glance.

“Surely by this time you know that I am the most hunted woman in Europe, my good man,” she answered with a touch of aristocratic insouciance. “My footsteps are being dogged by anarchists, vendettaists, Bolsheviks, Czecho-Slovaks, Black Hands, Hidden Hands, Scotland Yard, the Northcliffe Press and several of the more ambitious special constables. This is literally the one spot in London where we are safe from observation.”

“How wonderful you are!” was wrung from me. “But will you not tell me what it all means?”

In her usual cryptic fashion Sybil answered one question by another.

“Will you do something for me?”

“Can you doubt it?” I asked reproachfully.

“I don’t,” she replied. “But all so far is insignificant compared with this. It will demand the reticence of a Government official combined with the resourcefulness of a District Messenger boy. This packet must be delivered to-night to the Admiral of the Fleet, stationed at Plyhampton. The fate of the navy, the army and the air service are all bound up in its safe arrival.”

“I am ready,” I said simply.

“A yellow motor-car, with one headlight green and the other red, will be waiting for you at the corner of Tottenham Court Road and Oxford Street,” she proceeded rapidly. “You will recognise it by the driver wearing a crimson opera hat — that being the secret badge of the male members of our Society. Get in and the rest is easy.”

Even as she spoke a sudden look of terror swept across her features.

I followed her agonised glance to the nearest mummy case. It was, the label stated, that of an Egyptian priest of Mut, named Amen-Phat, but the pair of steely eyes that I encountered looking out of the painted mask were those of the Hindoo waiter who had upset the discarded toothpicks into the poisoned dish of caviare at the Grand Duke’s reception.

I turned to convey my suspicions to Sybil, but to my surprise she had disappeared, and when I looked again the gilt face of Amen-Phat had resumed its accustomed placid stare.

One thing was clear. In my hand I held the fateful packet directed to the Admiral of the Fleet, and my duty was to find the driver of the yellow car and to make a dash for the coast at all hazard.

As I strode towards the door I recalled the ominous sound of re-locking that had followed my entrance. Was I in a trap?

Whatever had taken place, however, the door was no longer locked. It yielded to the pressure of my hand, but only for a few inches. Something was holding it from the other side. I exerted my strength and in another moment I had made a sufficient opening to allow my passage. The nature of the obstruction was then revealed. At my feet lay the body of a man. A ray of green light fell upon his features, rendering them ghastly and distorted, but it needed no second glance to assure me that the corpse was that of the mysterious Ethiopian “minstrel” who had so inexplicably greeted me as “Uncle Sam” in the Empire promenade on boat-race night.

III. THE BEGINNING OF THE END

Little more remains to be told.

I changed cars seventeen times between London and the coast. The loss of time was considerable, but it whiled away the monotony of the journey, and as a precaution, together with the badness of the road, it was effectual in throwing our pursuers off the track. Their overturned car was found the next morning in a lime quarry below the road near Dorsham. Beneath it was the body of the Greek curio-dealer with the Scotch accent who had sold me the cinque-cento dagger with the phial of cholera microbes concealed in the handle. By his side lay the form of the old-looking young gallery first-nighter. Even to this day my frontal bone carries the scar of his well-aimed opera-glasses, on that occasion when, in the stalls of the Hilaric during the Royal performance, nothing but Sybil’s presence of mind in flinging open her umbrella had saved me from a fatal blow. Both were crushed almost beyond recognition.

Dawn was within an hour of breaking when my seventeenth car — a taxi-cab of obsolete pattern — broke down in the quaint old High Street of Plyhampton. Leaving it to its fate I went on alone to make inquiries, and soon learned, to my delight, that the superdreadnought Stalactite, the flag-ship of the Admiral, was lying at that moment moored to the end of the pier. Truly fate, which had played us many sorry tricks in the past, was on our side that night.

Despite the earliness of the hour, the Admiral, Sir Slocombe Colqumondeley, received me at once in his state-room, a magnificent apartment upholstered in green and gold. As his eyes rested on the superscription of the packet I handed him he could not repress a slight start, but before he had finished the reading of the message his face had grown strangely tense. For a few minutes he paced the salon in deep thought, then turning to an instrument he transmitted a series of commands in quick succession. I have since learned, though I little suspected it at the time, that the tenor of these orders was for every ship of the fleet to clear for action.

Shaking off his preoccupation Sir Slocombe turned to me with an engaging smile.

“So you are my daughter Sybil’s young man, Dr. Humdrum?” he exclaimed, with bluff sailor-like heartiness. “Well, well; we must see what we can arrange after this business is over. How would Surgeon-Major of the Fleet suit you; eh, what?”

A few minutes later I was leaving the pier, more bewildered by the turn events had taken than I would care to admit, when a tall, dignified officer, with grey mutton-chop side-whiskers, approached me.

“Pardon me, but did you enter Plyhampton in a taxicab numbered XVZ 999?” he inquired courteously.

“I did,” I replied, referring to the details which I had taken the precaution to jot down on my cuff.

“Then it is my duty, as Warden of the Port, to put you in irons,” and he beckoned to a master of marines.

“On what charge?” I demanded with some hauteur.

“The driver of the taxi has been found stabbed to death with his own speed lever,” he explained gravely.

“Inside the vehicle was the dead body of the notorious international spy known to the secret police as ‘Mr. A.’ He was disguised as an elderly Chinese seaman, and was wearing, beneath his tunic, a forged Order of the Crimson Hat of Siam.”

“Is it possible?” I gasped.

“Well, frankly, it doesn’t sound it,” he admitted with unofficial candour; “but that isn’t my affair.”

“I am Dr. Humdrum,” I said, producing my stethoscope, “and I live at 305A Hammersmith Road, Kensington. Surely—”

“That is quite satisfactory,” he replied, throwing the handcuffs into a lee scupper that stood open. “Accept my apology. Hold an inquest on the bodies as soon as you conveniently can and you have my assurance that you will hear nothing further of this unpleasant business.”

We are seated in the Piazzo d’Esperanto at Mentone. Sybil’s head is nestling on my shoulder.

“Had we better not explain to them now, darling, exactly what it was all about?” I venture to suggest.

“No, dearest; I don’t think we better had,” replies Sybil, watching the play of the deep blue against the distant haze.

Maidencombe, 1912.
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WHERE FOR?” ASKED the guard. “Nymph Aurelia,” I replied. “Change at Great Wivelton,” he commented. The door was banged, the whistle sounded, and the important-looking train drew slowly along the platform.

All that I knew about Nymph Aurelia could have been written on the back of a postage stamp. Five years previously I was living at Woollambo just clearing expenses. I should perhaps explain that Woollambo is a rather out-of-the-way spot in the Mount Valkyria district of Western Australia. I was prospecting one day when a scrap of paper, blown from heaven knows where, came skimming along the ground. I secured it and found that it was a page from an English railway guide; all that the sun and rain had left on it were the words, “Nymph Aurelia (347). See trains to Great Wivelton and thence twice daily.”

Your gold-seeker is necessarily something of a gambler, and therefore, I take it, more or less a creature of superstition. Probably I did not expect anything, but I released the paper again, pegged the exact direction it took, and then made 347 paces down the line. That incident marked the discovery of the celebrated Golden Nymph mine.

You will understand now why I was making a pilgrimage, as it were, to Nymph Aurelia. I was curious and not ungrateful. When I had seen the place I would present it with a free library, a breakwater, a clock-tower, a motor fire-engine, or anything of that kind that constituted its most pressing want, provided that the thing could be done anonymously and without any fuss.

At least that had been my intention when I took a ticket at Waterloo. But as the train began to find its way round the undulating Surrey commons, to cross deep shady lanes, and to explore pine woods that had seemed in the distance to be designed for the Noah’s Ark of some giant’s nursery, it suddenly came upon me that here was the England which I had come nine thousand miles to see. London, where I had been waited on by a Swiss, valeted by a Frenchman, served at the bank by a German, and sung to on the patriotic subject of Motherland by an Italian, had not, to be frank, struck me as being quite homelike. Nymph Aurelia, for all I knew, might be equally disappointing; but I felt strangely drawn to the quiet sunlit country through which I was being carried.

According to the time-table the first stop was yet fifty miles away, but the charm and friendliness of the woodland grew irresistible. A notice in the carriage informed me, as I hastily assumed, that I could stop the train in return for the payment of a fine of five pounds. I understood that it was a business offer, but this I have since learned was not so. However, that is by the way. I pulled the cord, took down my light portmanteau from the rack, got five sovereigns in readiness and waited.

Had the train stopped where I wished and where I think it ought to have done, I should have stepped directly from the line into the depths of a fern-carpeted dell. As a matter of fact, however, it drew up along the more commonplace platform of a country station. An official of some kind came forward as I alighted. As I wished him a cheerful good-afternoon and dropped the five coins into his hesitating palm I could not fail to observe that the proceeding struck him as exceptional in some way. But he remained speechless, and with a brisk step I passed over the bridge that spanned the line.

A large private motor-car was waiting in the otherwise deserted station-yard, the driver in his place, and, as a casual glance showed me, someone seated inside. I was passing, giving it no further attention, when my own name, called out by the occupant of the car, pulled me up.

“Hullo, Staples, here we are,” was the greeting. “How the deuce did you come down?”

Now, as I have indicated, this was my name — Frank Staples. But the extraordinary thing was that I did not know a soul in England, while the man in the motor-car seemed to have been positively expecting me.

I approached the door to investigate when I became aware of the presence of a second occupant.

For years I had had in my mind a fairly well-defined portrait of a woman’s face. The features were small and regular, the poise of the head imperious, the expression wayward and piquant, and the whole set with a dark and brilliant beauty. I scarcely expected ever to see in the flesh this image that had unconsciously formed itself; nor did I until I stood at the door of the motor-car confronted by a girl whose vivid face was sufficiently like my ideal to startle me into an astonished silence.

“Your train isn’t due for ten minutes yet,” continued the man. “How did the express come to stop?”

“I stopped it,” I replied mechanically, without taking my eyes off the extraordinarily vivacious face before me. “I wanted to get out here.”

“The deuce you did!” he exclaimed, forcing himself on me through my preoccupation by the vigour of his personality. “Do you mean to say you pulled the cord?”

It was scarcely necessary to reply. The platform at the other side of the station was beginning to hum with official activity. A porter appeared on the bridge running and gesticulating as he ran. To me the excitement I had raised seemed ridiculously out of proportion, but the man in the car took in the situation with a single glance.

“Jump in, you scamp,” he commanded. “I’m not going to pay for another of your pranks.”

“If Frank is going to ride,” exclaimed the lady with sudden decision, “I am going to walk.”

“Then why the Harry did you come to meet him?” demanded my new old friend with considerable warmth.

“It was necessary for me to see him before I could make up my mind,” she replied with dignity. “Now I have seen him.”

This did not put me on any better terms with the situation.

“You had better let me explain,” I began.

“Hilda, don’t be an idiot. Frank, don’t be an ass. John, home.” All these injunctions operating simultaneously, I found myself sitting down violently opposite the lady as the car leapt forward.

So far I had been an entirely innocent impostor, if an impostor at all. A man can have no better excuse for his presence, I take it, than to be greeted familiarly by name and pressed into the company. I was Frank Staples, securely conscious of my identity, and the mistake, whatever it was, rested with them; but at this point, influenced, need I confess? by the scornful beauty’s presence, and by my increasing desire to make her further acquaintance, I entered upon a course of active dissimulation.

We were scarcely clear of the yard when a thought seemed to strike my friend with sharp surprise.

“Where is Boosey, by the way?” he said, leaning across to me.

I accepted the inauspicious omen of the gentleman’s name as my only clue.

“Probably drunk by this time,” I replied with an indifferent shrug.

He stared hard at me for a moment and then nodded once or twice, almost sympathetically it seemed.

“You are prepared to go on without him?” he asked.

“Up to a certain point,” I replied guardedly.

“Then I know your line as well as you do yourself,” he announced triumphantly.

“That’s extremely likely,” I admitted, and we relapsed into silence again.

At the distance of about two miles from the station the car turned off from the road, passing through a pair of fine old wrought-iron gates into private grounds of some pretensions. Another minute brought us to the house, a substantial white mansion, to my eyes about a couple of centuries old. Here everything was in readiness for the occasion, whatever it might be, and without any explanation or introduction we all crossed the hall and entered a spacious room which proved to be the library.

I had recognised the unlikelihood of being able to keep up the deception very long, but the moment I passed inside the room I saw exposure lurking ahead in every word. The extent of my ambition was to effect a dignified capitulation; to be allowed to pass out — or, better still, to stay in — with the honours of war. Seated about the room were nearly a score of people, and from their manner and attitude I at once understood that they were assembled for some specific purpose and had been awaiting our arrival. For the most part they were men of mature age, but among them were two or three ladies and one quite venerable couple. I passed round the room, taking my cue from the greetings I received. With most I shook hands; here and there a bow sufficed. The aged dame startled me by kissing me affectionately upon the cheek, but I gathered that on the whole I was not popular.

“Five years in America seems scarcely to have changed you, young man,” remarked a smug-looking individual with a significance that at once put him among the unfriendlies.

“Not in the least,” I replied cheerfully; and as I had evidently been in need of change my callousness was established.

These courtesies took up very little time. A general movement on the part of the men was made towards the table. Under someone’s indication I took one end, while a legal-looking gentleman fronted by a deed-box and writing material occupied the other. The ladies and the grandparental couple remained outside the conclave.

I thought that matters had gone as far as I could decently let them.

“Before you begin,” I said, “I have to make a personal explanation. My presence here—”

“A moment, Mr. Staples,” interposed the leader of the hostile section. “Is he entitled” — turning to the legal headpiece— “is he entitled to make a personal statement that may possibly prejudice the opinions — or the views — of others?”

“It is a debatable point,” replied the authority, stroking his chin thoughtfully. “I think that on the whole, Mr. Staples, we had perhaps better stick to the exact letter of the conditions.”

“Oh, all right,” I said. “Only remember that I made the offer.”

“If Frank has anything in the nature of a claim regarding his immediate position to advance,” put in a friendly, “I think that in view of his isolated situation it ought to be considered.”

That gave me a wild idea. The beautiful creature for whose sake I was more or less making a conspicuous ass of myself and courting much obloquy had selected a chair exactly behind me, to my continued discomfiture.

“Yes, I have,” I declared recklessly. “I claim to have Hilda sitting next to me during the proceedings.” She would be furious, of course, but she was that already, and I had a lively anticipation that she would be even more so shortly.

Very much to my surprise, no one seemed to regard this outrageous demand as anything exceptional. There was some laughter, and even a little applause from the friendlies. Another chair was brought up and the disdainful young lady was persuaded to occupy a place by my side. She said nothing, but her expressive eyes left me in no doubt as to the nature of her feelings.

The lawyer-man rose to address us and we seemed to be getting to the root of the mystery at last. “Today being the 20th of August, 1910,” he began, we are met here according to arrangement to fulfil the conditions of the rather remarkable agreement entered into by the late Henry Montgomery Staples and the late Frederick Basset. As that agreement with its many contingent clauses is a lengthy and elaborate document, and as you are all perfectly well acquainted with its essential features, I propose to take it as read, merely remarking that, in spite of the doubt thrown upon its validity from interested quarters” — here most of the unfriendlies wagged their heads weightily— “we have the highest authority for believing it to be a perfectly legal instrument.

“I beg to differ, Mr. Frobisher,” rapped out a prominent unfriendly.

“I shall at once proceed to lodge a caveat,” announced another defiantly.

“I put in a formal protest,” declared a third.

“Quite so, gentlemen; I note your objections,” continued the lawyer imperturbably. “Now, Mr. Frank,” taking up a paper which appeared to contain half-a-dozen paragraphs, “are you prepared to adopt by deed poll the name of Basset?”

“Certainly not,” I replied. “I don’t see why on earth I should adopt the name of Basset. There is nothing particularly attractive about it. My own is quite—”

“There is no need for you to disparage my name, Frank,” exclaimed the girl indignantly. “It is one to which you have been materially indebted in the past.”

That was the worst of my position. On the others also my reply had a remarkable effect. For some reason every friendly at once became hostile and every unfriendly adopted a sympathetic attitude. Numerically I gained, but I preferred the old allies.

“As Mr. Staples repudiates that condition—” struck in an ex-unfriendly.

“We will nevertheless go on,” replied the lawyer grimly. “Will you, Mr. Staples, in the event of your benefiting, continue the Basset claim to the Thorneywood estate?”

A great deal seemed to hang on that, by the breathless interest with which my reply was awaited. I had to answer one way or the other. I took what seemed to be the simplest course.

“No, I won’t,” I replied. And to cut discussion short I added, “I decline to state my reasons.”

Despair and satisfaction again swept over the contending forces, but which lot I had pleased and which offended I cannot say. A ferocious little man, whispering across the table to me in tones of suppressed passion, took all my attention.

“You decline to give you reasons, Frank Staples, but I can see through them well enough,” he declared. “You think you will be able to make it right with the Coppinghams, buy out the Priory mortgagee, and at the same time conciliate Aunt Harriet. Let me tell you, sir, you are playing a dangerous game!”

“I quite feel that,” I admitted.

“For supposing the Brandon boundary decision is reversed, where will you be then?”

“That’s the weak spot,” I agreed. “Where, indeed? What would you advise?”

“You can hardly expect me to advise you at this point,” he replied, becoming more amiable, “but mark this: you will bitterly repent putting any reliance on your Uncle Tapping’s promises. I can see that he is behind you in this, but he is only using you for his own ends. You will soon find out that he isn’t what you think he is.”

“No, no,” I replied. “I can’t believe that. I am sure old Uncle Tapping is all right. He is much more likely to find out soon that I am not what he thinks I am.”

Mr. Frobisher’s formal voice broke off this agreeable conversation.

“I now have to put a crucial question to you, Mr. Staples,” he was saying. And then it came: “Do you agree to marry Hilda Basset?”

I suppose that I might have been prepared for the ridiculous family agreement leading up to something of this sort, but, as a matter of fact, I couldn’t have been more completely taken by surprise. In my indignation I clean forgot that I was merely an involuntary proxy.

I was also conscious of going as red as a lobster and as wild as a scalded cat.

“What the blazes do you mean by asking such a question?” I demanded hotly. “You don’t suppose that I am ass enough to imagine that Miss Basset would marry me, do you? If you really want to know, from the first moment I saw—”

The remarkable effect of my outburst saved me from saying any more. Hitherto my replies had gained me one party at the expense of alienating the other. This time I simply succeeded in sheerly astonishing everyone into speechless, breathless bewilderment. I don’t think I ever witnessed a more curious spectacle than that of some eighteen dumb, open-mouthed, petrified people. How they would have come round naturally I don’t know, but Hilda broke the spell. She, with the rest, had been staring point-blank into my face. What she saw there, or what she missed there, I have yet to learn, but suddenly she sat back in her chair and went off into peal after peal of uncontrollable laughter. This was the moment chosen by a family retainer to open the door, step two paces into the room, and solemnly announce:

“Mr. Frank Staples; Mr. Boosey.”

Hilda — it is scarcely worth while beginning to call her Miss Basset now — has since declared that the resemblance between the two Frank Stapleses is superficial and illusory. Nevertheless it was enough to make the eighteen friendlies and un friendlies — who were having a day of shocks — look from one to the other of us in amazement, while they opened and closed their mouths in silent unison.

For the third time that eventful day I offered to make an explanation, and on this occasion no one objected. They hung on to my every word indeed.

“This is certainly very remarkable,” said the man who had brought me in the car. “Very remarkable, indeed, but, given one coincidence, not altogether incredible. The question is: Who are you? Who are you?”

“I am Frank Armitage Staples, of course,” I replied.

“Yes, yes,” he said irritably; “no one is going to doubt that, with your features. But what Frank Staples? That’s the point.”

“So far as I am concerned,” I replied modestly, “I have always been accustomed in Woollambo to regard myself as the Frank Staples.”

I saw a questioning glance pass from face to face among some who sat at the table.

“Would you inform us as to your father’s name?” asked one politely.

“It was Frank Rupert Staples. He is dead.”

“And his father?”

“He possessed the more unusual name of Cedric Oliver.”

“Cedric Oliver Staples,” slowly and deliberately pronounced the patriarch from the armchair. “Tried at Guildford in the spring of 1826 on a charge of forgery. Found guilty and sentenced to transportation for life. He was my uncle.”

“Possibly, sir,” I remarked, turning round to face him, “but, so far as I am aware, he never claimed the kinship, nor referred to any of his relations. And in Australia it is not considered etiquette to inquire into the family history of those who come of the early settler stock.”

“Look here, this is all very jolly and convivial,” put in the other Frank restlessly, “but old Boosey says he must get back by the 5.30, and I’m not keen on staying myself. Frosty sort of welcome it seems to me offhand. Not even a milk-cart to be had at the station, and some silly ass had stopped the express, so they say, and held up our train for ten minutes.”

“But you can’t run away like that,” expostulated the master of the house. “There is the agreement—”

“Oh, don’t you worry about that, Toppy, old man,” said my namesake in the easiest manner. “I have put in a formal appearance and Boosey will look into the thing and see if there is anything coming to me out of the wreck. I’m afraid it will be rather a back-hander for you, Hilda, but I’m out of the running for the double now.”

“You don’t mean to say — ?” exclaimed all the friendlies, who had begun to pick up hope again.

“Yes, married already,” admitted the gentleman complacently. “Met the lady in Brooklyn three months ago. She is what you might call flossy — distinctly flossy. She can put her heels against a chalked line on the stage, and without moving bend back till she picks up a nickel with her teeth. You shouldn’t always have been so jolly stiff, Hilda, you know.”

“I am delighted that you have found a lady who seems to be quite the reverse,” replied Hilda pleasantly.

Thus had fate, in the shape of Nymph Aurelia again, been pulling benevolently at the reins of my destiny.

“For a practical young man, brought up in a new country, you seem to be strangely fanciful,” remarked Hilda a week later, when I told her about these things.

“It is true,” I admitted. “I am always having visions, seeing fairies, hearing voices, and touching posts. From the first moment I saw you—”

The instant I said the words we both remembered the occasion when they were last spoken. Hilda turned away with rising colour. I was struck by a sudden fear that I had spoiled the thing.

“I knew that we should be friends,” I concluded lamely.

I caught a glimpse of her face, and across it there swept a look that reminded me then of the sun leaving a landscape.

“What I just said is utterly false, Hilda, only I was so horribly afraid,” I said facing her. “I have never even thought of you in friendship. From the first moment I saw you I knew that, whoever you were, you were the woman who had been growing in my heart ever since my world began.”

The sunshine returned radiantly. That is how we come to be spending our honeymoon at Nymph Aurelia.

Ravenscourt Park, 1909.


Lucretia and the Horse-Doctor
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NO 4.32 TRAIN!” I exclaimed. “Oh, confound the thing! Are you sure?”

If I had not been rather irritated at finding that I had walked two miles in twenty-three minutes along an abnormally dusty road in order to catch a nonexistent train on a toy-gauge railway I should certainly have seen the impropriety of putting such a question to the station-master. But the station-master at Lower Roffey was not in the least disposed to be offended. I do not think I ever met a railwayman within three grades of his rank who was less inclined to stand on his dignity. He issued and collected tickets, looked after the passengers’ luggage, when they had any — and it was by no means the exception, I gathered, for there to be no passengers even — worked the home signals, cleaned and trimmed the oil lamps, saw to the flower-beds, and in addition to doing, in fact, all the general work of the station, delivered the local weekly paper, acted as agent for an American fountain pen, kept poultry and sold ginger-beer.

“It’s right,” he replied sympathetically. “The 4.32 is a summer train and doesn’t run after the end of September: 6.18 is the next now.”

“At all events,” I retorted, “the 4.32 is down in the time-table that I bought at a shop up in the village, less than an hour ago. It’s a pretty nuisance.”

The station-master nodded in complete agreement.

“Lukie Marsh ought to have known better,” he remarked. “I took the new time-tables there last week myself. It was Lukie that served you, of course; not her sister Jane?”

Still smarting under the discomfort of my unnecessary exertion, I intimated that I was, unhappily, a stranger to the personalities of both Lukie and her sister Jane.

“That is so, of course,” assented the station-master cheerfully. “Still, you may take it from me that it would be Lukie. Jane would have had more sense. Not but what Lukie has her wits about her in general, but ever since she consulted that horse-doctor that came to Crossgate last autumn she has been absent-minded at times.”

“I suppose consulting a horse-doctor was the first symptom of it?” I suggested with covert sarcasm.

“No; it wasn’t that. He wasn’t really a horse-doctor either, you must understand. That was only what old Doctor Page over at Crossgate called him.

“‘The man has the methods and the knowledge of a common horse-doctor,’ he said in a rage whenever the subject came up; ‘and those who go to see him are asses.’

“Of course that was because he was nettled at the business the other was doing. However, the word got about and no one used it oftener than Hankins — that was the fellow’s name — himself.

“‘I’m not a doctor,’ he said every night at the beginning of his talk; ‘I’m Hankins the Medicine Man, known also in every important town in Great Britain and Ireland as Hankins the Make-You-Well. In Crossgate, however, I am called the Horse-Doctor. Now, my friends, would you rather be made well by a horse-doctor or kept ill by Doctor Donkey?’

“That was all he said about it; nothing personal, you see, but it went down wonderfully well among the chaps who stood round.

“I must say he went to work in what seemed to me a more reasonable way than Doctor Page did. Page, who was generally ill with gout or asthma himself, tried to make out to you that you were pretty well all right when you went to see him and discouraged you from going on. Hankins claimed to be the only sound man in Crossgate, and offered to prove scientifically that everyone else had something wrong and getting worse inside him and sapping his vitality, even though he might know nothing of it. Every night he gave a lecture in the market-place opposite the Goat and people came miles to hear him. He had a platform and life-sized pictures of your body in colour with the different inward parts to flap backwards and forwards on hinges, so that he seemed to take you in on one side of yourself and bring you out on the other, telling you all about the various diseases, unbeknown to ordinary professional doctors, that you met with on the way. Then he went through the symptoms of different fatal ailments and showed you what you looked like inside when you’d got them. Before he’d done, pretty nearly everyone felt that they had most of the things he described and he did a first-rate business in remedies. Whether it was his medicines — as he claimed — or not I don’t know, but he certainly had a wonderful frame. He’d stand on his platform and bellow like a bull for five minutes at a time to show what really healthy lungs were like. I’ve heard him from this station, three miles away, on a still evening. I’ve seen him jump off his platform and leap over it twelve or fifteen times backwards and forwards without stopping for breath.

“‘There’s a heart toughened with Hankins’s Vital Elixir,’ he’d say. ‘I was a puny thriftless wisp of a boy, and look at me now. There isn’t a man, woman or child over the age of fourteen standing round who couldn’t do the same at this moment if his or her heart was properly nourished.”

“If you went up to the platform then, he’d tell you what was the matter with you for nothing, charging only for the medicine; but during the day he had a room at Whittle’s, the barber, where it was a shilling for consultations. That was how Lukie Marsh came to see him.”

We hardly seemed to have reached the point of the story yet, but the station-master gave me the distinct impression of trying to make me believe that this was all.

“The fact is,” he apologised as he met my inquiring eye, “I have only just remembered that Lukie was dead set against it getting about. I suppose the only two people who knew all the ins and outs of it besides Lukie were her sister Jane and myself. I’m a sort of halfcousin of theirs. Then I send paragraphs of anything of interest that happens here up to the local paper, and as a police case came out of this, Lukie was anxious to know what was going to be printed about it and told me everything.”

“Nothing of discredit to the lady, I am sure,” I remarked encouragingly.

“You’re right,” he agreed warmly. “It was an experience that many people would boast of, and now that it’s a year ago and Lukie’s banns are up, I don’t suppose that she’d mind a stranger knowing.”

“Perhaps you’ll have a bottle of ginger-beer with me?” I suggested.

“Thanks, I don’t mind if I do,” said the station-master. “It’s middling dry talking in this weather.”

He produced the various articles from the booking-office, opened the bottles and filled the glasses with the most businesslike expertness and then continued the narrative of Miss Marsh’s remarkable experience.

“The thing Lukie was most afraid of was that it might make trouble with William Hill’s people if they heard that she had been to consult the horse-doctor. The Hills, especially William’s mother, were strict herbalists and regarded all other forms of medicine as sinful and poisonous. Lukie and William had been more or less engaged for seventeen years, and, as she said to me, she could not afford at her age to throw all that time away and begin again.

“Doubtless it would have been better if she had thought of that at the beginning and not gone, but she was always one for gaiety and things had been pretty quiet at Roffey last year. It was wet for the Flower Show and the black missionary man who was to lecture on ‘Savage Africa’ couldn’t find the place and never came. Everyone was talking about this Hankins; so one day Lukie persuaded Jane to go with her to Crossgate, picking a time when the fewest people who might know her were likely to be about.

“Of course she didn’t go for mere curiosity. For some time back she’d had a notion that something that oughtn’t to be there was growing somewhere down her throat. She couldn’t see it, and couldn’t feel it, and it didn’t exactly hurt, but the idea worried her whenever she remembered it. As she said, it might be only fancy, but it was a good opportunity to kill two birds with one stone.

“Jane stayed outside in the market-place because from what she’d heard she thought that the sight of Hankins’s life-sized pictures would make her feel queer; and besides they weren’t quite sure but what he would charge double if both of them went in.

“Hankins listened to what Lukie had to say and then tried most of his machines on her. Finally he strapped a round looking-glass on to his forehead, stood her by the window, and shot the sunlight into her throat.

“‘I don’t see any growth so far,’ he said, when he had done all that he could with that, ‘but as you think that there is something, there most likely is, because there can’t be an effect without a cause, and it is contrary to nature to think of anything that doesn’t exist. Fortunately I have with me a means of testing even further.’ With that he got out a little electric light, no bigger than a plum-stone hardly, that was worked by a pocket battery. ‘Now,’ he said, ‘I am going to press your tongue down with a spoon-handle, throw the light well into the pharynx, and then we shall see as far as there is anything to be seen.’

“Lukie thought half a minute and then made a move towards the door.

“‘I should not think of allowing it,’ she said.

“That took back the horse-doctor considerably. ‘It won’t hurt you the least bit,’ he said.

“T am not afraid of that. And I daresay that the town ladies you are accustomed to, do not mind being seen in the way you speak of, but in the country we are more particular. Good-afternoon.’

“‘Hold hard a minute,’ said Hankins, who was well-meaning enough; ‘perhaps I didn’t pick my words quite as I might. Haven’t you any discreet lady friend whom you could have here with you?”

“‘There’s my sister Jane waiting out in the pig-market. She’s older than me and sees mostly to the shop, but I couldn’t say whether she’s discreet or not,’ replied Lukie.

“‘Jane will do Ai,’ said Hankins. ‘Call her up.’ “They got Jane up and Lukie allowed him to get to work again. But it seemed as though something was bound to go wrong at every turn. Just when he had fixed his light in position Lukie screwed up her face and began to wave her hands frantically. The light had tickled her nose and she felt that she was going to sneeze whatever happened. Hankins, not in the least guessing what she meant, simply stood and stared at her. Then Lukie shut her mouth with a snap, sneezed, gave a gulp, turned pale, and said, ‘What was that?’

“Hankins pulled up the ends of his wires. ‘My Sunday hat!’ he exclaimed, ‘the blamed thing has come unhitched. You’ve swallowed the bulb, Miss.’ So she had.

“How he satisfied them I don’t fully know, but it was more than an hour before they were composed enough to go home. Whatever he thought, Hankins made out that there was no danger, and he added, handsomely enough as it seemed certain that Lukie had bitten through the wire, that he had no intention of charging for the lamp.

“‘It’s no use looking on the dark side of things,’ said Lukie when they got back; so she made a hearty meal off tinned salmon, to which she was very partial, and then, feeling pretty tired what with one thing and another, went early to bed.

“That night Moses Andrews, a sort of low-down thief from the lime-quarries over at Shapley, broke into the house, thinking to make a good haul. The Marshes were supposed to have some money put away; and the place being old and ramshackle it wasn’t difficult even for Mo to get in, though for that matter he was really more fitted to be a tramp than a burglar. He went through the till in the shop and all the drawers in the lower part of the house without finding much, and then he made his way upstairs. His idea was to wake one of the sisters quietly, hold a hatchet over her head, and frighten her into telling him where the money was hid. As it happened he chanced on Lukie’s room.

“When Lukie woke and opened her eyes to see a man in a black mask standing over her with the wood-chopper she didn’t wait to hear what he had to say. She opened her mouth, and the next minute there would have been a screech that would have woke all Roffey if she had got it out. But the instant she opened her mouth there was no need for Lukie to yell: it was Mo Andrews who did that, and dropping his sack and tools he lit out in a beeline for home, the worst scared burglar that ever picked a lock. He went through the bedroom window without stopping to think of opening it, and dropping on to a moderately soft bed of cabbages he tore down the garden, howling manfully as he went.

“I don’t understand much about electricity myself, but it’s tolerably clear now what had happened. Hankins’s little bulb had got wedged up somewhere out of harm’s way, and the vinegar and other things that Lukie had eaten acted as a sort of acid and started it working at full pressure. Lukie herself got an idea that the light was accumulating inwardly as long as she was asleep, and that when she opened her mouth it leapt out like a gas explosion, but I put that down to a woman’s fancy. However it may be, there is no doubt that coming suddenly in the dark the sight would have a goodish effect on a mean-spirited sort of creature like that.

“As for Andrews, he was only beginning his adventures. Half-way down the garden was a clump of bush fruit trees, gooseberries and logans and so on. Being troubled with sparrows and finches, Jane had bought a length of tarred netting early in the season and stretched it over all the trees to save the fruit. Into the middle of this net shot Andrews with enough move on him to carry clean through an ordinary hedge. A man armed with a double-barrelled duck-gun couldn’t have stopped him at that moment, but the net did. It held good and firm and the more he plunged and reared the more he wrapped himself up in it. What he did with his ramping was to pull up a gooseberry bush that was in the net behind him and to jerk it forward so that it sprang on to his shoulders and lapped its branches round his neck. Then everything that he’d ever heard as a boy about the Devil and Hell and the ‘net spread to catch sinners’ came back to him — and owing to his parents having been Particular Revivalists and regular at chapel, it ran mostly on fire and brimstone and claws and such-like.

“‘He’s got me!’ they heard him wail in a despairing sort of way, and then he seems to have fainted dead off.

“By this time a good many people were beginning to come round. Jane hearing an uproar ran into Lukie’s room with a light. Lukie was sitting up in bed and apparently on the point of going off into hysterics. Jane, whose remedies were simple but practical, seized her by the arm and thumped her several times soundly on the back. Lukie coughed twice, put her hand up to her mouth, and produced Hankins’s lamp, none the worse for its travels. That ended her chief trouble.

“Misgivings about what Mo Andrews might say when he was brought up began to worry her a little when she thought of it the next day. Being a sensitive woman, besides the disagreeableness with William Hill’s people she disliked the idea of the low jokes that would be sure to be made about having electric lights and such matters. As it happened, she had nothing to fear. It took three men upwards of half-an-hour with scissors and pocket-knives to get Mo clear of the net and he came out of it a changed man. By the time he appeared before the Court he had got religion solid.

“‘Well. Andrews,’ said the magistrate, who had seen him there before. ‘What have you to say in answer to the charge?’

“‘Nothing,’ replied Mo calmly. ‘All that business is past and done with. I stand here a sinner, but on the solid rock at last. Can you say the same, friend? Is all well with you?’

“‘Remanded for the state of the prisoner’s mind to be inquired into,’ said the magistrate; and that was the last that Lukie had to do with it.”

West Kensington, 1909.


The War Hawks 

I 
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THAT IS THE position,” said the War Minister, folding the sheets of paper from which he had been reading.

No one spoke for a few moments. “The position” related to the movements of the various fleets, to the strength and disposal of the available troops and kindred details; the place was an historic apartment in Downing Street, and the dozen men assembled were engaged that afternoon in regulating the destiny of the Empire, and, incidentally, that of the world.

Hallet, the Home Secretary, broke the silence, which had reached a painful intensity.

“I take the responsibility of proposing that we recognise the inevitable to-day rather than to-morrow, and signify our acceptance of the terms of the ultimatum,” he said, with slow deliberation.

“I differ,” cried the aged Earl of Trentford sharply. “We cannot be so desperately placed as Mollineux leads us to believe. It — it is so sudden, so unexpected. A great nation cannot be vanquished and annihilated in a single day. There must be something we have overlooked. If we are being invaded by air, where are the dirigibles? We have heard no word of them.”

There was a low ruption of laughter sardonic and half-heartbroken, from two or three men. The War Minister dispassionately picked out a sheet in cypher from the litter of paper before him.

“In response to the War Office inquiry of this morning; the officer in charge of the section wires from Aider-shot: ‘Dirigibles Nos. 3 and 4 temporarily useless as a result of the malicious damage effected on the night of the nth inst., as already reported. Nos. 6 and 7 still under construction; delayed beyond anticipated date owing to 6-inch counterbalance carrier shafts having been made and delivered instead of 7-inch as ordered. No. 5 available—’”

“The vessel popularly known as Quo Vadis the Vth?” inquired a colleague smoothly.

“I have no knowledge of the name,” replied the War Minister, with unruffled composure. “‘No. 5 available, but during the continuance of S.E. gale registered as fifty-two miles by the anemometer, and reported by the South Foreland station as prevalent for the next forty-eight hours, impossible even to meet enemy’s air-fleet from this point. Have been requested to allow transport of No. 5 by motor-wagons to Maidstone, and after the passage of enemy’s fleet to make ascent by night on the chance of involving at least one of the enemy in mutual destruction.’”

There were a few cries of “Hear, hear!” from the least depressed members of the Cabinet. Sir William Mollineux raised a hand deprecatingly.

“We all recognise the devotion of such an offer,” he said quietly, “but unless we are prepared with a definite and continuous plan of resistance, it would be not only useless, but nationally suicidal.”

“And the War Office has no plan to put before us?” demanded the earl.

“In the exceptional circumstances, none.”

“Then I have,” retorted Trentford, with a touch of senile stubbornness. “I propose that the seat of government be transferred to Oxford; that Gurney shall be instructed to join fleets with Colenso and force the passage of the Elbe, while France fulfils her obligations by demonstrating along the frontier, and—”

Sir William Mollineux glanced down the table and nodded to a colleague.

“My lord,” interposed the man who had been singled out, “we have received the most explicit warning that while this incredible fleet of Krupp-Parsevals is in being, France will be unable to make any move.”

Trentford stared blankly at the speaker. “In the face of the most definite—”

“Mastery of the air overrides all treaties,” commented another.

“It is no use, Trentford,” said the Premier, gathering the decision of the Council at a glance. “All the navies and all the armies in the world are not worth one Krupplin in the light of our present information. Let us dismiss armies and navies from our calculations. There are only two classes of Powers to-day: Germany, and the rest of the world.”

“And if we accept the terms forced on us, and abandon all hope of building a rival air-fleet, there can never be anything else.”

“Until a new force comes into being,” replied the Premier, with a sudden gleam of kindling enthusiasm “What form it will take we cannot guess, and perhaps we shall never know; but in the future I can confidently foresee some undreamt-of bending of the forces of nature to the use of man’s ingenuity by which the Krupplins of that time will be as impotent as the Dreadnoughts of to-day, and the nation that relies on their pre-eminence to usurp the sovereignty of the world will be trapped and humbled in its false security as we are trapped in ours.”

“I hope that you are right,” said one; “and I hope that our authorities in that day will have sufficient humour to mask their operations under a frantic construction of Krupplins.”

Some smiled sadly, and all caught the bitter jest, remembering how, a few years previously, Germany had masked her strength, gained all the time she wanted, and duped the suspicion and the activity of England by a kindred subterfuge.

“We may be powerless to repel the — the so-called Krupplins if what we hear of their capabilities is correct (an assumption which I venture to doubt very strongly, or surely some indication of their menace would have reached us before this), but what beyond that?” demanded the earl, returning to the point with dull tenacity. “They could not drop explosives from balloons, navigable or otherwise — they would not dare. There is still such a thing as International Law, gentlemen.”

“My lord, my lord,” exclaimed Hallet, bringing his hand down upon the table with such a passion of pent-up feeling that the jewel sprang from the ring he wore and rolled unheeded to the floor, “do not deceive yourself. There is International Law — but there are no nations to enforce it.”

“Besides,” suggested another, “what is there to prevent them from using short-range howitzers of some new pattern? They could open the breeches of their guns and simply roll the shells out of the muzzles, I suppose. No, no, earl, there is nothing in that, I am afraid.”

“You are all against me?” said Trentford, looking round doggedly.

“We dare not do otherwise, my old friend,” said his chief sadly. “The lives of seven million people are in our hands here in London alone, and if we resort to arms the City will be a smoking ruin at the end of forty-eight hours.”

Trentford rose to his feet with the arresting dignity of age and isolation.

“I am an old man,” he began deliberately, “and whatever course you adopt will cease to affect me before very long. I have seen my country involved in three great struggles and in minor wars innumerable. In every case there were not wanting those who prophesied disasters and defeat; in every case there were reverses and serious losses; and in every case there was an ultimate victory which left England stronger than before. It has remained for a Cabinet of which I am a member to receive invasion with bended knee and to ransom their capital without striking a single blow. I am too old to learn the new way, gentlemen. I will go into my own country, where I was formerly honorary colonel of yeomanry, and if I can find a score of men who would rather be shot as Germany’s foes than live as Germany’s vassals, by God, I will lead them!”

Right on his words came a dramatic interruption. The sound of some confusion on the other side of the door had marked the last sentence of the tirade. One or two Ministers had looked inquiringly at the Premier; his hand was already on the bell, when the sharp report of a pistol strung them all to an acuter tension. In the moment of startled indecision the door was opened, a man stepped quickly into the room, closed the door again and stood with his back against it, while he surveyed the assembly with keen alertness, still holding the smoking revolver in his hand.

“What is the meaning of this outrage?” demanded the Premier, between wrath and apprehension.

“The meaning of the outrage, sir, is that you apparently gave your door-keeper instructions to admit no one on any pretext, while my inflexible determination was to go to any length in order to reach you.”

“You have shot Taylor!”

“What of that?” demanded the intruder coolly. “Do you know what is happening beyond your cordon of police? There are ten thousand men in Whitehall, and the most popular suggestion is that they should hang the Secretary of State for War and your illustrious self on the nearest lamp-post. In the City and beyond, the authorities are unable to make the least show of keeping order, and looting and violence are in progress on every side. There is a panic-swept exodus from London by all the high-roads to the north and west, and since five o’clock this morning more than two hundred women and children have been trampled to death. What does a door-keeper in addition matter?”

“A madman!” murmured someone warningly to those about him.

“You are a murderer!” cried another.

“No, no,” protested the stranger, almost good-humouredly; “I have only disabled your man with a bullet in the shoulder, after all. But, believe me, you will be face to face with civil war in less than seven days, and even the life of a zealous servant is a small matter in averting that calamity.”

“Mad — quite mad!” repeated the former speaker cautiously. “Better humour him until someone comes.”

“Who are you, and what do you want?” demanded the Premier, who saw more indication of method than of madness.

“My name,” replied the unceremonious being, “is Brampton Reed. Possibly,” he said, turning sharply to the Minister for War, “the name has a distantly familiar ring, Sir William?”

“Ah,” replied Mollineux, enlightened, “the man with a era — an idea for individual flying.”

“No,” corrected Reed in sharp raillery, “the man who had a craze for individual flying three years ago; the man who has something very like the perfection of individual flying to-day. No obligation to your department, Sir William. You saw nothing in it.”

“We were advised that the project of self-propelled flight was chimerical. The tendency was all towards aeroplanes and dirigibles. You were out of the movement.”

“We shall be in it to-night if we come to terms,” said Reed, with grim humour. “What would you give to be able to plant a patriotic Englishman, carrying five pounds of thorite, on each of the Krupplins — to control a flight of human aerial torpedoes, eh, Sir William?”

“Can you do this, Mr. Reed?” demanded the Premier, with a tortured incredulity. Taylor was forgotten. All looked towards the man who suggested the bare possibility of the miracle of salvation.

“I will be frank with you,” replied Reed, coming up to the table. “I can — but at the same time I should have preferred this to have come in six months’ time.”

“You can make a flight even in this weather?”

“The wind is nothing — nothing. On the contrary, it helps a practised wingman. But there are other details — technical details. We have had to do everything in the face of terrible discouragement. We wanted men, reliable, devoted men, such as you could have put in our way. We wanted facilities of a dozen kinds. Most of all, we wanted time. Practice, unending practice, is the secret of alatics. We even wanted money; money, good lord! and you are on the point of paying an indemnity of a hundred millions to save London!”

“We are taking a terrible risk if we permit this forlorn hope, Mr. Reed,” said Mollineux.

“So are we, Sir William,” replied Reed caustically. “Strictly in a personal way you cannot take a greater one than we shall. As regards permitting the attempt, allow me to point out to you that you cannot prevent it. At the same time I want official recognition. I want something in return, and I want information. Well, there are my terms,” and he threw a few sheets of paper on to the table. “How many Krupps really are there, by the way? The newspapers are all — well, as usual.”

“Five,” replied some one. “They have opened wireless communication with us from the neighbourhood of the Goodwins.”

“Five! and we have only seven competent men, including myself,” exclaimed Reed. “So be it; we can take no risks. You know what that means, Mr. Muir?”

“Not absolutely, though I draw a natural inference,” replied the Premier, looking up from the manuscript which Reed had brought. “What does it mean?”

“Every man will have to throw his missile from a distance of not more than thirty feet. Five pounds of thorite will grind up everything within a radius of fifty yards. You deduce the element of risk, Mr. Muir?”

“In other words, every man will go to certain death?”

“Precisely. Every man who fails to blow himself into his constituent elements will have bungled. Well, we all had one eye on that contingency when we trained. If only we’d had more time it might have been avoided. Time: practice, practice, practice. Please remember that for the new aerial department, Mr. Muir.”

“I see that you stipulate for that, Mr. Reed,” said the Minister of War, glancing down the paper. “Two power standard of air-fleet,’

‘aerial stations,’

‘corps of wingmen,’ and so forth. I think after this experience you can safely leave that to any Government in power.”

“I could safely accept the personal word of any member of the Cabinet in a simple straightforward matter of millions,” replied Reed bluntly. “But the collective assurance of a Government on a matter of national safety and aerial supremacy — oh no, Sir William!”

“We shall not differ on that point, Mr. Reed,” said the Premier, taking up a pen to sign the document. “The money will be found.”

“Money!” exclaimed Reed broadly. “I don’t think that that detail will trouble you, Mr. Muir. No more warships after to-day, you know — nothing more expensive than a submarine.”

“I see that you also require certain provision made in the case of your associates.”

“Yes; some of them have people, and so on,” said Reed carelessly.

“But,” continued the Premier, “I fail to see any reference to yourself.”

“I, on the other hand, have none.”

“But surely, out of everything that a gratefully indebted country can offer in return for so colossal a service, there might be something?”

“That is my whim, Mr. Muir — that there should be nothing.”

For the second time during that momentous Council the proceedings were interrupted from without. There was a knock, and close upon it a police-inspector entered.

“I beg your pardon, sir, but there has been a disturbance, and one of your servants has been shot,” he explained. “I thought that you might require my attendance.”

“Thank you, Inspector Holstan. I shall be glad if you will see that Taylor has the best attention and everything that he can possibly require,” replied the Premier.

“Very good, sir.” He still lingered, however, and his eye rested on Brampton Reed suspiciously. “I understand,” he ventured, “that this gentleman—”

“That is all we require,” said the Premier, with suave decision. “Mr. Reed is — one of ourselves.”

II 

“Tilbury; Gravesend,” indicated one of the alert looking young men standing on the upper platform of Die Wasser-jungjer. “Chatham and Rochester there together. Woolwich? No, you cannot identify it. It is among the glow over there — London.”

“Really London at last,” soliloquised another. “Ach!”

“You may well say ‘at last,’ Steinetz,” struck in an aviator-engineer. “Ten years ago I myself dated this invasion for 1906.”

“Fortunately for you that you were wrong,” said the first speaker, “or you would not have been in it. Late or not, here we are — where the great Napoleon never got.”

“Ah, he was too much for himself and for conquest, that Corsican. If he had been inspired by humanity and a love of fatherland, he would have gone further.” The five great Krupp-Parsevals were lying “anchored” in what was then known, for the purposes of aerial navigation, as the fourth atmospheric zone, above the fields and villages of Kent. The previous day, immediately upon Germany’s official notification to the British Government that Lord Shipley’s action with regard to the Ankori affair was regarded as a hostile move, the world for the first time learned of the secret works in Westphalia, and of the existence of an unsuspected fleet of air-ships. At the same time details were freely published, from which it became obvious, so far advanced over all other types of rivals were these incomparable vessels, that the world, if need be, lay at their mercy.

It was no longer policy to conceal their presence or their movements, for the panic which their mere approach created was a valuable factor in enforcing their demands. Proceeding in full daylight at a leisurely twenty-five miles an hour, therefore, they crossed the North Sea at a comparatively low altitude, saluting on their way the Prinz Ludwig, which conveyed the departing German Ambassador from these shores. Their arrival above Thanet was timed to be simultaneous with the presentation of Berlin’s demands; upon being informed by wireless that this had taken place, they sailed in extended line formation very slowly towards London. At nightfall they rose a few hundred feet higher in the air, and hung motionless. They were quite secure from attack. No guns then in use could be trained on them at an efficient range even if their outlines could have been discerned. As a matter of fact, ingenious chromatic and mechanical devices rendered the Krupp-Parsevals practically invisible even in the dusk. Their engines were absolutely noiseless; and the only outward lights they displayed were Lietke-ray emanations, serviceable enough to the pilots and signal-readers of the other vessels when seen through their sensitised glasses, but non-existent to everyone else.

“Is it true, Otto,” inquired the engineer, “that in England they allow one to inspect their forts and barracks at will?”

“Oh yes,” admitted Otto, with a ready smile, “it is quite so. The defences of the Thames have been my especial work during the past two years.”

“Is it that they are lax, or the system?”

“They are so well satisfied that they are safe: that, no matter, everything must come right. Ganz sicker— ‘cock-sure,’ as they would say. That is why. Now and then a little subterfuge is necessary, you understand; but it is quite simple. The barrack arrangement I am thoroughly familiar with, and I know all the ins and outs of the Bank of England and the Mint.”

“So?” nodded one of the group. “A useful detail.”

“Oh, it was very interesting in itself,” said Otto modestly. “I am very fond of London — and even of the English to some extent. London has a great charm to me, I confess, and from a sentimental point of view I should be sorry to see it shelled. Also, I have many good Cockney friends.”

“‘Cock-sure,’ that is to say?”

“No, no, no,” corrected Otto; “this is an idiom denoting one who hears certain bells — it is a legend. There is a very agreeable family among whom I boarded in Kensington. I should really regret the demolition of that house in Sinclair Road by any chance.”

“There were young ladies, perhaps?” asked another, with respect.

“Not at all,” replied Otto; “but they were a very pleasant family and could appreciate Schiller.”

“That is very well,” said one; “but I certainly think that I have heard the Fraulein Elisabeth refer to some young English misses.”

“Another house Otto would regret to see demolished, evidently,” suggested the engineer slyly.

“It is quite true, another house,” admitted Otto good-humouredly. “This one was in Highgate, another part of London altogether. The young ladies were four in number, and although we did not discuss Schiller we became great friends. Indeed, I think that Miss Phyllis and I might be considered to be betrothed.”

“This is romantic,” said another of the group; “the gallant young soldier and the daughter of the enemy. Shall you return after peace is made and claim your bride?”

“I do not think so,” replied Otto, turning over the subject seriously. “The father was engaged in the shipping business, so that he will inevitably be ruined by the war, and from a financial point of view the connection would scarcely be advantageous. Then Miss Phyllis herself, though a very charming companion for the theatre or ballroom, does not, I fancy, possess those housewifely qualities which—”

Thus it happened that Otto Kastl died with his English sweetheart’s name almost upon his lips, for this was the classical moment when the first shock of aerial warfare too place. How Brampton Reed had disposed his meagre force we are not told, nor is there record of the name of him who struck the first blow. From the circumstances Reed must inevitably have decided upon a simultaneous attack upon the five Krupplins by five of his wingmen, with two others, of whom he himself, as the most skilful flier, was properly one, held in reserve. But even with the most careful preparation, in the darkness of the night, and extending along a battle-line of nearly two miles, the attack became a scattered one, whereof it chanced that the man to whose care fell the pilot Wasser-jungfer launched the signal.

So far as the group on the upper platform of Die Wasser-jungfer was concerned, it may have been unheralded extinction, absolute and immediate destruction striking irresistibly from the unprobed recesses of the night. Or there may have been a momentary vision of a vast and shadowy spectral bird sweeping round dexterously on the utilised force of the gale, and poising for a moment above the deck, where a startled and irresolute handful of men stood resourceless despite the thousand ingenious devices of defence possessed by the wonderful vessel beneath their feet.

That moment closed the life-history of Die Wasserjungfer. To her consorts, from the vantage-ground of their skillfully maintained line towards the south-east, it seemed as though the pilot-ship had suddenly turned into a tormented thing of fire, in which all her parts, human and inanimate, strove for disentanglement. Then darkness closed over the space again, the fantastic shreds of wreckage fell earthward, and even littered their own decks, and the scudding constellation of blazing tags of fabric and cordage was carried beyond their sight.

Under the surprise, the crews of the other vessels at once fell into their appointed places and duties with disciplined precision. For a minute there existed a doubt whether Die Wasser-jungfer had been attacked or become the victim of her own magazine. So well known and apprised were the insignificant forces upon which England could call for battle in the air, and so unequivocal had been the wording of the ultimatum as to the terrible reprisal that would follow a wanton — as it was then deemed it must be — attack on the Krupplins, that some desperate mischance was the first thought in every German mind; but even as the united searchlights of the remaining fleet blazed out into the night, Der Phônix, the third vessel along the line, was seen to be struck by the same appalling force, and, falling apart midway, cleft through envelope, structure and decks, she pitched headlong into the under-space, exploding and careening strangely as she fell.

In the face of these disasters a splendid discipline remained, but much of the elaborately contrived machinery failed to respond to the emergency. The wireless-telegraph system broke down on every vessel, and out of this fact arose the curious discovery that among the obscure gases generated by exploding thorite in the upper atmosphere was one that arrested the wave action of an electrical discharge. The signal-readers were unable to take off the Lietke-ray readings among all the aerial disturbances, so that each vessel remained isolated, and acted on its own initiative. Prince Friedrich, who commanded the fleet from the deck of the flagship Die Schwalbe (the second in line, and now a mile removed from her nearest support), failing to discover any sign of open attack, at once decided to sail away at full speed from so disastrous a spot, and to wait until daylight enabled him to operate prudently. This order was indeed signalled from Die Schwalbe by means of her searchlight, but in the multiplicity of lights and cross-lights the significance of the flashes passed unrecognised. Der Geier and Der Fliegende Fisch therefore remained, pressing to their service every device for repelling attack which they possessed, while Die Schwalbe stole away to the northwest, silently, and with every light obscured.

From the details supplied by the invaders who survived the battle of Elmstead Down it is generally surmised that the second wingman in the line of attack — the one through whose defection Die Schwalbe was able to slip away untouched — was probably struck by a flying fragment of Die Wasser-jungfer, and at this point in the fight a second mishap weakened the successful chance of Reed’s desperate venture.

In the uncertainty of their position Der Geier and Der Fliegende Fisch had drawn closer together when the fourth and the fifth wingmen simultaneously swept into the effective range of their lights and rifles. The changed position of the air-ships gave them a moment of indecision, and the fifth man drew off and beat upwards rather than run the risk that they should both fling themselves upon the same target. The movement was fatal to himself; for although his companion selected and successfully wrecked Der Geier, the evenly moving figure in the clear white light drew a desperate fusillade from the marksmen on both vessels. It mattered little in that position whether he was touched by a single bullet or pierced by a hundred: his wings collapsed, and a flattened, earth-churned coppice marked the spot where he touched the earth.

The miscarriage must have taken place before Reed’s eyes. He had probably by that time deduced the failure of his second man. He at once launched his only reserve, keeping himself for the more arduous and desperate pursuit of the flagship. This man was a strong flier and resourceful — there is personal testimony of that, for all the survivors of Elmstead Down came from Der Fliegende Fisch. Keeping directly under the body of the vessel he ascended on the spiral stroke. On the decks above, the bomb-turning nets had been fixed in position, and every available man stood ready to act on the first sign of attack. The wingman gained the height he desired, made a short sharp circle to acquire the requisite impetus, and dashed himself bodily against the stern of Der Fliegende Fisch. A third of the structure of the frail vessel was torn away, but, by a miracle, sufficient of the comparted envelope remained to sustain what was left, and the unwieldy wreck swung and careered away before the force of the gale, to be finally stranded along the coast of Wales.

Had the battle been fought out on any other element, the reckoning must have pronounced it an unqualified victory, but that thought brought no satisfaction to Brampton Reed as he witnessed the destruction of the last visible Krupp-Parseval. He had undertaken to destroy all, and he had failed. However great the moral effect of the night’s work might be, the one air-ship that had escaped him — now morbidly alert, bitter for revenge, and armed at every point — still dominated the situation. Nor was it by any means certain what course offered the best chance of retrieving the position. The speedy, well-stocked vessel might press on to London, might seek out the fleets and annihilate them, destroy the dockyards, go northwards against the great ports and commercial cities, or adopt any one of a dozen plausible lines of offence. Pursuit was hopeless; chance encounter incredible.

Within thirty seconds he had decided to go back to London and lay everything before the Government. His own motor-car was waiting in readiness for any service. He found it, threw a single word to the driver and got in. The driver, himself an even more taciturn man, merely nodded as he took the wheel.

Reed carefully replaced the charge of thorite in its special receptacle and began to unbuckle his flying-gear. A sudden flood of light sweeping across the interior of the car compelled his attention. He pushed down the window and looked out, just as the taciturn driver brought the car to a standstill on his own initiative.

For an appreciable period of time Reed was unable to grasp the meaning of what he saw, so blank of any hope of the kind had been his mind. High above, but a very few miles distant on the lateral plane, two air-ships rode and manoeuvred in the full blaze of each other’s whirling searchlights. His tired brain clogged at the mystery. He would, in an instant, have leapt to the astounding surpassing luck of Die Schwalbe revealing herself — but two...? The truth slipped into his mind like a keen-edged ray of light. One indeed was Die Schwalbe; the other the Army Dirigible No. 5! Forgotten among the distraction of changed plans, or with an heroic defiance of orders, the glorious, maligned Quo Vadis? had flown to the sound of the guns. With a splendid opportuneness that no mathematical precision could have bettered, she had blundered across the course of the retreating flagship, and thereby done the one thing that could save her country. For, be it remembered, Die Schwalbe knew nothing of wingmen or the real means of attack. She saw before her the one puny antagonist whose easy defeat she had anticipated as a possible incident of her triumphal passage, and it was inevitable that she should connect this visible and known foe with the destruction — by some chain of incredible fortune — of her consorts. Her searchlights revealed no other menace, and she bent her energies to the sure and complete annihilation of the audacious challenger.

Below, the car turned, and skimmed along the highways and the lanes in its desperate race, of which the prize was the destiny of two empires. It could only be a matter of minutes....

Above, the duellists measured their long weapons and turned warily as they sought each other’s vital parts. Quo Vadis? cherished no illusions about the outcome; only she was garnering immortelles other than she knew of. She had, among the thousand odds against her, one slight advantage: she was willing — eager — to meet disaster if she could but involve her adversary in that fall. It was denied her.

An exulting cry ran along the decks of Die Schwalbe when, outmanoeuvred in the exchanges, the gallant but hopeless Quo Vadis? laid herself at a fatal disadvantage. Every destructive weapon in her opponent’s armoury concentrated on that opening, and the torn and shattered wreck plunged downwards with an ever-increasing impetus. A German cheer, led by Prince Friedrich, greeted the achievement, the searchlights swung downward to illumine the path of the falling vessel, and every available man crowded the nearer rail of the flagship’s side.

If any had turned he would have seen a strangely outlined figure gain their deck. For a moment Brampton Reed stood with uplifted hand. Nothing could arrest the fall of his arm; nothing avert the destruction held in the uplifted hand. In that supreme moment the inspiration of a lifetime seemed to be forming into a message or a human cry of portentous meaning that he must first deliver....

The men at the rail talked, leaned forward, laughed, pointed, and rejoiced in victory... then perished.

Sandgate, 1908.


The Great Hockington Find
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MR. LESTER, OF the firm of Lester and Scott, antiquarians, picture and bric-à-brac dealers, commission agents, and general high-class pawnbrokers, stood before the fire in his private room with the pleasantest expression imaginable upon his slightly Hebrew features, and all, apparently, because an insignificant little disc of tin — as it would certainly have appeared to the uninterested — of about the sixe of a sixpence had come to him by post that morning, packed clumsily in an ordinary wooden matchbox, which bore the postmark of an obscure Midland village.

Mr. Lester took the antique and bijoutry department of the business, leaving his partner Scott the pictures, stones and occasionally wine, while both interested themselves equally in the discreet money-lending transactions that brought them into profitable connection with certain circles of the aristocracy. Neither, by the way, had any hereditary claim to the name he bore, both “Lester” and “Scott” having been adopted as good, solid, middle-class English cognomens, likely to inspire confidence and respect.

“Look here, Scotty, my boy,” cried Lester boisterously, as his partner entered in response to his message, “what do you think of that for a little beauty? Didn’t I tell you that those quiet, gentlemanly ads in the country papers would bring in something?”

Mr. Scott took the proffered coin without any show of enthusiasm. A cold-eyed man, with a projecting lower jaw, that at once suggested comparison with that of a pike, he carried a mercilessly depreciating manner even into his most private life.

“Anglo-Saxon?” he replied shortly. “What’s the thing worth?”

“Beornwulf, King of Mercia; lovely fine condition, too. Fetch a tenner any time at Sotheby’s, even on a wet day.”

“Oh, that all?” said Scott dispassionately. “What do they want for it?” Not that he despised such crumbs of commerce as “tenners” any more than his prototype the pike neglects the smaller minnows, but his personal tastes ran in the direction of high finance and large transactions.

“No, my boy, that isn’t all; not by a long, long chalk,” replied Mr. Lester, with imperturbable good-humour. “That’s only the sample that came along in a chip matchbox, as though it might be a penn’orth of tin-tacks. Listen to this:

‘“One Tree Cottage, High Cross, Hockington.

“‘RESPECTED SIRS, — Seeing an advertisment that you buy old and strange money, and such-like, I take the libberty (‘Oh, patriarchal Moses, Scott, he takes the liberty!’ ejaculated Mr. Lester rapturously) of sending you one which I juge to be such, and respeckfully enquiring how much you would give by the hundred, having recently got some. — Yours obedient, “‘JAMES CLAY.’”

Mr. Scott’s mouth opened and closed unconsciously, until he resembled a monstrous pike more than ever.

“By the hundred!” he murmured, in an awe-struck voice.

“It’s a find, of course — treasure trove,” continued Lester keenly. “Ever heard of the Beaworth find, my son? Ten thousand William the Conq pennies kicked up in a cart-wheel rut. Or the Hexham case? Eight thousand Saxon stycas fished out of an old tin bucket. This will be known to history as the great Hockington find, and Lester and Scott will corner the lot. Hundreds! Why shouldn’t we scoop thousands, tens of thousands?”

“I’ll tell you why,” replied his partner, reverting from momentary surprise to his habitual business pessimism. “Because this fellow Clay will promptly get drunk on the strength of his luck and open his mouth in the village ale-house. By now it will be all over the place, and the owner of the land, and the tenant, and the lord of the manor, and the Crown agent will all be there at this moment, screwing the last denier out of him.”

“No, no, no,” exclaimed Lester, with a deprecating gesture. “It won’t be like that at all, my dear fellow. You’re a good business man in your own line, I don’t deny it; but you’ve got no romance, Scott; no imagination. This honest yokel Clay is certain to be a shrewd, sober, thrifty son of toil of the kind that has made this England of ours what it is. A little boorish and slow-witted, perhaps, but none the worse for that. Busied with the prosaic duty of mangling wurzels, or whatever his occupation may be, his implement one day happens to go a few inches deeper than usual, and then, as the poet says, ‘The ploughshare turns them out.’ Your town artisan would grovel on his hands and knees at once, and run about half demented, and give the show away; but our stolid, cautious friend Clay does nothing of the kind. I see and know the man from head to foot. He—”

“What are you going to offer him?” interrupted Scott impatiently. “Silver is 2 s. 2d this morning. Try him with 2s. 6d the ounce.”

“Stop a bit, though,” replied Lester, coming down at once to the realms of pure business. “It’s no use being wasteful. If we tell him that this is very bad silver he may jump at much less.”

“Well, it’s your affair,” remarked the other, “and one thing is certain: if there are hundreds or thousands of this particular coin coming into the market, the price goes all to pieces.”

Mr. Lester winked cunningly. “Leave that to me, my boy,” he replied. “If we collar the lot the trade needn’t never know nothing. We can spread it over as many years as we like. Quite a few can go to New York and Philadelphia with solid pedigrees, and one or two to Edinburgh. Then the private cabinets will take ever so many direct, and when they’re filled up we can begin to work a sprinkling discreetly into the London sales. Besides, you don’t imagine that they’re all alike, do you? This poor jay Clay don’t know a Saxon sceatta from a trouser-button, of course, but there are certain to be dozens of types, and most likely from several reigns.”

“Get them first,” hinted the material Scott.

“I’m coming to that, Scott. Indeed it was on the tip of my tongue,” protested Lester. “Heavens! What machines of business this London of ours turns us into. No romance. What do we live for, after all? My ambition is to make a million, and to be able to call a duchess ‘Dear lady’ without being kicked out. Yours is to make two millions, and to have a medal struck in your honour as the endower of a national Yiddish theatre. It’s all vanity, Joey. This morning a lark was singing outside my bedroom window—”

“In Maida Vale!” said Scott contemptuously.

“Well, it was a torn-tit, or a sparrow, or something.

Anyway, it gave me a taste for fields. I shall go down to this pretty little Hockington place right away, and finish the business at once. It’s too enticing to risk anything over.”

“Just what I should have suggested all along,” replied the partner. “Then if the things are scattered you may be able to pick up a few. What shall we write the fellow?”

Mr. Lester thought for a moment, considering the matter from its unromantic side.

“I’ll drop him a line by the next post that there’s practically no market for these things, but if he’ll send a few more along as samples we’ll see what can be done. That’ll keep him going. Then I’ll be on the spot — not connected with L. and S., mind you, but just a leisurely passing tourist with a fishing-rod or a golf-club, see? — and you may call me a descendant of Manasseh the Unlucky if I don’t bring it off.”

Late the following afternoon, as a remarkably pretty and rustically picturesque maiden was leaning over the gate of One Tree Cottage, a portly middle-aged gentleman, whose white hat and fancy waistcoat proclaimed his determination to wear a holiday air (despite the fact that he looked as little in keeping with a country lane as a columbine would be at a Quakers’ meeting), stopped before her and inquired the distance to Hockington.

“About a mile, sir,” replied the damsel with an artless curtsy — a thing Mr. Lester had hitherto believed to be extinct— “or rather more. Straight on.”

“Dear, dear me,” groaned Mr. Lester. He had, indeed, already walked three times that distance through misdirection. “These country miles are very long, my dear. Do you think that you could make me a cup of tea — for payment, of course?”

“Oh, yes, sir,” she replied brightly. “We were thinking of putting out a sign, only so few people pass here that it didn’t hardly seem worth while.”

She opened the gate with another curtsy, and led the astute gentleman through a patch of overgrown garden into a tiny cottage. Nothing could have suited Mr. Lester’s purpose better. In ten minutes he had learned that her name was Rosie Clay, and that she and her brother Jim lived there alone; that they had only recently come from another part of the country where work was scarce, and that Jim had for the time got temporary employment on a farm a couple of miles away. So pleasantly was the susceptible gentleman progressing that he was quite annoyed when his business side insisted upon something being done towards the real object of his visit.

On leaving town he had put into his pocket a few silver pennies of the early Edwards, common enough coins but sufficiently like the Saxon pieces to suggest comparison. With a word about payment he now took out a handful of money, and, spreading it on the table before him, carelessly sorted out the silver pennies from among the current coins.

“Oh,” exclaimed the girl, with sudden interest, “you’ve got some of that funny old money too.”

“Yes,” he admitted, without any sign of the excitement he began to feel. “I’m fond of old things of that sort. Why, have you got any?”

“Jim has,” she replied. “He found a whole crockful, digging in the little meadow at the back. Hundreds and hundreds of them. But oh!” she exclaimed with a belated recollection, “I wasn’t to say a word to anyone. He would be dreadfully angry.”

“Not in the circumstances, I’ll be bound, my dear,” he reassured her. “Your brother very prudently did not want anyone about here to know, but I’m different. I suppose he don’t mind selling them?”

“He did say something about it,” she confessed.

“Very well, then. Why shouldn’t I buy them? Here I am on the spot, sent by Providence, so to speak. But one thing at a time; what shall we say for the tea?”

“Fourpence?” she murmured, with bashful hesitation (he had consumed quite a substantial repast), and then catching his expression of momentary surprise, added in confusion, “Threepence?”

“No, no, my dear,” protested Mr. Lester generously. “Fourpence; not a penny less. It’s quite worth it. Now, will you let me see these rum old things your brother found?”

“Indeed I would,” she replied, “but I can’t, because he’s hidden them away somewhere.”

“Oh,” said Mr. Lester, a little blankly. “He seems to be a suspicious sort of cove, this brother of yours. What time will he be back?”

“Generally about half-past six,” she replied. “But I have a few here that Jim gave me. I’m going to have a bangle made of them when he says I may.”

“A bangle!” exclaimed Mr. Lester, starting violently “Oh, suffer — No, no, my dear. You shall have a better bangle than this old truck for that pretty little arm, or I’ll be hanged.” He took the half-dozen coins which she had poured from a little china ornament, and examined them closely through his magnifying glass. As he had anticipated, they belonged to three different Mercian kings, and exhibited six different types. All were passably rare, and in the most exquisite condition. To the man who united the enthusiasm of the numismatist with the rapacity of the dealer, the thought of “hundreds and hundreds” was a dazzling intoxication.

“I buy such things if they come my way,” he remarked expansively, when he had satisfied himself. “It’s a sort of harmless craze of mine, and it don’t cost me anything to speak of. I gave an old fellow half-a-crown for a handful of these the other day, and he was well pleased. What do you think your brother wants for the lot?”

She was sure she did not know, she said.

“Oh, come now,” said Mr. Lester, with just a suggestion of masterful authority. “You’ve some idea. Out with it.”

With downcast eyes, for the subject of money seemed actually to distress her, she admitted hearing Jim remark that from their size they must be sixpences, and that, therefore, they could not be worth less than sixpence each.

“Sixpence each!” exclaimed Mr. Lester appalled. “Sixpence each! Sixpence of itself may not seem very much, my dear, but when you come to consider hundreds of sixpences, why it’s a fortune.”

“Yes, indeed,” agreed the girl, simply, “and as he said they couldn’t be worth less than sixpence, he may want a shilling.”

Mr. Lester could not restrain a professional gesture of despair. His faith in James Clay’s arcadian simplicity had received a shock. All hope of acquiring the treasure at the price of “bad silver” would have to be abandoned. The only grain of satisfaction he could extract from the situation was that in any case the coins, from what he had seen, would be worth an average value of at least five pounds each.

“Here he is,” exclaimed Rosie, as a footstep sounded on the path.

The door was thrown open, and a tall, well-made young labourer entered. He clattered his tools down in one corner, tossed his cap on to a chair, nodded unconcernedly to Mr. Lester, and forthwith demanded to know whether his tea was ready.

“I must plead guilty to wasting your charming sister’s time,” interposed Mr. Lester gallantly. “Quite by accident it has come out that we are all interested in the subject of this old money that there’s such a lot of about.”

Clay bent a look towards his sister that made her tremble.

“Oh, come now,” expostulated the visitor affably. “No harm done. You have ’em to sell and I’m willing to buy — at a reasonable figure, of course.”

“There you’re wrong, mister,” said Clay stolidly. “I have none to sell.”

Mr. Lester stared at him blankly, and Rosie forgot her nervousness in surprise.

“Why, Jim,” she exclaimed, “and I told the gentleman that you wanted perhaps a shilling each!”

“That’s like you, babbling,” he retorted wrathfully. “Well, I don’t.”

“But — but—” protested the dealer.

“Look here,” said Clay brusquely. “They’re on offer to some gen’lemen up at London. Gimme them few that you have, Rose. You aren’t to be trusted with anything; and then go to the shop and get me a penny stamp.”

“This is all very well, my young friend,” said Mr. Lester, as Rosie departed, and her brother proceeded to pack up the coins in his rough-and-ready fashion, and to copy laboriously upon the cover an address from a letter, which the observant gentleman recognised as his own, “very nice and high-flown, but it ain’t business.”

Clay answered him with a look of native shrewdness. “I don’t tell Rosie everything,” he explained. “But as you seem to know so much about it, I don’t mind you seeing what I come across in the Herald. What d’ye make of this?”

It was a small newspaper cutting that he passed across, and on it Mr. Lester read as follows:

“At Messrs. Puttick and Simpson’s sale-rooms last week, an Elizabeth sixpence, described as ‘brilliant,’ realised fifteen shillings.”

“Now,” continued the young man, “why shouldn’t these be Elizabeth sixpences, too? I can read an ‘E’ and an ‘L’ and something that might be a ‘Z’ here and there. I don’t altogether make out that ‘brilliant’ because they are mostly blackish, but I’ve rubbed one here with a bit of sandpaper, and it comes as bright as a mirror; it do indeed.”

Tears, real tears, stood in Mr. Lester’s eyes as he regarded the shocking wreck of a priceless Beornwulf from which Clay had succeeded in removing almost every trace of the impression. Argument was useless, he recognised, and, even worse, delay was dangerous. The only thing was to buy, to get the coins away at any reasonable cost — say as much under a quarter of their value as possible.

“How many are there?” he inquired mildly.

“Over two thousand. I counted that many, and there were hundreds more.”

“At least you can let me see them?”

“Aye. I don’t mind now that it’s dark. They’re put away in the garden to be safe, and I don’t want any chaps to see me getting them up.”

“That’s right,” nodded Mr. Lester. “You can’t be too careful, my dear young friend. Two thousand! Two thousand shillings, I may remind you, represent a hundred pounds.

“At two shillings,” he continued, musingly, as he received no encouragement, “there would, of course, be two hundred pounds. Now I will give you, not because they are worth it, but because I think money ought to be more evenly divided, I will give you two hundred and fifty pounds.”

“You’d better see them,” replied Clay, rising.

He was back in less than five minutes, carrying a small tin biscuit-box, to which the crumbs of damp earth still clung. When the lid was removed the one feeble candle shone on layer upon layer of coins, all deepened by the action of time into a dull, obscuring black. What rarities, what hitherto unknown types and unique examples might not be revealed when, by a safe and proper process, all this disfigurement was removed?

Mr. Lester ran his hand through the tinkling mass. It was too bitter. He felt that he really could not leave them.

“I’ll take them as they stand,” he said. “I’ll have all the risk and uncertainty, and I’ll give you — yes, I’ll give you five hundred pounds! A fortune!”

The sound of someone coming along the road caused Clay hastily to replace the lid, and as the gate creaked he disappeared through the back door to re-bury his treasure. It proved to be Rosie returning.

“Well? Eh?” urged Mr. Lester, as Clay re-entered.

He shook his head, and proceeded to affix the stamp to the packet.

“I’m going to post this now,” he said shortly. “You lock up, Rose, till I’m back again.”

“I’ll go with you,” volunteered Mr. Lester, who had a pardonable desire to see the packet safely posted. “I like an evening walk in any direction.”

They walked together as far as the wall letter-box at the cross-roads, a quarter of a mile away, Mr. Lester smoking an aromatic cigar and explaining the beauty of the evening, his companion taciturn and unresponsive.

“Five hundred pounds,” remarked the dealer, as they stood at the cross-roads, and it became perfectly obvious that he would have to reintroduce the subject himself or leave it as it was. “It’s a gigantic sum. Consider what you could do with it, my dear young fellow. You could take a farm, get married, put up for the village council here and doubtless become a churchwarden. The fact is, I overbid myself, and I’m beginning to repent.”

“Well, good-night, then,” said Clay.

“Stop a bit,” urged Mr. Lester. “I did it and I don’t go back on my word.”

“It isn’t fifteen shillings each, and that seems to be the value of these old Queen Elizabeth sixpences,” remarked Clay stolidly.

“Don’t mind my saying so, my good chap, but you don’t know the first thing you’re talking about,” replied Mr. Lester with some warmth, and it was not the least part of his annoyance that while Clay certainly did not know what he was talking about, it was quite impossible to correct him without the risk of putting him on the track of something even more dangerous. “One article may be worth a price, but if you go and turn two thousand of them on the market, they become unsaleable.”

“There’s something in that,” admitted Clay. “I’ve seen it with sheep.”

“Very well then, be reasonable. Is it a deal?”

“I’ll think about it.”

That was the utmost that could be got from the unsatisfactory young man, and they parted on the understanding that the dealer should come again on the following day for a definite answer.

Mr. Lester spent a tedious evening at the Railway Inn, and, as it rained, an even duller day. Shortly after six he reached One Tree Cottage again, determined to clinch the bargain by the concession of another hundred.

“Rosie’s out, but you can go in and sit down,” said Clay, who was already back and working in his garden. “I must finish these few rows of cabbage while it’s light.” Mr. Lester went in, but he did not sit down. The window of the room commanded a view of Clay, and the visitor utilised his time by peering into the ornaments and corners to see whether a few Beornwulfs or a stray Ludeca had not been left about. The survey brought him to the mantelpiece, where two envelopes instantly caught his eye. One was that which contained his own letter, but at the sight of the name embossed on the flap of the other, Mr. Lester’s heart for one crowded moment stood still. It was that of another London firm, Lester and Scott’s particular trade rivals, and young Clay’s procrastinating indifference began to assume another face.

Mr. Lester’s hesitation only lay in the direction of assuring himself that he was in no danger of being seen. Then he took out the letter and read as follows:

“DEAR SIR, — We have received yours accompanying silver coin. Owing to a slight ambiguity of expression we are in doubt whether you have only this one coin or several others similar. If the latter is the case we strongly advise you to bring them up for our inspection without delay, and will guarantee your expenses. If, however, this is the only one you possess, we will make you an offer for it on hearing from you again.

“Yours truly, “J. S. MERCER AND COMPANY.”

He replaced the letter, ascertained from the postmark that it had only been delivered that day, and sat down to think. He was thus engaged when Rosie entered a few minutes later.

“Oh, sir,” she exclaimed, as soon as she saw him. “What do you think? Jim says now that he’s thinking of going to London. Do, do stop him!”

“My dear young lady, your brother seems to be a person of well-developed determination, tempered by a rather questionable commercial morality,” he replied testily. “How on earth am I to stop him?”

“It’s all through that wretched old money I know,” she continued wildly. “A letter came this morning and now he says that he will go, and I know that he will be led astray and ruined in that wicked place, because he is really so simple. Oh, sir, buy them and then he needn’t go.”

“Well, I’ve done my little best, I must say,” exclaimed Mr. Lester.

“Yes, indeed,” she replied quickly. “He must have gone to the Green Man after leaving you, for he was quite talkative when he came back. He told me that you had offered him six hundred pounds.”

“Five hundred,” corrected the gentleman.

“Was it, sir? He must have got the idea of six hundred somehow: it seemed quite fixed in his mind. He said that he meant to have a thousand pounds yet, and he didn’t care whether you gave it or someone else.”

“A thousand pounds!” cried Mr. Lester, really much relieved to know the worst at last. “Oh, ridiculous, preposterous, unheard-of! No one would give it, eh?”

“No, indeed,” agreed the maiden. “I don’t think that all the old money in the world would be worth that. It’s just a big number that he has got into his head.”

“It’s grotesque,” fumed the dealer. “I don’t mind telling you, my dear, as it’s no good now, that seven-hundred-and-fifty was the limit I was prepared to go to. And that would have been a wildly generous offer.”

“I’m sure it would be, sir. I wish we could persuade him to take it.”

“But I haven’t made it,” he reminded her.

“No, and it would be no good,” she said dolefully.

“We shall have to give it up then, eh?”

Rosie pondered a minute, deeply.

“I think, sir,” she suggested prettily, “that if I could go to him and say that you had let out to me that you would give eight hundred pounds, and remind him that last night he had said a thousand, he would say, as they do hereabouts, ‘Well, I don’t mind splitting the difference.’”

Mr. Lester looked at the ingenuous maiden with an admiration he usually reserved for excessively rare coins in mint condition.

“Go and see, my dear,” he said at length, “and you may earn a really beautiful bangle. Only, for heaven’s sake don’t forget and begin at the nine hundred with him.”

About noon, two days later, Mr. Lester entered his partner’s room, and flinging a suit-case into one armchair and himself into another, groaned several times as though he was in acute physical pain.

“What the deuce is the matter?” demanded Mr. Scott sharply. “Where have you been?”

“At Mercer’s, learning the worst,” moaned Mr. Lester. “Scott, if you utter one word of reproach I shall go down and commit suicide on that five-hundred-guinea Persian carpet.”

“Well, well,” replied Mr. Scott, “I see. You’ve lost three days and not got any of the things. Can’t be helped.”

So far from being soothed Mr. Lester roared like an agonised elephant.

“Not got any!” he almost shrieked. “I’ve wasted three days and I’ve got all the damned things. Would to the prophets that each one was a millstone round the perjured neck of that accursed young man!”

“You mean?” demanded Scott, with increasing deliberation.

“They’re forgeries. All except the Beornwulf and the half-dozen I examined there in the daylight. Look for yourself.”

Mr. Scott opened the case, then the biscuit tin, and took out a handful of coins.

“Forgeries!” he repeated with cold contempt. “Why, these would scarcely deceive even me. And you have paid for them the nine hundred pounds that you wired to be sent down to you in gold!”

“He insisted on gold,” babbled Mr. Lester, reverting to an almost maudlin retrospective monotone. “When I offered him bills at three months he said in his bucolic way that bills were what he had to pay and he didn’t want any of them. He said he had never seen a cheque or possessed a bank-note in his life, and he didn’t understand them. All he understood was gold.”

“You are neither a child nor a dotard in the ordinary way, Lester,” said his partner. “What is at the bottom of this; were you drunk or was there a woman?”

“Two cups of tea for fourpence, and a simple village maiden,” replied Lester hysterically. “Scott,” he exclaimed, rousing himself, “the solid, blasting incomprehensible truth is that I was dazzled. I never examined the bulk; I never had the opportunity. I had seen the others and they were unimpeachable. I couldn’t in any case examine two thousand five hundred coins in detail.

I saw them for a moment by candle-light the first time.

I saw them again under the same conditions when the bargain was struck, and I sealed them up. When I went yesterday with young Walls to pay for them, we both carried loaded revolvers. We had much better have carried wax candles. An hour late, Clay reeled in blindly and offensively drunk. What with that, and with having only just time to catch the last up train, I simply cut the seals, opened the box — practically in the dark — and saw that they were intact.”

“I still fail to understand your exact system of estimating the value of an important purchase,” remarked Mr. Scott inflexibly.

“Go on; I don’t blame you,” said the unhappy man bitterly. “I shan’t understand it myself in a month’s time. But I do just now. It was the arcadian simplicity of the scene, the peaceful cottage interior, the fading light, the confiding rustic damsel, the toil-stained young labourer’s return. If there had been a jarring note, a breath of suspicion — crash! But there wasn’t.”

“Who are they?”

Mr. Lester shook his head in miserable ignorance.

“I’ve been round to see Mercer’s,” he said. “The genuine coins were bought there a few weeks ago by a fashionably-dressed lady and gentleman. Mr. Mercer distinctly remembers the lady unconcernedly wrapping up the purchase in a sheet of his office notepaper, and putting it in one of his envelopes, as they sat in his private room. It’s been a plant throughout, of course — the whole thing mapped out and worked beautifully to scale. I expect that she’s an actress in real life, and he’s probably someone whom you’ve let in over something at one time or another. Scott! in many things we are still as children groaning in this land of Egypt!”

“At all events,” said Scott, rising, “if we have luck and the police are not more than normally obtuse, we may have the satisfaction of seeing someone go into the house of bondage over this.”

“Sit down, Scotty, my boy; sit down,” said Lester dispassionately. “It’s heart-breaking, but it’s got to be. It was clear treasure trove. We can’t afford to make a fuss about it.”

Scott took up a pen with admirable restraint.

“Then we’ll regard it as a bad debt,” was all he said. “What crumbs are there?”

“The Beornwulf, say twelve guineas; a hundred ounces of silver, eleven more; the six coins he sent you, thirty-five—”

“Stop a minute. What are those?”

Mr. Lester gripped the arms of his chair in a new frenzy.

“Sent on Wednesday night. D’ye mean to say you haven’t had them?”

“Had nothing of the sort,” said his partner.

“Under my very nose,” groaned Mr. Lester, with a flash of intuition. “I see it all. Took out my letter and then coolly addressed the genuine bait to himself, to put it out of my way, right before my silly eyes! Scott, Scott, it’s the finest finishing touch. I forgive them everything!”

Hampton Hill, 1907.


Hautepierre’s Star
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HIS EXAMINATION — searching according to the science of the age — concluded, the physician did not for the moment commit himself. There was some pretence in his affectation of consulting a weighty tome, a suggestion of embarrassment in his moving hand. Few would have called de la Spina tender-hearted, but on that summer afternoon he experienced a pang at the necessity of telling the high-spirited young nobleman, whose name might have passed as a synonym for the brightest prospects in the world, that the shadow of death was even now across his path.

“You have already seen the worthy Malot, I understand?” he said at length. “Did he express any definite opinion, M. le Marquis?”

“The worthy Malot did not beat about the bush,” replied the Marquis lightly. “In fewer words than I can compress myself into he assured me that I should be dead within six months.”

Relief possessed de la Spina. Who would have guessed that this debonair gallant knew already. Truly, beneath all its airs and fripperies, this aristocracy bred its own peculiar virtues.

“You have had no other opinion?” he asked.

“Why, yes, in a manner,” replied the Marquis slyly. “For then, at the pressing instance of His Excellency, I went to consult that great and mysterious man who calls himself Algerbi el Santo.”

“Pest of God!” cried the physician with sudden heat; “is the city mad? Juggler, charm-trucker, miracle-monger, poison-dabbler! Does time hang so heavy on your hands, monsieur?”

“On the contrary,” replied the young man languidly, “having only six months of it left, I thought that I had better begin making myself acquainted with the sights of which one hears so much.”

De la Spina stared, took snuff, and then vouchsafed a laugh.

“Well, and how did the Mouthpiece-of-Light receive you?”

“Very shortly indeed,” replied the Marquis. “Prefacing that he had expected me, he informed me that the stars promised me a long and untroubled life, and then excused himself further detail on the plea that a future so devoid of problems was quite destitute of interest to himself.”

A saturnine grin flickered about de la Spina’s swart features.

“A long and untroubled life?” he repeated musingly.

“So he interpreted the stars,” said the Marquis gravely.

“Spent doubtless among them?”

It was Hautepierre’s turn to smile.

“One may hope so,” he replied. “It is a better prospect than your six months on earth.”

“Depends. Not in Paris, I should wager some would say.”

“Ah! that might imperil both.” [SPECIMEN BOOK]

“I can only answer for my department,” said the physician, dropping the jest and leaning forward to give point to his emphasis. “And meaning by such-and-such — well, so-and-so, rest certain that it will. A single deviation from the straightest conservation of your strength might at any time be fatal. If you want to make sure, contrive to meet a sudden shock.”

“So even the six months are strictly conditional? How would you spend them in my place, Spina?”

There was no hesitation about the answer.

“I should devote it to completing my treatise proving that the fish out of whose mouth St. Peter took the tribute-money was a gurnet and not a dory, as that mountain of pedantic ignorance, Gomez, and his trivial school contend.”

Hautepierre was unable to suppress an indication of languid amusement.

“A worthy ambition,” he murmured. “Yet might it not perhaps have been a gudgeon?”

De la Spina, who, as physician and confidant extraordinary to His Majesty the King, stood upon what ground he pleased, be it understood, frowned slightly.

“Do not jest with holy subjects, monsieur,” he said reprovingly— “you, of all men, who are touched most closely. How, for that matter, will you prepare yourself? If by the accomplishment of no great work, in prayer at least?”

“Or the next place to it — in bed, doubtless,” yawned the Marquis. “Must to Flambernard, then, that he finds another Keeper of the Routes. Within — six months or six weeks was it, did we say?”

Now at this point, illogically enough, the physician hesitated for a moment to confirm the death-sentence. Hautepierre, as both his friends and enemies well knew, was a gallant gentleman at heart, his airs and languors nothing but the mint-marks of his class in a time when all men took a pose. There were less amiable poses — de la Spina’s, el Santo’s, and that of his most benevolent Majesty, to exemplify — than that of disclaiming a virtue which one did possess.

“We are all in the hands—” he began, with half a stammer, but the Marquis cut him short.

“Don’t be afraid that your knife is too sharp, man,” he said good-humouredly. “Fool, if I must needs hear it twice.”

“There is no man more reliable than Malot in such a case. Six months, you say, was his last word?”

“And you?”

“Would add ‘with care.’”

“And not forgetting el Santo?”

“Oh, eternity!”

A subject congenial to the jest, evidently. De la Spina’s half-savage mirth followed Hautepierre down into the narrow street.

To note the young Marquis a few hours later, as he entered the playhouse by the Watergate and exchanged elaborate greetings with his friends, none could have guessed; but a rose-water stoicism was the mode, and Hautepierre was too correct to show such originality as a display of natural feeling. By consent, he was neither quite a talker nor quite a listener, but between the two, as an irresponsible commenter, he affected to be consumed by boredom and dropped epigrams that seldom failed to bite a little. Malot and de la Spina might have their say, but it was not for François Vivian, Marquis d’Hautepierre, to reform his whole scheme of life for so trifling an incident as death.

The play was The Catalonian Shepherdess, a forgotten comedy, or only remembered in connection with the appalling holocaust accompanying its production; for on this night, when arcadian sentiments were swaying the rose-water sympathies of the house, and danger, as Hautepierre afterwards plaintively remarked, seemed as remote as real sheep and real shepherdesses, the demoralising cry of “Fire!” suddenly rang out upon a startled pause. Hard upon the word a tracery of flame showed through the flimsy representation of a sylvan glade, as though the cry had been the cue for its appearance; and at the sight and the sound of its ominous crackle the audience rose and swept back under a single maddened impulse.

There could, from the first moment, be only one ending in such a death-trap to a panic so sudden and complete. Those who escaped, escaped in the three minutes of grace. The perfumed stoicism of the aristocracy and the steady common sense of the bourgeoisie shared a kindred fate, and before each narrow door it was a horrid swarm of frenzied animals, robbed of every resourceful instinct and outside the boundaries even of humanity, that fought murderously for life. Even when the doors could be opened a solid phalanx of dead and living wedged the passage beyond the hope of extrication. Some mercifully lost consciousness and never woke; others, less happy, endured the various forms of madness, and by their excesses lent an added horror to the short and lurid scene.

In all the house there were two persons only who did not join in the wild stampede. From his place Hautepierre watched the earlier part of the wholesale tragedy with emotion indeed but almost in outward calmness. He saw that the situation was desperate, but he already knew that death was very near to him. Despite the pose, during the past few hours he had thought continually of the prospect, and he had come to regard the inevitable at least without despair. Now death took another and a sharper form; that was all.

It was thus that he became aware of the other who had remained. On the stage was a solitary shepherdess, stayed by a very different reason. It had been the part of this one nymph to be bound to a tree until released by her favourite swain, but at the first alarm the stage was cleared in a twinkling, the faithful shepherd showing a remarkably clean pair of heels as he led the van. A half-circle of increasing fire now surrounded her; hot embers and burning tags of gauze and paper began to fill the air, but it was still possible to reach her, and in a sudden compassion for her pathetic isolation Hautepierre climbed up to the stage and gained her side. So far she had been silent, either through terror or a resolution equal to his own, but seeing him come towards her she cried out piteously.

“Hush, mademoiselle,” he said gently, “do not break down, you who have been so brave. I cannot save you, but I will stay with you to the end.”

“I cannot die bound,” she cried. “Cut this rope with your sword, for the love of heaven.”

His sword was useless: one cannot cut silk thread with a needle, and to his unaccustomed fingers the simple knots were formidable, but as he gradually unwound the coils she grew calm again.

“Is there no escape that way, monsieur?” she demanded, indicating the reeking auditorium. “But it was noble of you to come! I do thank you.”

“The outlets are all blocked,” he replied. “One could not breathe for ten seconds in that air now.” It was true: by one of the peculiarities that mark great catastrophes, the burning stage formed the only refuge-ground in the whole theatre, for the volume of smoke, carried high above their heads, lay in a solid bank beyond, where it had already obliterated not only every sign of life but every sound. The shrieks, the prayers and all the pandemonium of terror that had reigned a few short minutes before were smothered down, and nothing punctuated the constant bull-roaring of the flame but the intermittent undernote of crackling wood.

Twice her flimsy garments had caught fire beneath the rain of sparks, but he had crushed it out. He wrapped his cloak around her and led her to the very edge of the stage, but it seemed as though the boards they stood on must burst into flame beneath the scorching breath that licked across them.

“Why did you come to me, monsieur?” she demanded. “You might surely have escaped, perhaps.”

“There was no escape,” he replied; “and — one does not. You were alone and I thought it might be less to you if you had someone.”

“You are very brave and strong. I did not know that men were like that now. Will it be very painful when it comes, monsieur?”

“No,” he replied; “we need not suffer that. One must not throw away one’s life, but when the moment comes I will carry you down into the smoke beyond, and very soon it will be as though we fell asleep.”

“You will hold me in your arms, monsieur? I fear that I may be a coward at the last, but I feel braver near you.”

“I will hold you to the end, mademoiselle. Do not fear for yourself; I gather courage from you.”

“I thank the kind God for sending you,” she said earnestly. “I made my prayers while I was bound. Have you yet prepared, monsieur?”

“I have — thought of things differently,” he replied. “You shall pray for me, if you will.”

“I shall not cease to do so to the end. Farewell upon earth, dear friend.”

The moment of their immolation had arrived. Hautepierre, half-blind and tottering, bent forward, when suddenly the ground opened at his feet. He had a confused thought that the stage was breaking up, but the next moment out of the abyss there rose a face — scorched, torn, and soiled beyond recognition — while the accompanying voice never ceased or paused from bellowing stentorianly:

“Berthe! Berthe! Art thou here? Call, littlest one, before I go mad! Berthe! Berthe! Art thou here? Where art thou, Berthe, Berthette?”

“Louis!” shrieked Berthe, rushing to the edge of the trap-door. “Hast thou come?”

“Mary!” exclaimed the man with a mighty breath; “throw yourself down, Berthe. Do not hesitate; I catch you. And you too, monsieur, leap if you love life.

“Quickly,” continued their rescuer, as he hurried them along. “The roof must fall, and then if we are beneath the stage—” He turned into what appeared to be a passage as he spoke, though to Hautepierre, fresh from the glare above, all was blackness. A rumble ending in a crash sounded behind them. “A near thing!” exclaimed their guide. “Ah, littlest, another minute at my work—”

‘But,” cried Hautepierre, becoming conscious of an increasing heat and light in spite of his temporary blindness, “are we not approaching the fire again? Is there a safe way out?”

“Not that way,” replied Louis, stretching out a shaking hand. “I singed my wings in trying it myself. But it was not for nothing that I played at brigands in these caves a dozen years ago. Gently here, monsieur; we go slowly for a little while and pick our way.” He lifted up Berthe as he spoke, and Hautepierre, stumbling across a spade, found that a mass of fresh loose earth and rubble-stone was strewn about the path. “Through here,” cried Louis, and seemed to melt away into the wall. The Marquis groped his way through a rough, low aperture and passed into an atmosphere of Stygian dark and noisome damp.

“Faugh!” he exclaimed, “but this drama carries us through sharp contrasts, friend. Where are we now?”

“Among the dead,” replied Louis; “and in sight of life once more.”

“Ah,” said the Marquis, “I remember hearing of these labyrinths from time to time. So yours, my friend, is a love which has indeed broken through the grave!”

“Truly, you may say so in a way, monsieur,” he replied. “And there,” he continued, as they passed into a larger shaft, “there before us lies the blessed light of day.”

In the interests of science, de la Spina had besought the Marquis to give him facilities for following the course of his disease systematically So clear and well-defined a case was rare, he had said. The profession would be stirred, humanity at large would benefit, and, in short, the young man would be acting selfishly if he kept the good thing to himself. Hautepierre had amiably concurred, and thus it came about that two days later he was again ushered into the physician’s room.

Heavy but alert, de la Spina was to-day the iron man of science, the momentary gleam of sentiment or compassion put aside. His greeting was business-like; his preparation to the point; and throwing open his record-book he proceeded to test the characteristic symptoms of the case — to test, and then to re-test, to mutter in his teeth and, fuming, test again.

“I am afraid that you are finding me not up to your expectations,” remarked Hautepierre, looking round. “But I can assure you that I feel no worse.”

“It is credible, M. le Marquis,” replied de la Spina grimly. “And the growing pain here, of which you spoke?”

“Why, to tell the truth, I have not thought of it to-day. In fact, I do not feel it now.”

“So one might assume. Then as regards the sense of dying as you started up from sleep?”

“That has not troubled me the last two nights, as I now recall it.”

“Not unnaturally.”

“But I protest to you, monsieur, that I feel much better on the whole.”

“You have every reason to do so.”

“In what way?”

“In every way. There is nothing the matter with you!”

“You jest, surely. The positive symptoms—”

“Have all disappeared.”

“Why?”

“One cannot say.”

“Is it in consequence of anything?”

“I do not know.”

“Then I shall not die?”

“Yes — of old age.”

“And the worthy Malot?”

“Can only bear me out in every detail.”

“But that scourge of humanity, Algerbi el Santo?”

“May go to the father of all his tribe in Hades!” exclaimed de la Spina with great heartiness.

Hampton Hill, 1906.


The Goose and the Golden Egg
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I MET DUNFORD accidentally at Boulogne. I was struggling home from Chantilly, rather storm-tossed by adverse circumstances, it may be confessed, but imperturbably cheerful through all. Dunford, on the contrary, was depressed. I had struck up acquaintance with the man on the Rugby platform a year before, and had found him a dull, heavy dog; but coming across one another in the Rue Victor Hugo on a wet day we greeted each other cordially.

He had done pretty well on the Westenhanger course, he told me, and then, having nothing better to do, he had crossed on the previous day, and in pursuit of a system had lost on the little horses all that he had won on the big ones. I also have a system, a much better and simpler one than his, and as Dunford still had a few pounds left I proposed that we should go back to the rooms and retrieve his losses. He assented moodily, so we went to the casino and played the game my way, but not entirely my way, for at the very worst possible moments Dunford would introduce variations of his own, with the inevitable consequence that in half-an-hour he was as penniless as I was.

“I wish to Peter that I had never met you,” he remarked ill-temperedly as we went out. “I had kept back enough to carry me to Newmarket. What on earth are we going to do now?”

The man was boorish, but I passed it with a glancing jest; after all, it had been his money. As it was still raining, I proposed that we should go to his apartment for the time.

He had a modest room in a cottage on the Boulevard Sainte-Beuve, near at hand. “Even yet,” I said, laughing at the conceit, “we are by no means destitute. I have the half of a five-pound note, and logically that is two pounds ten, surely.”

“Oh,” he said, staring hard at me, “have you half a five-pound note, Sissley?”

“Certainly I have,” I replied. “I have carried it about with me for two years.”

“That’s very strange, because, as a matter of fact, I happen to have half a five-pound note also.”

I don’t think that I was ever more surprised in my life, although it was only a simple coincidence after all.

“Which end is yours?” demanded Dunford as he hunted through his pocket-book.

“The signature,” I replied, producing it. “And yours?”

His was the other end and we laid it down on the table beside mine. Really, they went very well together, although the numbers differed, of course, and the dates. His was for the 3rd of June, 1905, and mine for the 5th of June, 1903; it was scarcely noticeable.

Half mechanically, I took out a pocket-knife, and, placing the two halves together — as it happened they overlapped in the lettering — I began to cut them down to make a perfect whole. It was merely the pastime of an idle moment, I assure you.

“How did you get yours?” I asked carelessly.

“There was a rogue of a fellow that I wouldn’t trust with a cracked shilling,” he explained. “He must have something on account, he said, so I gave him the other half of this as a guarantee. Well, he didn’t earn it, so I kept the second half, see? How did you get yours?”

There was no reason at all why I should not tell him.

“I obtained some valuable information for a degraded creature some time ago,” I replied. “Affecting to profess gratitude, he asked me as a personal favour to accept the trifling gift of a five-pound note, but on second thoughts he decided to keep half of it until he had verified the facts. In the end he became undignified, and burned the second half before my face.”

Dunford laughed outrageously. The good humour of a boor is always trying.

“What have you made of it?” he said, when he had finished.

I had trimmed the edges until they fitted perfectly. A strip of stamp paper completed the work.

“It is nothing but a joke,” I said, tossing it across to him, “but if one were among friends who could appreciate the jest, it might serve as a means for much harmless pleasantry.”

“Oh, it’s nothing but a joke, of course,” he said, examining it; “but, really, I think that the joke might pass, Sissley.”

I deprecated the suggestion with a waggish finger.

“Consider, Dunford,” I said warningly. “We are in a foreign land where Bank of England notes, although reverenced by the natives almost as much as English gold, are comparatively uncommon objects of the seashore, and are, therefore, submitted to a closer scrutiny than they would be at home.”

“Let the jockey ride the horse, my lad,” he replied pompously. “Are you going to change it, or am I?”

I gave him the honour gracefully.

“You have the presence, Dunford,” I admitted, “and that particular variety of fatness that never fails to carry to the public mind the suggestion of prosperity. At the moment you look in every way more of a five-pound note than I do. It must be you.”

“Very well,” he grunted. “Let me; that’s all.”

“But not here,” I suggested. “Don’t send out for change. Let it be to-morrow, in the ordinary way of making a purchase somewhere. That’s half the business.”

He nodded. “I’ll tell you what, Sissley,” he said. “I’ll try a money bureau. Right in the glare of the limelight, my boy! What if it doesn’t come off? I’ve been had with a wrong ‘un, that’s all.”

I came nearer admiring him then than ever before — or since.

“Excellent!” I cried. “That stamps it as a merry jest throughout.”

“Well, you and your wit can have the armchair for the night,” he said, half-grudgingly. Had I been host, my guest should have had the bed; but such was the man.

The next morning Dunford went out after breakfast, and in less than half-an-hour returned with six gold pieces, three francs and a half, and the admission that he had expended the other two francs in a small bottle of Bass.

“It’s too easy, my son,” he said, swelling with self consequence. “Always put your money with the Old Firm. Who gave Yellow Rambler at a thousand to eight for the Warlaytree Plate? We are the people. Coming out?”

“Presently,” I said, “presently; but, in the meantime, I should like a few minutes of your serious attention. While you have been out — drinking beer, Dunford — I have been thinking.”

“Let it go at that,” he retorted. “Yes; while I have been out doing the work, you have been snoozing in the easy-chair.”

“You scintillate to-day, positively,” I laughed. “Well, touching your adventure — what sort of a place did you get to?”

He looked at me out of his pale eyes with dull curiosity.

“An ordinary money-changer’s shop,” he replied. “The fellow is a German. I saw him make sure that the secret marks were right— ‘secret marks,’ my Peter, when every little josser on an office-stool knows ’em! — and he thumbed the top right corner with guileless faith. What about it?”

“Did you ever hear of a certain goose, Dunford?” I asked airily— “a certain goose Dunford?”

I emphasised the point, for it was frequently my humour to hold up the heavy, unsuspecting man to the shafts of my derision solely for my own inward amusement.

“What goose?” he demanded, half inclined to be angry without knowing exactly why.

“It laid a golden egg,” I replied. “Until its owner short-sightedly killed it. If you had a goose that laid a golden egg, would you kill it, Dunford?”

“Don’t talk rot!” he said irritably.

I laughed good-humouredly. He was obviously uneasy at not being able to follow the delicate play of my mind, but I said no more.

I waited for a few hours, and then, leaving Dunford with an excuse, I sought out his German friend. He had a little shop just off the tram route, and, after the manner of his kind, he displayed his stock-in-trade behind his well-protected window. There I saw our note, and saw also that it was the only one of its sort.

There is a great deal in the air of approach before a word is spoken. I entered the shop as a typical holidaymaking Briton; I neared the counter with the smile of a friend; and I am sure that my greeting conveyed to the attending Teuton the suggestion of a benevolent interest in his welfare. Then I informed him that I required a five-pound note; and having only the sum of fifty-three francs in my possession I made some discreet demonstration with it.

The elderly German reached out his note and placed it before me, while I passed the time with gay badinage on the subject of the profits of money-changing and usury at large. I also told him a funny story about a countess and a runaway flying-machine, and generally established myself on genial terms with him. Then I began to count out my francs.

At forty-eight the smile faded from my face, and a startled, even pained, look took its place. Mechanically I counted out three more francs — stopped — then swept the lot back into my pocket. I flatter myself that it was delicately led up to — first, an almost imperceptible arrest of the bubbling gaiety of expression, a half-incredulous doubt; then a swift, hawk-like glance into his face; another sharp examination of the note, here, there; and with grieved conviction I straightened myself up and pushed the note away.

But I had no intention of becoming unapproachable. Well, were we not both men of the world? The attempt — if attempt it had been, and not mere accident — had failed. I had been too sharp, and I was not a penny the worse off. Gradually my good-humour returned. I smiled — I smiled roguishly, and shook my head sagely from side to side in amiable reproof.

“Oh, no, my friend,” I said mildly; “not to-day. Oh, by no means to-day with Mr. Walker, of London!”

I fear that much of the subtle range of emotion was wasted upon the German, who was a dull, heavy man, something like Dunford; so like, indeed, that I marvelled afterwards how the one could impose upon the other.

“What is the madder with it?” he said blankly. “It is a goot node, is it not? Yes, yes, it is goot.”

“Oh, it is good enough logically,” I admitted; “but not commercially. It is composed of two good halves, but the whole is not good.”

“There is no hole,” he protested earnestly. “See, it is in its entirety gomposed of two portions adhesively together emplanked, which is permissible. Yes, it is a goot node.”

I smiled knowingly and pointed first at one number and date, then at the other. By word and expression I sought to convey the information that I was astute — but not unsympathetic.

“They goincide dissimilarly!” he exclaimed, sitting down helplessly. “Then I have been in-taken!”

“Oh, not necessarily,” I said. “Possibly it was a genuine mistake. But it would never do for a man in your position to pass it off and then have it traced back to you.”

“It is a thing ingomprehensible,” he moaned. “Who ever heard of a node of two goot dissimilar portions gomposed?”

“Oh, for that matter I have had one myself,” I said reminiscently; “and after the infernal trouble I had before I could get anything from the Bank for it, I shall not forget it in a hurry.”

“Ach, then it is remediable?” he asked, brightening up a little.

“Well, you may call it a remedy,” I said with a laugh, offering him a cigar and lighting one myself, “but as a matter of fact it’s more like an amputation. It took me a month to find it out, and cost about half the value in fees. You have to advertise the facts, giving the two numbers and dates, once a week for three weeks in the Times, the Gazette, and — er — the Pink One. After that you can attend before the Lord Mayor of London and make a declaration, which has then to be taken to Doctors’ Commons to be sworn, and to Somerset House to be stamped.”

“Any common doctor can swear?” he asked hopefully.

“Possibly, but not in this case,” I replied. “It is the King’s Proctor, really.”

“I have seen of him in the records,” he remarked intelligently. “He interferes.”

“I have known people who made the same complaint,” I admitted. “All this, you understand, has to be done in person; no agents or intermediaries are allowed. Then you are summoned to attend before a meeting of the directors of the Bank of England, and, after you have produced two householders of the City who enter into bonds that they will be responsible for the money being returned if it has been wrongfully claimed, you receive the amount, less twenty per cent, deduction, in the form of a Treasury Bill payable three months after date upon personal application at the Board of Works. Our English methods are rather elaborate, I suppose, but the authorities are thoroughly safeguarded by the process.”

The elderly person groaned in German and sat down and got up again three times.

“Mine frient,” he said at length, “you are returning to London yourself in short?”

“Yes; ‘Back to the old log cabin once again,’ I suppose,” I hummed airily.

“Log gabin?” he repeated helplessly; “ach! by steambode, to be sure. Well, you are what you call familiar with the rope. You shall haf this really goot though of two dissimilar halves gomposed node sheep. You shall haf him, yes, for sixty-five francs.”

I smiled; I laughed quietly; I shook my head and hemmed and hawed. I was unwilling; I was not really interested. For I saw that the thing was practically done, and my part of the haggling could be carried out in the highest-minded manner possible. The German advanced my unique knowledge of the procedure, the commercial stagnation of Boulogne, and his own passionate love of the Fatherland. I replied with the inviolable dignity of London business life, Tariff Reform, and the uncertainty of human affairs. We met at forty-two francs, seventy-five.

I pass over Dunford’s exclamation when I laid the note before him. It would convey little to the reader, as it would of necessity consist almost entirely of a line of dashes ending with a note of interrogation.

“This, Dunford,” I said, dealing with the interrogation, “this is the goose that lays the golden egg — or else the golden egg that our goose has laid us. I purchased it from a poor German merchant who had been grossly imposed upon, and its selling price seems to be about one pound, fourteen shillings.”

“Sissley,” said Dunford fatly, “I’ll take it all back, whatever I have said. I never thought much of you before—”

“But it’s a joke,” I insisted. “A mad, merry midsummer freak. I positively decline to regard it in any other light than that of a jest. See, I have put down the elderly German’s address in my pocket-book. In the course of time other addresses may be added, but to whatever length the list extends I shall certainly send to each the balance and explain our whimsical frolic, at a convenient season.”

“ — or since,” concluded Dunford, eyeing the book with great disfavour.

We left Boulogne the next morning and moved on to Etaples, where the redemption price rose to thirty-seven shillings and sixpence, which Dunford said was too much; but at Abbeville it fell to one pound twelve. Turning back to the coast, we continued our sentimental journey through quaint old Normandy with no thought for the morrow. Each day, each new place brought its little contribution, and I may state that from Cape Griz Nez to Cherbourg the average value set upon a Bank of England five-pound note, “of two dissimilar halves gombosed,” is one pound eleven shillings, and ninepence. On the coast it is slightly above that figure, inland proportionately below: an interesting fact for which I am quite unable to offer any explanation.

In our leisure — and business did not occupy more than two half-hours each day — I took Dunford to cathedrals and picture galleries, pointed out the historic associations of each place, and strove, though unsuccessfully, I fear, to awaken an interest towards the romantic and the beautiful in the gross man’s breast. In return, he took me to music-halls of the lower kind and to gambling dens. Yet he was capable in his department. He acquired a wonderful insight into the characters of moneychangers, and rarely made a mistake. Englishmen and Americans he passed over, merely changing a piece of money with them, and if a Greek came forward he left the office at once without even that formality. Still, we had our rebuffs — who has not, when life is full of them? Twice the discrepancy was detected and Dunford had to extricate himself as feasibly as he could. At Dieppe a rude person made offensive remarks towards myself, which left me no alternative but to withdraw; at Rouen an ignorant oaf maintained to the end that the two halves of a Bank of England note always varied in number and date, “to make fraud more difficult”; while at Caen the note had already been passed out again. But by the time we reached Rouen we were in funds, and procuring two fresh notes we replenished our supply of golden geese.

Like all other pleasant things in life this simple idyllic existence, with its absence of sordid cares, its free, healthy occupation, and its assured ten pounds a week each, came to an end all too soon. It happened suddenly, and, I need hardly say, unexpectedly, at Rennes. Dunford had carried out his part of the business and retired. In the lightest-hearted manner possible I had followed him up, and with gay sallies and ingratiating address had depreciated the note to thirty-eight shillings, when an offensive-looking agent of the law rose from his lair behind the counter, and at the same moment a grotesque personage wearing a sword appeared in the doorway.

It is not necessary to go into the fullest details. Dunford, of course, like a craven traitor, fled at once, and I had the greatest possible difficulty in procuring the services of an advocate. I addressed myself to the representative of my native country, asking him to explain to the French authorities that if they persisted in their ludicrous mistake they would become contemptible in the eyes of the world, and requesting him to interest himself for my immediate release. His reply was to the effect that he was not interested. My lawyer advised me to abandon the plea that the transactions were a huge jest from beginning to end.

“But there is no other explanation of my innocence,” I cried.

“That is true,” he replied, “but you will get off rather lighter without it.”

“The note-book,” I reminded him; “it bears witness of my intention.”

“It is being used as evidence against you. The suggestion is that you kept a list to avoid going to the same place twice.”

I fell back speechless at the malignity of fate and the ingenuity of man. Even my irrepressible fount of gaiety was almost quenched.

In the end, a ridiculously got-up official, after some farcical proceedings, sentenced me to six months’ incarceration in an unwholesome den. I have just finished this period, but I positively decline to consider that the whole burlesque travesty leaves the slightest reflection upon my character.

Hampton Hill, 1905.


The Making of Marianna 
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THE BARTLETTS LED a nomadic existence within that radius of Charing Cross that business requirements imposed upon Mr. Bartlett. As a result the Dead Letter Office dealt with no inconsiderable portion of their correspondence and comparatively intimate friends had been known to address them through the “Personal” column of the daily press.

It now being July they had taken up their quarters in a furnished cottage at Sunbury, migrating thither from Hampstead apartments, themselves the successors of a bijou flat in Chelsea, to which they had moved from a Bayswater boarding-house, after spending Christmas at a Brighton hotel.

“The system has its advantages,” Mrs. Bartlett would admit to her friends, “but I should not advise you to give up your pretty houses to try it. Why? Oh, well, during the nine years that we have been married I have had the experience of twenty-seven different servants. I was tempted to make a list of them the other day. Twenty-seven, my dears!”

“In any case that is the nuisance nowadays,” one of the friends replied. “But what a red-cheeked, pleasant-looking country girl you have now. She did not come to you with the recommendation of County Council School ‘accomplishments,’ I should imagine?”

“Indeed no,” agreed Mrs. Bartlett.

“Norfolk?” suggested the friend.

“No. From a place — a place on the river.”

“Not about here, though?” persisted the lady. “One might as well be on Juan Fernandez for any chance of hearing of a girl locally. If they don’t go into town their ambition centres on Richmond — the Terrace, you know,” with a shrug and a glance.

“No, some distance from here,” replied Mrs. Bartlett briefly. “Do you care for croquet?”

It was possible to be discouraging towards the casual friend, but that same evening Mrs. Bartlett’s brother, who was staying at the cottage, leaned across the table and with an elaborate affectation of the late visitor’s manner, remarked tentatively:

“Let me see: where did you say she came from, dear?”

“I did not say,” replied the lady with a laugh. “But it is called Tidal Basin, if you wish to know, Flip.”

“Good,” remarked Philip with an air of appreciation. “This sister of mine improves since she moved into your family, Tom. ‘A place on the river’; ‘Some distance from here’ — true; but what about the County Council School, She-bee?”

“‘Accomplishments,’” corrected Phoebe. “She came with no accomplishments. Surely a week has shown you that.”

“Accomplishments!” said Tom, looking up from his book. “Do you know, Philip, we actually saw an advertisement in one of the papers recently, ‘General servant would like to meet accomplished Frenchman in evenings for mutual improvement in scientific conversation.’”

“Yes, dear,” interposed Phoebe. “Only unfortunately for the instance the advertisement was repeated and the first two words then appeared as ‘German savant.’”

“Worse things happen in Fleet Street,” said Philip. “But I don’t know about your Gwendolin Maud having no accomplishments. She came out into the garden the other day and entertained me for half-an-hour with light and elegant conversation.”

Mrs. Bartlett gave that ceiling-ward glance that is symbolic of resignation.

“Her irrepressible friendliness is beyond everything,” she declared. “When anyone calls I really come down in a cold terror, always imagining that I may find her sitting in the drawing-room with them. What did she say?”

“She asked me what time I thought it was, and when I was taking out my watch she said quickly, ‘Oh no; I know, but I want you to guess.’”

“You only laugh, Tom,” exclaimed his wife indignantly, which was true enough, “but it really is quite too frightful.”

“I guessed,” continued Philip, displaying an obvious sympathy towards Tom’s standpoint, “and was some half-hour wrong. ‘Yes,’ said Euphrosyne brightly, ‘I thought that it was about that time too. Isn’t it coming dark soon?’”

“She saunters down the garden when Tom is doing anything, and asks him the names of things,” said Phoebe dolefully. “He won’t tell her to go away, and I — I”

“You won’t either,” retorted Tom. “You are afraid of hurting her feelings.”

“I confess that I don’t quite know how to bring her to see matters properly sometimes. You see, Flip, she is not an ordinary trained girl, and I feel that I ought to make allowances and not expect too much at first. She’s an Unemployed, and a Problem, and a Submerged Tenth, and so on. But don’t let my thoughtless prattle keep you from going to sleep, Flip!”

“Passionately interested,” yawned Philip. “Your beautiful, fresh, country air. Do go on.”

“Tom, did you ever know him interested in any mortal thing from an entomological specimen to a murder case?”

“Ought to have been a Buddhist monk,” murmured Tom.

“It’s the privilege of a weak heart,” said Philip placidly. “I have to lounge through life, physically and emotionally, by doctors’ orders. Yes, you were explaining why your Matilda Grace does her hair differently at least three times a day when she has so little of it to do.”

“You have seen that! I never knew that you noticed anything,” exclaimed his sister.

“A general delusion: hence my opportunities for noticing,” replied Philip.

“I had her through Mrs. Barton,” continued Phoebe, ignoring the side issue. “She has a ‘Settlement’ in the East End, you know, and does a frightful lot of good there among the most extraordinary girls, I should imagine. They encourage them to go into service instead of into mills and workshops. Mrs. Barton heard that we were taking this cottage for a few months and wrote begging me to try one of her girls. She said that she had some quite presentable-looking, and that one by herself in a very small house in the country would have a good chance of doing well. So I went to look at them.”

“Like going to the Dogs’ Home, your registry offices, aren’t they?” said Philip. “They all sit round, don’t they, and you go in and have the little animals you fancy brought out and put through their tricks.”

“I think it has come to the mistresses being the little animals and sitting round waiting for the servants to come and have them, to hear them talk,” suggested Mr. Bartlett.

“Well, I was really quite tired of going to ordinary registry offices, and of having anaemic girls sent up from the country who looked as if they had worked in a Shoreditch cellar all their lives. Mrs. Barton said that hers were mostly rough girls who had had no domestic training and had no clothes. And they all sat round, as Philip says.”

“Only even more so than he imagined, it seems,” said that gentleman.

“Uncommonly like an Eastern slave market — Royal Academy style,” remarked Tom.

“They had no proper clothes,” continued Mrs. Bartlett distantly, “so they could not go to registry offices or reply to advertisements. When they get a place the ‘Settlement’ gives them caps and aprons and a few things, and you find them the rest.”

“Good business,” commented Tom.

“Out of their wages, of course.”

“Poor worms,” murmured Philip.

“I really liked Marianna’s face from the first, although her get-up was quite frightful. She had very dilapidated boots — her father’s, I learned — an old torn straw hat, and all her things like that. Her hair was half-way between long and short and looked — well—”

“Quite frightful?” suggested Philip politely.

“Well, like a row of drowned rats’ tails. Of course I expected her to refer to ‘lydies’ and ‘blokes,’ and to say ‘Strike me pink!’ and ‘Garni’ and I was awfully surprised to find that she spoke quite nicely. When I was talking to her it came out by accident that she had not had anything to eat since breakfast on the day before. In a great state I said, ‘Oh, why ever didn’t you tell Mrs. Barton?’ and off I rushed to find her. Imagine me when she took it quite as a matter of course and said that probably most of the girls had not had anything to eat since breakfast on the day before! I went out there and then and bought Marianna a bagful of buns, and she was awfully elegant about it and wouldn’t think of touching them while I was there. She said it would seem strange eating without a plate. And all the time she was the most draggle-tailed, starving little scarecrow imaginable.”

“Wish she would have the same scruples about my Golden Pippins,” said Mr. Bartlett. “She sits under the tree scrunching them up by the dozen.”

“I think that was partly your own fault, dear,” said his wife. “If you remember, you asked her if she liked apples. I am sure that she took it as a sort of general invitation.”

“She may have taken it as a general invitation, but when I came across her helping herself and said it, I meant it as a sort of specific prohibition.”

“Yes,” soliloquised Philip, “I have heard that children, savage tribes, the mentally deficient, and most women require their sarcasm underlined with a club to catch the drift properly. Possibly your Marianna comes within one or more of these categories.”

“Oh, then she had a reference,” exclaimed Mrs. Bartlett, reverting to the East End. “I wondered who on earth could have employed a little ragamuffin like that, but I thought that I had better see her. Marianna showed me the way; it was like going through the Ghetto or the Jago or the Bowery or some of those dreadful places one reads about. The house we went to was in Cement Street — a Mrs. Plack. She told me that Marianna’s father and mother and sisters and brothers had all lodged in two of her rooms for a long time till they got so much in debt for their rent that she had to send them away. Then they went into one room somewhere else, and Mrs. Plack let Marianna stay with her because she did not like to go into the one room. She helped with things about the house, and Mrs. Plack said that she was a very nice willing girl, and she would have liked to keep her herself only her husband, who had something to do with ships, had been out of work for six months and was ill in bed with sciatica, so that they could not afford it. She told me all about herself and called her five children in for me to see. They stood in a row and all recited little pieces that they had learned at school, all except one who was deaf and dumb, and he showed me a castle and cliffs that he had made out of bits of broken oyster-shells. It was all most frightfully interesting and I gave them threepenny-bits each, and they seemed so pleased and showed each other their threepenny-bits all round, though of course they were all alike. Mrs. Plack said that Cement Street was a very nice street for those parts, and, although they were rather unfortunate just then, that she was much better off than most of the people around because she had rich relations — a brother, I think, who kept a public-house. Before I left she showed me three electro-plated serviette rings which she kept in a cupboard to be ready when her rich relations came to see her. She had been married fourteen years and they had not been yet, but, she said, it was a satisfaction to have things nice in case they ever did come.”

It was some twenty-four hours later that the doings of Marianna again moved Mrs. Bartlett’s utterance, but this time in a different key.

“It is perfectly too bad,” she exclaimed, coming into the little drawing-room where her husband was reading. “I have just been into Marianna’s room to see that she was keeping it tidy, and I find that she has scribbled all over the wall with match-ends and pencils. You know, Tom, it is a pretty, light blue distemper and you can guess what it is like now. And here is a nice book that I lent her to read: she has had the — well, it isn’t really impertinence because she simply doesn’t know any better, but on a blank page she has actually drawn a drunken sailor trying to dance the hornpipe. That, of all things, in The Pleasures of Life!”

“Another Marianna evening?” said Philip with pleasant resignation, coming in to hear the burden of his sister’s woe. “May I see the effort?”

Mr. Bartlett handed him the book without any comment. He was smiling, but on the whole he looked much more puzzled than amused. The drawing was that of a single figure: as Mrs. Bartlett had said, that of a drunken sailor trying to dance a hornpipe, and it produced this simple effect — that as one looked one seemed to see not a drawing but a drunken sailor trying to dance the hornpipe. Philip glanced and looked again. He was smiling when he took the book: he still smiled and laughed quietly at the humour of it, but behind it all, in face and attitude, there seemed to be the arrest of intense surprise. He put down his cigarette somewhere unconsciously — upon the rosewood piano, as it chanced, but people who let their houses furnished are not supposed to mind trifles such as that — with his eyes still fixed upon the page.

“Well?” demanded Mr. Bartlett at length. He seemed to be expecting something.

“Don’t you think it is funny, Flip?” asked his sister. “I thought it rather good in its way; but frightfully rough, of course.”

“I think that one might safely go to the length of labelling it funny,” replied Philip, looking gravely from face to face, “and even admitting it to be rather good — in its way, as you say. Now do you think, Phoebe, that we might penetrate into the maiden’s chaste retreat to see to what extent she has damaged the elegant blue groundwork of her bower?”

“Oh, yes,” said Phoebe, leading the way. “But why have you two become so serious all at once? I don’t really mind about the book, and I daresay that nothing will be said about the room.”

“I doubt it,” declared Philip judicially. “I shouldn’t wonder if that room doesn’t lead to quite a lot of talk before you hear the last of it. As for the book, I don’t mind taking it off your hands at the published price myself.”

“Well,” remarked Mrs. Bartlett somewhat impatiently, when they had returned to the drawing-room, “aren’t you going to say something, Flip? You have succeeded in making me curious, and to see you sitting there, smiling at a paper-knife, doesn’t convey a great deal.”

“My dear child,” replied Philip, still playing with the paper-knife, “I am considering the kindest way to break it to you gently. The fact is, that as a maid-servant I fear your Marianna will turn out to be something of a white elephant.”

“She is that already, in many things — dusting china, for instance,” admitted the lady candidly. “But do you mean to say that the things she does are really good?”

“They are really good,” said Philip deliberately. “They are so marvellously, strikingly, incomprehensively good that if I had not to repress any symptoms of enthusiasm by the doctor’s orders I should have to get up and walk about the room while I talked of them.”

“Does he know anything at all about it, Tom?” demanded Phoebe.

“I have heard him described as one of the best judges of black-and-white work in London,” replied Tom.

“I suppose I don’t understand it then,” she said. “But none of the things seem at all pretty to me, and they are so unfinished.”

Philip smiled broadly. “Well, don’t complain,” he said. “You get plenty of the sort of art you like. Leave us our few Mariannas.”

“I don’t quite see how it is going to turn out, though,” remarked Phoebe thoughtfully. “Of course it is a great honour to have a genius for a general servant, and to have ‘discovered’ her ought to be frightfully exciting and all that. And I don’t mind losing her much, because scrubbing floors is the only work that she can do really well; and who wants to have the floors scrubbed in someone else’s house? But — well, you know what she is like. How will she go about it?”

“Oh, for that matter, wasn’t Millie Myers fiddling at pit-doors a few years ago, and Ben Corvelli singing as he blacked the boots at a Bournemouth hotel?” interposed Mr. Bartlett.

“But I don’t believe that Marianna has a scrap of ambition for anything,” declared her mistress. “If you start with the idea of unbounded enthusiasm and heroic purpose on her part you are probably laying up for yourself quite a store of shocks and surprises. Mark my words and remember your poor heart, Flip.”

Philip looked at his sister with deep but half-amused interest.

“I am wondering how you will rise to the occasion, She-bee,” he said presently. “You have a fascinating experiment before you. Here is a ragattee little creature with probably the heart of a coster, a mind like a new slate, and inspired fingers. You have the chance of a lifetime — a lifetime! of ten thousand lifetimes, I should say. It’s quite the sort of thing you read about.”

“I am quite content to let it remain the sort of thing I read about, as far as I am concerned,” retorted Mrs. Bartlett. “What have I to do with it?”

“You? You have everything to do with it. You, and you alone, can become Marianna’s kind patroness. You — unobtrusively assisted by Tom and myself — can take her firmly and sympathetically in hand and educate her on her weak points.”

“Oh, great goodness!” exclaimed the lady, aghast; “spare us, Flip! I know a great deal more about Marianna’s weak points than you do, or are ever likely to. Send her to school, or to Paris, or to Rome, if you like, but remember that if you have got a heart I have got nerves.”

“Not a bit of good,” said Philip inexorably. “You know perfectly well that she could not yet mix with educated people who were strangers. This is probably the one chance of her lifetime also. If she leaves you she is extinguished. You hold the balance of her destiny whether you like it or not.”

“I don’t like it,” she declared. “I am frightfully good-natured, I know, but I do think that it is expecting too much. I once knew a sort of amateur lady artist, and one used to meet droves of long hairy things there who talked about nothing but ‘wash,’ and ‘tone,’ and ‘value,’ and seemed more or less deficient in all three. Why can’t Marianna sell her drawings if they are so wonderful and then make a nice home for her father and mother and disappear from our immediate horizon in a burst of splendour?”

“Just because she could not do it,” he replied; “any more than you could engineer a ‘corner’ in Peruvian bark, for instance. Then she ought to study hard for at least two years before she ‘comes out,’ so to speak. She has had no more experience than a door-knocker. Everything she draws has passed down Cement Street. Now she needs taking out to see other kinds of things.”

“I think it would be simpler to adopt her straight off,” said Phoebe scornfully.

“I daresay that it would be a paying speculation, and it would certainly immortalise you.”

“I should think myself fortunate if it did not imbecilise me.... Do you really want me to educate her, Fillipino, dear?”

“I had visions,” confessed Philip, “but I would rather that she was walled up in Cement Street for ever than have you worried.”

“Don’t be bullied into it by that tone of voice,” warned her husband. “Sleep on it, at any rate.”

“No, I’ll play on it,” she declared. “Go into the garden, please.”

For half-an-hour “The Girl in the Chocolate Box” and “Hi, there!” fought tinkling melodies in her soul in turn with Weber and Beethoven, while her husband methodically pruned his tomato plants and repeatedly urged his brother-in-law to take up the study of aphides or diptera. Then, in the fading light, Philip suddenly forgot to pace the walks; the hilarious voices of two lovers in the road beyond sank to a whisper, then ceased; Bartlett no longer pruned....

“So!” he exclaimed half-crossly, closing his knife and turning his steps towards the house as the subdued pæan died away. “You have got it your own way again, of course.”

Very easy times succeeded for Marianna. Phoebe, who detested “daily women,” got in a daily woman and Marianna’s duties lightened and imperceptibly changed. It was easy to requisition her services to carry wraps; she was useful to take shopping; it was inevitable that she should wear prettier things. Marianna saw a great deal of the river that season; she witnessed a royal wedding at Windsor, a military funeral at Guildford, and a day’s racing at Esher; she put in an appearance at an occasional flower-show and cricket-match, and she began to know something of the landmarks of the West End. To engage her leisure afternoons and evenings a lavish supply of the finest drawing materials waited at her elbow, while it became a general thing that Punch, the art journals, several American magazines and a few English ones were to be found on the kitchen dresser. The daily woman, the recipient of Marianna’s confidences, thought it rather remarkable, but reflected that the proceedings (“goings-on,” in daily womanese) at furnished cottages here and there during the river season lay outside the reasonable explanation of daily women. To Marianna it did not seem in any way strange; she accepted it as she had accepted semistarvation and an occasional thrashing in Canning Town, as part of the ordinary routine of the situation; quite dog-like.

“I used to read from Reynold’s to my father sometimes on Sundays,” she had once told Mrs. Bartlett; “and whenever I came to a word that I didn’t understand or couldn’t pronounce I had to ‘Ahem!’ instead.” There was a great deal of “Ahem!” taking place in Marianna’s experience during this period.

Philip was not altogether satisfied. The ladies and gentlemen of the artist’s pencil were not the strong, frank creatures of her earlier efforts. She did not understand them and she could not interpret what she saw. In a time of fatness and ease the vividness of impression was dulled; possibly the emotions, or their expression, were more restrained in her new models. In turning over her earlier sketches Philip had been struck by a wild figure — a Chinaman rushing headlong down a gloomy slum, a drawn knife in his hand and frenzied, murderous passion in his eyes. Marianna explained it. “It was the first time I ever saw one of those,” she said. “I was with another girl in the Dock Road when a lot of them came by. ‘They’re all stone deaf,’ said the other girl, ‘through firing big guns. That’s why they all wear ropes down their backs; you pull it when you want to stop one instead of calling out to him, because that’s no good. You try one and see. Go on; he’ll only grin and shake hands with you; they’re all like that.’ I didn’t know, of course, that it was a sort of game that was going then — to get you to do it — until all the Chinks about the Tidal Basin were nearly bar — I mean were frightfully wild, so I pulled the pigtail of the nearest one pretty hard. The other girl was gone like a flash and when the man jumped round at me with an awful yell I nearly tumbled backwards among the stalls there. I crawled through, but I saw him coming after me, so I flew. I went up one street and down another, and then hearing him getting nearer I dodged into a archway. He thought I was on in front and passed me — like that. I always remembered him.” The simple, vigorous studies which adorned her wall, framed in a maze of futile pencillings and inchoate attempts to realise some half-grasped idea, were generally “like that” — memories sharply stencilled by hunger, pain or fear. As Philip had said, everything she drew had passed along Cement Street. Her women, her grim, slatternly, unpleasant, lippy, wisp-haired, real-looking women, hung round its doorposts; her children rolled in its gutters or swung behind its dust-carts; her men — well, she was not imaginative and so her men were either in the act of working or the act of drinking. Phoebe picked out an exception — a long-stretching queue of dejection marshalled at the foot of a tall blank wall. “That?” replied Marianna. “Oh, that’s only the men waiting for work at the docks. My father often stood there all day last winter. I used to take him his dinner — when there happened to be any — so that he should not lose his place. That’s him, the third from this end.”

Phoebe turned away with a slight shudder. The “third from this end” in the grip of a hard winter when work was scarce did not present an attractive face.

Towards the middle of September, in the ordinary routine of their migratory habits, the Bartletts turned their thoughts towards more urban quarters. Marianna would probably be bound to be in the way; possibly very much in the way; in scarcely any contingency useful. Phoebe, however, was pledged to a policy of “frightful good-nature,” and as this vapidly-expressed quality covered a sublimer heroism (after the manner of people who in self-defence wear something imitation on their sleeves) than the little slum-hearted gamin could ever rise to the height of conceiving, the immediate future was not a matter for any concern on Marianna’s part. Nevertheless, she it was who, at this period, airily and light-heartedly sprang a mine one morning that sent Phoebe flying to the wire in despair, to send a message which involved Philip in no slight perplexity. “Everyone all right,” she wailed from Sunbury to Strand West, “but do come if you possibly conveniently can;” and Philip came.

“It’s Marianna,” said Phoebe, taking up her wail at closer range. “I knew how frightfully disappointed you would be. She wants to leave.”

“Leave!” he exclaimed blankly. “Leave here?

Leave — ?” The possibility had never occurred to him.

“She wants,” continued Phoebe, with slow horror, “to — go — into — a — laundry — at Acton!”

“Go into a laundry! God in heaven! she’s mad. Marianna,” he cried, striding into the kitchen, “why is this?”

Marianna stood by the table, engaged, after the manner of her kind in moments of embarrassment, with a tightly-rolled handkerchief. She looked distinctly mulish, nor, to drive home the comparison, would she speak.

“She won’t answer you,” interpreted Phoebe. “She has become sullen. She has made friends with a girl whom she met at Hampton Court and she wants to go to the laundry to be with her.”

“And the friend’s brother?” suggested Philip with intuition. “Is he also to be found at the laundry?” Marianna shot a rapid glance and licked her lips. “There is a brother,” admitted Phoebe. “Possibly.”

“But her art — her future — her career!”

“She does not think that there is anything much in drawing. And in the laundry she will be able to do more as she wants, wear what she likes, and go about the streets with her own friends. You see, she is growing up.”

“If she had stayed she would have been making hundreds, if not tens of hundreds, a few years hence.”

“She does not understand hundreds and tens of hundreds. They convey nothing to her mind. All she wants is money to buy apples and purple dresses with, from day to day and week to week.... And she informs me that she will get better wages there than I am paying her here.”

“When does she want to go?”

“To-morrow, she says. Of course she could be kept for a month really, but she knows nothing about giving proper notice.”

“Very well,” replied Philip dispassionately; “then I should let her go to-morrow.”

She went the next day — to the laundry at Acton. She became very sunny and pleasant when she understood that she would be allowed to go, and in return nobody thought it worth while to underline sentiments less amiable. The same day Philip burned a portfolio of sketches. Excellent as they were, he felt that it is necessary to be ordinarily human at times, and at least a generation must elapse before one can entirely dis-associate the art from the artist.

“I should certainly take up aphides, if I were you,” remarked Mr. Bartlett on his return.

Hampton Hill, 1905.


Bobbie and Poetic Justice 
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THEY ARRIVED BY the 6.15 train as Henry had suggested — my brother Henry and his youngest son. “Suggested” struck me as being a rather inappropriate word to use for a visit at a bare day’s notice, and the conventional phrase “if quite convenient to you” has a tinge of gratuitous insincerity when the letter containing it is delivered seven minutes after their train has left Paddington. But that is Henry all over. As a boy he was always anxious to share his broken toys with me and to assume an equal interest in the contents of my much better kept play-box. At school he was ready to take my part through thick and thin, but in return he seemed to expect me to throw myself unquestioningly on his side. On several occasions I plainly recognised that he was in the wrong, and I had to tell him so.

“I cannot conscientiously stick up for you in this,” I would say; “but I shall not actively oppose you, because you are my brother.”

There were periods of coldness between us, but no quarrels.

“Oh, all right, don’t excite yourself about that; I can’t help being your brother,” was his usual retort; but once, I remember, the boy whose conduct I was actually approving took Henry’s arm and walked off with him, throwing the word “Sneak!” over his shoulder. When, later in life, I came to my brother’s assistance to the extent of five hundred pounds, at a rate of interest that was perfectly nominal in comparison with the risk involved, he never showed — I don’t want to misjudge him, but I certainly never observed — by the subtlest shade of deference that the action had struck him as in any way magnanimous.

I do not ignore the fact that it was chiefly through his information and advice in the matter of the Great Glory Reefs that I am now able to devote myself entirely to my private pursuits, but if a balance of our whole lives was taken, I think it would be found that Henry has come off very well indeed, and although I should hesitate to call him ungrateful, he certainly appears to take a good deal as a matter of course.

“I knew that you wouldn’t mind rather short notice, old chap,” he said at dinner (his extreme heartiness and display of fraternal affection are becoming rather trying at our ages); “and, as far as that goes, I did not know myself before yesterday. Now, how long do you think that I can stay?”

“The week-end at the least,” I replied, with as near an approach to his own geniality as I could summon up. “Perhaps even a whole week; but I know how busy you are.”

“Eighteen hours,” he said decidedly. “To-morrow; the twelve-thirty. Now what do you think of that?”

“It seems hardly worth while coming for,” I replied sincerely. “Can’t you possibly make it — say a full day? There is a very good night train.”

“I’m afraid not,” he said, with quite a despondent air. “You see, it would cut into the next morning. As you say, it does hardly seem worth the journey, only I happened to have some business at Bristol. If it had not been for that I expect I should have sent Bobbie on alone.”

“Bobbie?” I said, not catching his meaning. “Bobbie?”

“Why, yes,” he continued cheerfully; “there is no particular hurry in his case, so I thought that I’d ask you to take him over for a few weeks. Measles, you know.”

“What!” I exclaimed. “He has measles? Really, Henry—”

“Not at all,” he interrupted with a smile; “only Florrie has. Consequently Bobbie can’t go to school, and we thought that he’d be all the better out of the way.”

“Out of your way?” I suggested, with perhaps just a shade of emphasis.

“Yes,” he agreed simply; “Mary’s in particular. She has enough to see to just now, dear woman.”

“Oh,” was all I said, but a moment later, feeling that something more was required, I added, “So this is Bobbie. It must be ten years since I saw him last. Now is he the Musical Prodigy or the Artistic Genius?” Of course I really knew that Bobbie was neither, but the remark came to my lips. All Henry’s children are wonderful, and the surprising fact is that they seem able to convince other people of it besides their parents. I have given up the Trafalgar Magazine because of the frequency with which Vernon’s drawings appeared in its pages, and any day if I am foolish enough to look down the outside sheet of the Telegraph I can be annoyed by seeing that Gertrude is singing “At Camberwell,” or “In the City” — wherever that may exactly be. Bobbie was sure to be Something.

“No,” replied Henry, “neither of those. He is the Scientific Phenomenon and engages in obscure mysteries in the back-kitchen. Chemistry, isn’t it, Bobbie?”

“Yes, father,” replied the boy, but at the mere word “chemistry” I saw him flush suddenly and pull nervously at his collar, before he edged away behind a palm. The action was Henry’s to the life. I could see him then, flushing and pulling at his collar thirty years ago at the casual mention of our cousin Mary.

“Chemistry, eh, my fine fellow?” I said encouragingly. “Then perhaps we shall be able to do one or two little experiments together and make a Roscoe of you yet.” I should explain that chemistry — serious investigation I mean, of course, although I descended to Bobbie’s level for the occasion — is the work to which I have devoted my life.

“Yes,” said his father; “it’s rather curious, now that I think of it. He was called after you, Robert.”

Evidently he was already classing us together! And called after me; one knows what that means ‘in the case of rich uncles.

“Oh, I had forgotten,” I replied ingenuously. “Robert Barridge Troves?”

“No; only Robert,” he admitted. “I was only referring to that.”

“Ah! not Barridge, I thought,” I said conclusively.

So Bobbie was left on my hands for that delightfully indefinite period referred to as “a few weeks.”

“You won’t find him a nuisance, I am sure,” his father had said on leaving. “He has a unique gift of effacing himself completely; and I daresay that you can make him useful in your laboratory.” I daresay, but the idea of giving a young ruffian the run of my most expensive instruments did not attract me. Why, the maid servants are never allowed to pass inside the door, and when the most careful Willet cleans the room up once a week it is only under my immediate eye. Nevertheless, I took him up, and standing with him by the door I pointed out the remarkable convenience of all the arrangements and the many delicate and costly instruments. Somewhat to my surprise he knew the names of most of these, and even had a crude idea of their uses.

He was wonderfully like what Henry used to be at the same age, as I discovered more and more; also, it struck me next, curiously like some young animal — yes, an intelligent young dog. He had a way of coming quite close to one’s side and looking up to see the expression as though it meant more than spoken words. He stood like that now at the door of my laboratory, so near that he pressed unconsciously against me until I moved away a little. As I spoke he watched my face, the emotions changing his own as openly as the clouds passing before the sun. It would not have required a great effort to imagine him whining or pricking up his ears, and when at last I turned to go he followed me like a hungry but obedient animal slowly retiring from a butcher’s shop.

“Aren’t I to be allowed in there, uncle, to do things?” he asked in a low voice, a whisper indeed, when I had locked the door, and as we walked away he took my hand — or, rather, tried to take my hand — in his eagerness.

“Oh, no, Bobbie,” I replied very decidedly. “It is hardly the place for little boys to amuse themselves in. Think of the things I have shown you: the spectroscope and eudiometers, the air-pumps, Crookes’ different apparatuses, and the intricate balances. A touch, a thoughtless frisk, and before you remember where you are, pounds and pounds’ worth of damage is done. Now if I give you a little mercuric oxide and a test-tube, wouldn’t you like to make oxygen in the scullery and surprise Jane by burning iron in it?”

I do not attempt to describe the look with which my young nephew received this well-meant attempt on my part to enter into his fancy for playing at chemistry, for I am sure that it would be beyond the power of a pen usually devoted to the precise and exact formulae of science. Perhaps had I then known that he had taken a high South Kensington certificate for practical analysis I might have framed the offer a little differently, but, after all, these science and art diplomas are recognised even among beginners as the brand of mediocre amateurism. I never thought it worth while competing for one myself, nor do I imagine that that eminent scientist and neighbour of mine, Sir Walter Bent, ever sought the questionable distinction; certainly I never heard him mention the fact ostentatiously if he had, in the way Bobbie has done more than once.

“What’s the good of making oxygen out of mercuric oxide?” replied Bobbie, when, I suppose, he had looked at me as long as he wanted. “Why, it’s one of the very first experiments, uncle. Don’t you always feel that you want to find out things that have never been done before? I know that I do.”

This, as one may imagine, amused me considerably.

“Why, my lad,” I replied tolerantly, “what is there to find out? Nothing — practically nothing; certainly nothing that you will ever do. Of course, from time to time there will occasionally be some obscure discovery, but rest assured that on broad lines the limit of knowledge is almost reached.”

I ought to be able to speak definitely on this point, because, as a matter of fact, until I recognised the futility of it, I had wasted some valuable time in speculative experimenting myself.

As far as his manner in general went, this nephew of mine was studiously respectful after he had once understood that I would have no childish affectation, but on this one subject I charitably assume that he is not entirely responsible for the nonsense that he talks.

“Nothing to be found out!” he cried vehemently.

“Why, uncle, there is everything yet. Nothing, nothing has been found out compared with what there must be. And to be content not to try is like — well, like a painter going on copying old pictures all his life.”

I reproved him quietly, for it was out of the question to enter into an argument. Then I sent him to play in the garden, and went back to my own work. I only mention the incident now to show how immature and undisciplined his ideas were.

Some days later Bobbie approached me with a formal request. At the bottom of the garden he had found a tool-house which no one seemed to use, but it contained a bench and a fireplace, and was fitted with gas and water. Could he have this place “to do as he liked there?” I impressed on his young mind the fact that this would be a considerable privilege by withholding my decision for two days, and putting him on a rigorous trial during that period. But I need hardly say that the prospect of removing him to the bottom of the garden for the greater part of his visit was equally attractive to me, so at the end of the two days, after telling him that I was disappointed in him on the whole, I gave him permission. Nay, more, having just restocked the shelves and cupboards of my laboratory, I allowed him to carry away all the superfluous acids and reagents, and an accumulation of faulty test-tubes and other unserviceable glass.

I claim no particular merit in this; the liquids would otherwise have gone down the sink and the glass into the dust-cart, but the fact remains, and although I have never mentioned the obligation before, it is obvious that if the boy had really chanced to stumble upon any insignificant discovery (which I had never for a moment been disposed to admit), no inconsiderable share of the performance might be justly apportioned elsewhere.

How he passed his time I cannot say, for I never had the curiosity to enter the outhouse while he was there, and immediately after his return to London I ordered Willet to throw away everything that it contained, and to whitewash the place thoroughly. If he had been so careless as to blow himself up or to drink oxalic acid, I should have regarded the accident as outside my responsibility after the confidence which his own father had expressed. I saw very little of him except at mealtimes, and I have since learned that when I was out he persuaded the cook (this self-effacing boy who would never be a nuisance) to let him smuggle down to the tool-house food not only for himself but also to feed, at my expense, a youth of the village whom he selected as an associate.

This person, Blithers by name, was the son of the local chemist, and although I understand that at home he showed a marked dislike for his father’s business, he professed to become so attracted to Bobbie’s society that he willingly and even enthusiastically accepted the position of honorary assistant in the tool-house. This, at least, was the view presented by the invaluable Willet in response to a hint on my part that he might occasionally find it necessary to loiter about the door of the shed and to look in at the windows as he passed, but one does not go through life without learning to become sceptical of these disinterested friendships, and the importance which a young person in Blithers’s position would receive among his ordinary companions if he could claim a connection, however remote, with “The Grange,” supplies a much more reasonable explanation.

The incentive on Bobbie’s part is even less creditable, for it is now established beyond all doubt that the unhappy Blithers, in order to ingratiate himself, pilfered (yes, I am sorry that I am unable to substitute a milder term, but that is the exact expression) — pilfered from his father’s stock small but frequent supplies when their united pocket-money had become exhausted. I am perfectly well aware that no criminal action is being taken in the matter; that Blithers senior has been so weakminded as to declare publicly that for the first time in his life he is proud of his son; and that a number of ridiculous comparisons have been made to the tenacity of a Dalton, the diffidence of a Cavendish, the fortuitous energy of a Priestley, and so on, but the one reliable fact standing among a mass of pretension and fulsome adulation is that this so-called new mineral owes its isolation to theft, and all who countenance its soi-disant “discoverer” are directly encouraging a felony.

About this time I finished a series of investigations on which I had been engaged in connection with our celebrated Campton chalybeate spring. It is usually referred to here as “celebrated,” though I have never met any living soul ten miles beyond the Campton market cross who had ever heard of it; and one has to travel very little farther than that to find a majority who have even heard of Campton. Yet it has been conclusively proved that in similar circumstances the Campton water would be equally efficacious as that of Contrexéville, and competent local authorities have been unable to detect any inferiority in it to the products of Spa, Schwalbach, or Pyrmont; while, coming nearer home, it is frequently admitted that under capable development Campton might reasonably aspire to usurp the position of Harrogate as a health resort. In this labour, apart from the fascination of verifying the results of previous analysts, I confess that I had a second object.

I have already spoken of our distinguished resident, Sir Walter Bent. I had long recognised the advantage which would lie in being associated scientifically with this great man, and in consequence I had frequently placed myself in such a position that a meeting under the most favourable auspices might be reasonably brought about. Unfortunately, Sir Walter did not enter at all into the social life of the district, and his memory was so bad, or his pre-occupation so great, that my discreet advances, which the easy etiquette of the countryside permitted on our chance encounters led to nothing.

On one occasion, for a period of a week, I spent every day, beginning at a very early hour indeed, geologising in some disused lime-pits a couple of miles outside the village on the Cornwall road. From a monograph which he had recently contributed to one of the reviews, I knew that Sir Walter was keenly interested in the Devonian strata, so that when I heard in an indirect way that he had spoken of spending that week working in the Cornwall road, the deduction was a very natural one on my part. The opportunity of being there before him and almost, as it were, receiving him attracted me.

As I have said, I did actually carry out this idea, and through a week of very unpleasant weather I resolutely held my ground, although the early start, the conditions under which I took my meals, and the uncongenial nature of the occupation (in which I felt no real interest) tried my patience repeatedly. At the end of the week as I passed the railway station on my way home I discerned the object of all my amiable strategy alighting from the London train. I then learned that he had been up in town all the time, carrying on some research at the Natural History Museum, and that his reference had in reality been to Cromwell Road, which the artless Willet had either misheard or simple-mindedly confused with the better-known local highway.

I will not deny that this experience depressed me, and for the next few months I retained a conviction that independent research on my part would be the most beneficial to science in the end. Then, however, it was reported that Sir Walter had been taking the Campton water, and had derived some benefit from it; the project for developing the property was again raised, and the moment seemed an auspicious one for me to identify myself prominently with the subject. Doubtless I had referred to the work I had taken in hand to Henry in Bobbie’s hearing, for during the first few days the boy had been persistent in his usual vein.

“Oh, uncle, you’ll let me help you with the analysis, won’t you?” he had cried excitedly, as soon as his father had gone, and even my reply that the work was of far too delicate a kind to be entrusted in any detail to the rough-and-ready practice of a school-boy did not repress him.

“Well, I suppose you have to be awfully careful about it,” he admitted frankly. “Never mind, uncle; perhaps I can be doing something else while you are on that.”

“You have to be very careful indeed,” I said impressively. “Sometimes it is necessary to make repeated tests for so minute a quantity as a thousandth part of a grain — perhaps a mere speck to the naked eye — in a gallon of water.”

“Yes,” he replied, nodding carelessly. “Jehnsen’s gold test reveals .0004 of a grain to the gallon.”

I suppose these smatterings of general information are taught nowadays in the lower forms as “Nature Study.” I dislike the system, and would have shown Bobbie how little real use a single superficial fact like that was when he suddenly went off on another line.

“Oh, I say, uncle,” he exclaimed, “do you expect to find anything new in the Campton water? How spiffing if you do! What shall you call it? Have you got anything yet?”

“My good nephew,” I said, “it is necessary to use common-sense in these matters, and I shall not even look for ‘anything new as you so crudely term it. Recollect that the water has been minutely examined possibly a dozed or more times already.”

“Then why do you want to do it again?” he demanded. “I see no fun in that, if you’re satisfied.”

“One does not conduct delicate and protracted experiments for fun,” I replied. “The valuable corroboration of what has been previously arrived at by others is in itself a worthy and sufficient end, and the possibility of detecting a fractional variation, in one of the constituents gives an added zest.”

“Well,” he persisted, “I suppose that the waters at Bath had been analysed often enough before, but they found radium in them, for all that.”

I could not refrain from smiling at his simplicity.

“Suppose, Bobbie,” I said, “assuming the frankly absurd, and supposing that our spring did contain an unknown matter in solution, how much do you think that there would be in a gallon of water? The ‘something new’ would not be floating about in it like a duck’s egg, you know.”

“Well, admitting that it would be so minute that no test could detect it, and no microscope show it even if it could be collected, it would only be a thousandth part of what you could get from a thousand gallons,” replied the foolish boy. “That might be appreciable.”

I have seen it stated somewhere recently that no one says, “Pish!” or “Tush!” nowadays. It is a mistake; I said both to close the conversation, and sending Bobbie down the garden I went to my own work.

I was now composing the article embodying the results of my examination. These, as I have indicated, I had never expected to be startling, but they were painstaking and sound. I showed that Perring, who last and-lysed the water, in 1879, had made a miscalculation of an appreciable fraction of a grain in the amount of sulphate of soda.

Dealing with the historical aspect of the spring, I pointed out that as William of Orange must have passed within twenty miles of Campton on his march from Torbay, there was nothing extravagant in surmising that he might possibly have made an unrecorded detour to enjoy its benefits. This point had never been brought out before, but when the state of that monarch’s health is considered, the theory becomes more and more feasible, and it has the advantage that if it came to be generally accepted it would confer upon Campton the royal patronage which seems to be essential to the popularity of any modern spa.

The article finished, I sent it to the local newspaper. I confess that a more classical medium would have pleased me better, but the pages of the “Transactions” of the various Societies are not impartially open, nor are those who control them amenable to social or commercial inducements. To the editor of the newspaper I explained who I was, and delicately suggested that I should probably require at least five dozen copies of the issue containing the article. Needless to say it was inserted, though not in the type which I myself would have chosen, nor in a position suitable to its importance. Furthermore, some of the typographical mistakes were appalling, especially in the matter of figures. I trust that the unknown readers were intelligent and discriminating, otherwise a too literal acceptance of the analysis would convey the impression that a gallon of the water contained three pounds of iron, half a hundredweight of lime, and so forth. In my own copies I neatly corrected these glaring absurdities, and then dispatched them by post to all the local notabilities.

To Sir Walter Bent I took the precaution of sending three marked copies. This was chiefly on account of his notorious absent-mindedness, and to make it more certain of catching his eye, I had one copy sent from London and another enclosed in a blue envelope marked “Private.” I state these facts openly. I, at any rate, had nothing to fear from the fullest publicity. It has been related to me in confidence that my action throughout has furnished some amusement in certain quarters. Let it, I reply; it is at least free from the taint of criminality; it has never stooped to duplicity, belauded theft, nor compounded with felony. I repeat: Let it. I am not troubled by the opinion of my neighbours, I trust, and in any case it could not affect me, as I have accepted an invitation to spend Christmas in London, and am shutting up “The Grange” for some time.

The critical period, I have learned from Nature, is brief. The astronomer follows the course of a star for days, it may be, to note the phenomenon of a momentary contact; in a second the culmination of a protracted experiment is reached and passed with failure or success; after weeks of wavering the crisis of a fever arrives, and then and there the thing is settled. Therefore, having made my explanation, with no pretence of art but in a spirit of absolute candour, I will hasten on to what ensued.

Sir Walter would have received the papers on Wednesday morning. I hoped that Thursday would not pass without a sign of interest on his part, but the hope was not untempered by a doubt which rather loomed than lurked. However, on coming down to breakfast on Thursday, I saw at once that there was only one letter in my place, and with a thrill of expectation I recognised the Bent crest. I opened it at once; it ran as follows:

“MY DEAR SIR, “I have received your communication on the subject of the Campton water, and read it with the greatest attention. I do not doubt that your deductions are correct, and I will submit the matter to a definite proof, as you suggest, without delay. What you say incidentally about the disadvantage under which you have carried out the work adds to my interest, and I hope to have the pleasure of calling at ‘The Grange’ and making your acquaintance at an early date.

“Yours truly, “WALTER BENT.”

At first I only glanced hurriedly down the lines, experiencing an almost astonished satisfaction at the extent to which I had — to use a term current, I believe, in financial circles— “roped in” the great scientist. With a second and closer reading, an element of indefinable doubt crept into my mind. It is true that in the course of the article I had found it necessary to refer to myself (though strictly in the third person), and even to touch lightly on my qualifications, but I could recall no expression indicating that I laboured under any difficulties whatever; it is equally true that I had written of Sir Walter himself in terms of graceful appreciation, but with no suggestion that called for his allusion to definite proof. I was beginning the letter for a third time when my nephew, who had been in the room all the time, I suppose, although I had not noticed him before, interrupted me.

“Excuse me, uncle,” he said, “but as you seem puzzled, perhaps that letter is not for you.”

I laid it down on the table and looked at him in speechless astonishment. Then I turned mechanically to the envelope.

“‘Robert Troves, Esq., The Grange, Campton,’” I read aloud, and looked at him again. What on earth could he mean?

“Robert Barridge Troves?” he inquired politely. For two or three weeks the politeness of his tone whenever he has had occasion to address me has been overwhelming.

“No, simply ‘Robert Troves,’” I said. Still I guessed nothing.

“Ah, not Barridge, I thought,” he replied in the same courteous tone, but with a gleam in his eye, and I was so mystified at the time that it was not until several days later that, reviewing the conversation, I longed to box his ears.

“This letter is from Sir Walter Bent, in reply to an article which I have recently published,” I said, looking from him to the letter and back again at him in turn, for at the moment I could do nothing else in my surprise.

“In that case I am sorry I spoke,” said Bobbie, resuming his breakfast. “Seeing that you appeared as though you could not quite make it out, I thought that it might possibly be for me.”

He went on eating calmly, but I confess that I could not.

“Had you any reason to expect a communication from Sir Walter?” I said, after a few minutes’ silence.

“I thought that there might be,” he replied. “I left some things there the other day, and a letter about them.”

I read the note through again, and I felt even less appetite than before.

“Pray what were the things, Bobbie?” I asked, and my voice was intended to convey a kindly interest in his pursuits, not mere curiosity, still less anxiety.

“Oh, some salts,” he said, with obviously forced unconcern. “We have been analysing the water here, and I rather imagined that it contained a new element.”

If the “celebrated” spring had suddenly discharged itself upon my head, the feeling of cold dismay could scarcely have been more intense. “A new element — in the chalybeate waters here!” I gasped — I am afraid that I must use that expression. “A new element, and you found it, and sent it to Sir Walter Bent, and this is his reply to you! How — how did you do it?”

“Oh, we just analysed it,” said the hardened young ruffian, affecting to appear bored. “Being there, of course we found it.”

Drowning men, one reads, see their whole past lives in a flash. I was drowning, metaphorically, in the Campton water; certainly I was experiencing most of the actual sensations; and for the next few minutes I enjoyed the mortification of a kaleidoscopic view of my future life if only I had stood in my nephew’s shoes. A new element! Not merely undetected before in the Campton spring, but new to science. What might have been! I saw long vistas of platforms, myself enthroned on each; unending crowds of black-coated men eagerly surrounding one central figure — myself; interminable streams of professors in academic robes; countless articles in journals of every imaginable kind, from the airy, snappy, inaccurate “par” of the halfpenny daily to the weighty essay of the quarterly — yes, in those brief seconds I even read some of the opening sentences; flocks of honorary degrees. And now that ever-to-be-execrated treatise in the local sheet — placid, vacuous, self-satisfied, with this on its heels — doomed to involve me in unending ridicule. Why, why, in heaven’s name, had not I looked for some imperceptible, elusive, unisolated atom of radioactive matter?

“I suppose that you did not care to tell me of it at the time,” I remarked; and upon my word I did not feel that I could justly imply a reproach.

“Yes, I did mention it,” replied Bobbie, “but I don’t think that you were interested.”

He had! I remembered then that a few days before he had spoken diffidently of “something” which he believed he had found in the water. I was preoccupied at the moment, and if I gave the matter a thought it was only to associate the “something” with a lead soldier or an old shilling. I imagine that I told him not to bother me but to run out and play.

Another train of possibilities flashed through my mind. If only I had even then turned a sympathetic ear — an ear at all, in fact — the sequel might have been very different. The investigation would have been transferred to my laboratory; Blithers would have been gradually dispensed with; I could, if necessary, have become Bobbie’s assistant; inevitably, after the little joke had been kept up long enough, Bobbie would have seen the propriety, in view of our ages, positions, and my unstinted generosity, of... Again the long vistas of platforms, the crowds, the articles....

“How much water did you evaporate?” I asked, coming back to things as they were.

“A thousand gallons, uncle,” replied Bobbie. Again history was repeating itself. A thousand gallons! And all with my best Silkstone, I suppose. Evidently another detail of Bobbie’s thoughtful self-effacement!

“Mostly in tin kettles,” added Bobbie.

Yes! If this new element is to be paraded before the scientific world, let it be known how it was obtained. Evaporated in tin kettles, precipitated in the very crudest manner in faulty test-tubes, sublimated in cracked flasks, fused on discarded charcoal with home-made blow-pipes. Pounded, washed, filtered — a hundred times, a thousand times; painfully, toilsomely, tirelessly.

“What is it?” I asked. I could not walk away in dignity now and ignore the thing; it had got past that. Nor could I now send Bobbie to play in the garden.

“Chloride of x as yet,” he replied. “Of course, it may all be a mistake really. You see, I had no spectroscope; that is why I sent to Sir Walter Bent.”

“Oh, we can soon settle that,” I exclaimed cheerfully. Why should I not identify myself even at the eleventh hour? “Let us go up to the laboratory.”

Bobbie did not get up.

“Thank you, uncle,” he said politely, “but I would rather not. You see” — he paused a moment, then decided to go on— “you see, a touch, a thoughtless frisk—”

He did not finish and I turned to leave the room. I had nothing to say. What was there for me to say? Simply nothing.

“Oh, I am a cad!” cried Bobbie suddenly, before I had reached the door. “Do forgive me, uncle; please do.”

“My dear lad—” I expostulated, looking back.

“I should like to tell you, uncle, please,” he went on, a little wildly for the self-contained youth of the last few weeks. “When father came back from here, a year ago, he told us what a splendid laboratory you had built, and as much as he could remember about the things you had — everything that one could possibly need, he said. I got him to tell me over and over again, and for a year I longed and longed”— “and prayed,” I think he said, but his voice went very low— “to be able to come here.

I had the most wonderful dreams often of being here and helping you in your work, surrounded by millions and millions of bottles and all illuminated by thousands of bunsen-burners. I thought that perhaps if you found that I could be useful and careful you might let me stay — for a long time, I mean. Well, suddenly I heard that I was to come, and I was wild with it. Then — then, it was quite different, you know. I think it was because I thought more of coming than of Florrie being ill.”

There were tears in his eyes — for Florrie I am sure. I have said before that he was the Henry of old again, but as he sat there in the uncertain light, shaken by this most unBobbie-like outburst, by my soul it was the living Mary who faced me. I think I have already declared that I have nothing to conceal throughout. I may be an ass; doubtless I am a middle-aged, solitary ass (which concerns that same cousin Mary), but I certainly did not feel one at the moment. Yet without any consideration of dignity, or any idea of what I should do next, I strode back to the table and kissed Bobbie on the top of the head. There was no need to consider what to do then, for after one single startled glance Bobbie dropped his face upon his arms among the breakfast-things and burst into a veritable storm of sobs.

I went at once. My last impression of the scene was a glimpse of Sir Walter’s letter floating off the table on the crest of a noble wave of coffee.

Sir Walter Bent came the next day and we received him together. I said very little at all, which was doubtless the inspiration for the great man to remark blandly to me during a pause, “I hope, Mr. Troves, that you will excuse our talking ‘shop’— ‘shop,’ too, of a kind which I have reason to think is particularly trying to an outsider, but the remarkable interest of your nephew’s discovery—” He waved his hand to indicate the rest.

“Oh!” chimed in Bobbie’s clear voice, “my uncle isn’t an outsider, sir. He has the most clinking lab that there ever could be, and we have been there all the morning. If it hadn’t been for the things he gave me we shouldn’t have been able to do anything. He is the kindest man in the world, really. Except father, of course,” he added thoughtfully, and then, in sudden confusion, “and — oh, I beg your pardon — perhaps yourself, sir!”

I was thankful for the mighty roar of laughter from Sir Walter as he disclaimed any chance in the competition. I felt the ass then; but not the middle-aged solitary ass.

There is a deaf old lady, a Miss Mitterdrop, who lives in the village here. She hears nothing and talks incessantly.

“They tell me,” she said, stopping me in the street yesterday, “that you used to make your nephew stand all day in a pit of cold water at the bottom of your garden, and that he found a lot of valuable minerals there.” And she peered at me from under her ancient bonnet like an inquisitorial fowl.

“Madam,” I replied, as politely as one could, “the only pit at the bottom of my garden is a melon pit.”

She looked at me shrewdly and nodded twice.

“Yes, on the Day of Judgment,” she said, and hobbled on.

I relate the trifling incident to show what I may expect. Of the fantastic contortion of her next version of the affair and of our conversation, the reader can form as accurate a forecast as I can myself. To set the matter at rest I have therefore thought it well to draw up this plain, unvarnished record.

I am again taking in the Trafalgar Magazine, and each day I look down the front page of the Telegraph before anything else. Relations, I conclude, supply one of the interests in life, and in effect it is immaterial whether the pleasure is obtained by enlarging their shortcomings and envying their success or in sharing the success and ignoring the defects.

Vernon and Gertrude are coming to stay with me at Easter. Bobbie and Florrie wait until the midsummer holidays, because they can then stay longer. I think I have already mentioned that, after Bobbie left, I had the tool-house cleared out and done up. As it stood, the association was not altogether pleasant to me, and I hit upon a splendid idea of turning it into a rabbit-house and stocking it, as a surprise. I am rather afraid that my nephew’s enthusiasm will lead him to spend too much time indoors unless I provide counter-attractions.

As I felt my judgment in boys’ tastes to be unreliable I wrote to Florrie in confidence and asked her advice. She suggests river picnics, tennis parties, and a motorcar. I shall include these, but I confess that I still have great faith in rabbits.

Hampton Hill, 1904.


The Heart of the Pagan 
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AS A MATTER of fact,” said young Holt, “I was coming up to your place if I had not seen you. We are most desperately short of men this harvest, and my father thought that perhaps you could lend him one or two until you started cutting your oats.” Andrew Garstang, senior, the burly, shrewd, independent yeoman of Stonecroft Farm, leaning over one of his field gates, looked at Andrew Garstang, junior, who stood in the road by his horse’s side. Both were amused so much that half a minute passed before either made reply.

“Why, Harold,” said the younger Andrew, “where do you think I’ve been to get my horse in this state? Scouring the whole countryside for five blessed hours trying to pick up a few tramps or dead-beats to make shift with ourselves.”

“And what have you done?” asked Harold with interest.

“Got hungry, that’s all. And now I’m going up to have my tea. You may as well come with us, Harold.”

“I should much like to,” said Harold, with every appearance of sincerity, “but I must go somewhere else, if only to make a decent show.”

The two Garstangs had already turned away, when along the road a strange and unfamiliar figure was seen approaching.

“What outlandish kind of foreigner is that, now?” demanded the farmer, staring down the road.

“A gipsy?” suggested his son, as the stranger got nearer. “I saw some of their vans down Sprostock way.”

“Why, I do believe,” exclaimed Harold suddenly, “it’s an infernal Chinee! What on earth can one of those reptiles be doing in Overbury?”

It was a speculation that might well excite curiosity. Yen Sung himself could have supplied a very meagre outline of his journeyings, and even that he would have thought it prudent to withhold in the face of every inducement, not including actual torture. The beginning of the story would have gone back more than a single year, and as far as the township of Lien Ning, on the banks of the Pei-kiang. It would have exhibited a wide range of Oriental nature and disclosed a little jealousy, some high-handed official tyranny, bloodshed, a fixed belief in the virtue of revenge and in the inexorable demands of the spirits of the dead, more bloodshed, the insidious implication of the Triad League, and the final outcome of a tribal feud. It involved Yen Sung — whose interest in the original cause of the strife was of the slightest — and by wave after wave of development it finally cast him, under a new name and with a highly fictitious account of himself, among his countrymen in Limehouse. His object was to lose all association with the past, and doubtless he might have succeeded had not another family matter requiring adjustment (not in the remotest degree connected with Yen Sung) called for the assassination of an amiable Shanghai merchant, in London on business. The Chinese abroad have the strongest objection to invoking the assistance of the police, possibly as a result of their experience of the official classes at home, so that the remains of the Shanghai gentleman were sent back to his family in a crate bearing a label “Photographic Accessories. To be opened only in a ruby light. Perishable,” and went through in the most correct manner. But, as the merchant was a person of some importance, an informal tribune considered the case, and discreet inquiries about the new-corner Yen Sung were set afoot with the object of ascertaining whether he was sufficiently friendless to be suffocated quietly and sent on in a second crate by the next boat as a peace offering to the outraged relations at Shanghai. A casual act of charity towards a poor countryman, on Yen Sung’s part, was the means of saving him. The decision of the committee went against him, but before anything could be done a little block of wood, shaped into the semblance of a miniature coffin and bearing his own name, appeared miraculously in the fold of his sleeve as he walked along the Causeway. Before the incident took place Yen Sung’s expression was that of a person who gazes into futurity in a contemplation of the Confucian Analects. Without varying a single line of his preoccupation, without apparently withdrawing his eyes and mind from a sublime engrossment in the Beyond, Yen Sung saw the symbol, read the name, and perfectly understood the warning. He continued to saunter on; presently he was out of the district which he knew, but Confucius and the North-West appeared to draw him on. By evening he had passed through Watford, and when night fell he entered a wood and slept there. The next morning he resumed his journey without a word of inquiry about the route, believing that in a blind and unreasoning course lay his only hope. But, sparely as he lived, the little money he had was soon exhausted, and he found himself face to face with the necessity of seeking some unfamiliar employment.

The three men stood curiously at the gate as he approached. A foreigner might have been excused if, in search of authority, he had addressed the dapper Harold or the man who bestrode a horse; but it was the elder Garstang whom Yen Sung saluted with grave courtesy.

“I seek one,” he said, with an air of perfect self-possession, “bearing the illustrious name Ga-tang. A wayfarer, following the sun, spoke of the rider upon a horse who offered a just reward to all who would labour in his fields.”

Surprise held them for a moment, but it was plain beyond all mistake that this strange being was offering his services as a harvester.

“I don’t think that it’s work you would care about, unless you’ve been used to it,” said Garstang doubtfully, his conservative ideas of the fixed order of things not quite at ease.

“Try,” replied Yen Sung laconically. “Not work honourably, not pay honourably.”

“I am giving half-a-crown a day, overtime, and bagging,” remarked Garstang technically.

“It is sufficient,” replied Yen Sung with the dignity of a Mandarin of the Sapphire Button. Why should he admit to these barbarians that he had not the remotest idea of what any of the three inducements comprised?

“But, Mr. Garstang,” interposed Harold, “surely you are not going to engage him?”

“Yea,” replied Garstang, regarding the young man with his shrewd, placid gaze. “May as well, Harold. We can’t pick and choose now.”

“But just think what sort of a man you are bringing into the neighbourhood, sir,” urged Harold. “One of the most degraded race on the face of the earth — a pagan and an idol worshipper.”

Garstang opened his eyes in gentle surprise. He was a staunch Churchman, but it was not the custom — to state the case mildly — to carry religious tests into the harvest-field. Nor, unless innuendo missed its mark, did Holt, senior, invariably regulate his business during the last six days of the week by the sentiments to which he gave open profession on the first.

“I mean,” continued Harold, “that, being a heathen, he will have no ideas of right and wrong. A friend who has been in Australia tells me that they are the most treacherous, bloodthirsty, and revengeful creatures in existence — more like animals, in fact. I hope that you understand me, sir, when I say that you are really taking very grave risks.”

“They eat birds’ nests, don’t they?” remarked the younger Andrew with a well-meaning effort to include himself in the conversation.

“They eat anything that is filthy,” said Harold, with elegant disdain. “Rats and mice and cattle that have died of disease.”

So far this frank exposition of his national qualities had been carried on within Yen Sung’s hearing, despite the fact that he could probably understand at least the essentials of every sentence, although nothing animate could have more successfully preserved an expression of absolute vacuity. But now Harold stepped nearer to the Garstangs, and in spite of the contemptuous intensity of his tone nothing could be heard of his words beyond an occasional disconnected phrase. “... really too horrible to... dozens of cases... and then murdered.. — . rather commit suicide... for Miss Edith’s sake . You cannot warn...”

“What is that about ‘Miss Edith’?”

The three men turned quickly at the voice. A very fair young girl, not rustic, but wearing the grace and freedom that spring from the English soil, had approached unseen by the field path and stood smiling by the gate.

“The proverb has no terrors for you, Miss Edith,” said Harold with easy gallantry. “You need never fear hearing ill of yourself.”

“I was not listening,” she replied; “but I did hear my name.”

“The simple fact,” volunteered Harold lightly, “is that a very undesirable alien wanted to be taken on for harvesting, and I was endeavouring to persuade your father to harden his naturally benevolent heart. Is her exacting ladyship satisfied?”

“But what have I to do with it?” she persisted.

“I was merely reminding your father of the many valuable articles lying about which might excite the cupidity of a covetous stranger.”

She laughed, still unsatisfied; but another step brought her to the gate, and then the patient figure of the awaiting Celestial fell upon her surprised gaze and drove every other thought from her mind. With a curiosity quite free from shyness or alarm she approached Yen Sung with a friendly smile, as one who seeks to make a strange guest feel more at home.

“Do you speak English?” she asked.

“Most imperfectly, honourable lady,” he replied.

She started a little at the quaint form of address, but there could be no doubting the perfect courtesy of Yen Sung’s manner.

“You have come a very long way,” she continued. It was a strange, new thing for her to stand face to face with this queerly-clad wanderer. She would have liked to ask him many things about his far-off home.

“A dead leaf is easily carried by the wind,” replied Yen Sung, who smiled also. It was a very faint smile, scarcely worth the name, but it was the first sign of the lighter emotion he had shown for many months.

“But you must have seen a great many wonderful places; and, of course, to us your own country is the most wonderful of all.” His presence conjured up a thousand bright visions within her eager mind — of sunflashing, burnished temples and graceful pagodas, rice fields greener than any English meadow in the spring, palm-dotted deserts, forests of bamboo, and azalea-covered hills; rivers and canals crowded with junks, sampans, and motley craft; stockaded towns, their fantastic streets filled with strange types or full of silent mystery beneath the moon. Doubtless the picture was quite unreal, but it was none the less fascinating, and the knowledge of it seemed all to be centred in Yen Sung.

To her remark, however, he only bowed acquiescently. Limited as his experience of English custom might be, he possessed both the quick intuition and the keen observation of his race, and he divined that the interest of this barbarian maiden would not be to his immediate advantage.

“I think that you are possibly under a misapprehension, Miss Garstang,” suggested Harold, coming forward with an expression that was a little awry in its smiling effort. “This fellow is not an educated traveller who will be able to gratify your thirst for information, but a common tramp asking your father to take him on as a harvester — doubtless some seaman or stoker who has deserted from his ship and now anxious to keep out of the way.”

“It must be very hard to be friendless in a foreign country and to have to ask for work among strangers,” observed Edith sympathetically, pointedly addressing herself to Yen Sung; “but I am sure that you will have no more trouble, because my father never refuses work to anyone who really wants it. Then if you like to come up to the farm you can have some tea.” She nodded to Harold quite graciously, reminded her father that it was nearly six o’clock, and disappeared along the field path.

“Well, Harold, it’s no use; we can’t help ourselves, you see,” declared Garstang with an air of amused resignation which only half disguised an equally amused satisfaction.

“Oh, I don’t mind,” said Harold quickly; “only, knowing what I do, I thought it was my duty to warn you. I suppose you have a proverb applicable to the occasion, eh, Ah-John?”

“We have a saying, ‘When the road bends we cannot see what lies before us,’” admitted Yen Sung indifferently.

“A very safe assertion to make, too,” replied Harold, turning to resume his way; “but we can often guess, my pagan friend.” He smiled frequently to himself on the journey, but it was not a pleasant smile, and a good many wayside flowers and overhanging boughs were prematurely cut off by his vindictive cane.

The following day marked the opening of the oat harvest, and Yen Sung took his place among the half-dozen men whose task consisted in tying up the sheaves and throwing them aside out of the path of the horses before the reaping machine made its round again. Garstang initiated him into all that there was to learn in the process — the peculiar knot by which the band is secured. “You may find it to be a bit ockard at first, but you’ll soon pick it up,” he remarked kindly; but with the fatal imitative genius of his countrymen Yen Sung had already picked it up and was reproducing the knot, even down to the minute and accidental detail of a tuft of broken ends protruding at a certain point. The farmer was turning away satisfied when a thought occurred to him. “By the way,” he added, taking out his wage-book, “I don’t think I have asked you your name yet.”

“Claude!” replied Yen Sung with transparent simplicity. He had noticed the name over a shop window as he passed through the village, and he now adopted it as a pleasant little compliment to the neighbourhood.

“Any other?” asked the farmer, whose knowledge of the ways of the Central Kingdom was not extensive.

“Of the obscure house of Kiu,” replied Yen Sung for no particular reason, and as Claude Kiu he remained in the annals of Stonecroft Farm.

The days and weeks passed by; all the harvesting was over, but Yen Sung still remained. Why, on his part, it might be hard to say, for he had enough money now to take him safely out of the country, and had he been a human being instead of a mere yellow man it would have to be written that at Stonecroft Farm he suffered much. The men early discovered that he never returned a blow, so, to confess the shameful truth, to prove their manliness or to impress their moral superiority, some frequently struck and kicked him. Dead mice and other carrion were thrown into his food as he ate, in exquisite drollery. Whenever Harold Holt visited the farm he never failed to drop upon good ground a few lighthearted suggestions for turning Yen Sung’s eccentricities to humorous account. Garstang rather liked the impassive pagan, but there was much taking place that he could not see.

If he might be judged by his works, Yen Sung outshone all his associates in the Christian virtues. To the blow on the right cheek he turned the left; he was patient, industrious, long-suffering; he bore the burdens of others. Only, it should be recorded that in moments of solitude, especially after suffering an indignity, Yen Sung sometimes took a very bright knife from beneath his tunic and proceeded to whet it quietly and systematically upon his leather belt, although it was always keen enough to split a hair. This might have given some colour to Harold’s warning were it not that the Oriental mind remains an insoluble riddle, and it would be as reasonable and more charitable to assume that Yen Sung’s formidable blade was intended for no more desperate purpose than that of smoothing its owner’s chin. There is even a more amiable possibility, for one morning about this time Edith Garstang found upon her plate at the breakfast-table a little box of wood and inlaid straw, which proved to contain a variety of figures carved with taste and untiring skill in bone and fruit stones, and one or two in ivory. There were mandarins in official robes; trees of gnarled, fantastic growth; tigers, elephants and serpents; a wonderful street scene, with stalls, merchants, beggars, a procession of priests, and all the details of a busy thoroughfare; a child-bride in her ornamental wedding-chair; and a number of fearsome objects which could only be accounted for as evil demons, though more probably in Yen Sung’s mind they stood as the embodiment of beneficent spirits. It was a collection which must have occupied all his spare hours almost from the day of his arrival.

Edith was enchanted with the grace and delicacy of the pretty things, but Garstang remained thoughtfully silent, and when the story came to Harold’s ears he vowed softly between smiling lips that Yen Sung should presently suffer somewhat for his presumption. The immediate settlement arrived at by Garstang was to take the box in one hand and a sovereign in the other, and to tell Yen Sung kindly but definitely that he must take back the toys or be paid with the money. It furnished fresh proof of the sordid nature of the Chinaman’s instincts, for he took the coin without a word of protest, and when alone cheerfully added it to his secret store. Thenceforth he carved no more, occupying himself with the composition of sundry notices in his own tortuous language, which he afterwards fastened to the branches of the largest trees, or to buildings, and even cast into the streams. A local wit affected to regard these documents as Boxer proclamations; in reality they were invocations addressed to the tutelary spirit residing within the tree or building or stream committing “the most honourable sun-haired maiden” to its unceasing protection; recommending a benevolent interest in the general affairs of the “large-bodied earth-tiller Ga-tang”; and requesting as a personal favour to Yen Sung that the tree or building would fall upon, or the stream engulf, “the rat-lipped outcast whose polluted ancestral altar lies beyond the hill-top.”

The “most honourable maiden” herself was never without a smile and a word of greeting for Yen Sung when she passed him at his work. She cross-examined him out of his polite dissimulation on the subject of food and obtained some small concessions to provide a simple fare more suited to his tastes. His oblique eyes took her up at the earliest possible point of vision, and, still intent upon his work, he continued to watch her stealthily until the last glimpse of her white dress was hidden from his sight; but by no interest or encouragement could he be induced to cease work during his working hours. Amused, half-piqued, and curious to learn, she was driven to approach him at a more convenient time, when, in the monotonous tone and passionless narration of his race, he told her all she asked. About himself he lied without the least consciousness of shame or ingratitude, painting for her benefit a purely imaginary picture of his home, his life, his kinspeople, and all that pertained to Yen Sung; but the picture, though individually deceptive, was typically correct, so that in time Edith Garstang in her remote English home began to raise a little of the veil of the mysterious land and even to find some slight foothold among the shifting complexities of the Celestial mind.

It was a continual matter for self-reproach to her that she did not bring about Yen Sung’s conversion to a better faith; but, with surprise, she found an increasing difficulty in urging her own religion upon this courteous, high-minded pagan. She shrank from the shameful justice of the reproach in case Yen Sung should indicate the blasphemers, the Commandment-breakers, the thieves and the persecutors by whom he was surrounded and ask in a voice requiring no irony of tone, “Are these, too, Christians?”

In his own land Yen Sung burned joss-sticks to many deities, including one, blind and inexorable, whom we might call Destiny. Being at so great a distance from home, and therefore almost out of the sphere of influence of these deities, he had perhaps grown lax in his observances, or it may be that a supply of the proper worshipping materials was not obtainable in Overbury. Whatever the cause, this same Destiny determined to render Yen Sung a sharp account of her presence, he having no powerful beneficent deities to intervene, and the spirits of his ancestors presumably being all engaged in China. The visible outcome was that on a raw November afternoon two of the labourers returned to the house assisting Yen Sung, who walked very uncertainly between them.

It then appeared that there had been a very unfortunate accident. Six men in all were concerned, including Harold, who had walked across the field on his way up to the house, and there were five different and occasionally conflicting accounts, Yen Sung himself contributing nothing. The five Stonecroft men had been engaged in collecting, carting, and burning the dried potato-tops when Harold appeared. Someone had playfully thrown a potato (the accepted version), which Someone else caught and returned. Then Someone threw another, and in a minute a game was in progress, with all engaged except Yen Sung, who continued his duty of replenishing the fires. Unfortunately, Someone threw the potato in the direction of Yen Sung, and the Someone whose turn it was to catch it, with no eyes except for the missile, had run in and precipitated the unfortunate Chinaman into the heart of the fire. Everyone was sorry.

There chanced to be a decent room over a loose-box empty at that time, and here, on a pallet, Yen Sung was made as comfortable as possible. Harold himself rode for a doctor, and Everyone was much relieved to learn that although severely burned here and there Yen Sung was in no danger of dying. With the cloud of a possible inquest lifted a lighter vein prevailed. Harold declared that they need not have worried, as it was impossible to kill a Chinee — they all died natural deaths; and before night it came to be agreed that it was Yen Sung’s own fault and the result of his persistent habit of getting into people’s way.

He made an ideal patient. He never complained, and seemed to find no difficulty in remaining quiescent, bodily and mentally, for days together. He accepted the doctor as “benevolently intentioned,” and did as he was told in spite of a little private incredulity as to the efficacy of remedies applied without incantations or even coloured lights.

Yen Sung celebrated the beginning of his third week in the loft by sitting up for the first time.

“But on no account must he go out yet,” reiterated the doctor for the sixth time to Miss Garstang. “I sometimes wonder most poignantly whether it’s the sublimest philosophy or merely a lacquered mask over absolute vacuity that the fellow wears. Does he understand?”

“Oh, yes; only he is very patient,” replied Edith, who generally took the instructions. “I am sure he will do as you say.”

“Well, Kiu, my friend,” he continued, turning again to Yen Sung, “let the prosaic but sincere work of the barbarian medicine-man sink into your retentive Oriental mind. Although you are on the mend, you are for that reason to take all the more care. Shim the insidious delight of potato-top burning or any other outdoor exercise until I give you leave to stir. If you go out and get cold or wet you will most certainly join the spirits of your illustrious ancestors.”

“It is as the all-seeing Buddha ordains,” replied Yen Sung imperturbably, but he quite accepted the warning.

Edith accompanied the doctor to the yard and then returned to the loft.

“I am going to Overbury now,” she remarked after she had made up the fire and given a glance round the room. “Is there anything that you would like; anything that I could get you?”

Yen Sung shook his head. There was nothing that he required.

“I am going to buy my Christmas cards,” she continued, lingering. “You know what Christmas is, Kiu?”

“The Season of Much Gladness,” replied Yen Sung from his couch.

Two pitiful tears formed suddenly in Edith’s eyes. “We say ‘Peace on Earth and Goodwill to Men,’” she said in a low voice.

“Peace on Earth and Goodwill to Men,” repeated the pagan. Fifty years ago, he was remembering, his father’s house had been shelled to the ground by the navies of two most Christian nations at this same season of “Peace on Earth and Goodwill to Men” in order that equally Christian merchants might carry on a lucrative trade in poison with a nation that did not want it.

“You have perhaps read some part of the little book I brought?” she asked timidly after a moment’s pause. On a table within his reach lay a copy of the New Testament.

“I have read somewhat of the words, honourable lady Edith,” he replied, his usual impassiveness cloaking any feeling he might have either of interest or indifference.

She could venture no further. “I must go now,” she announced, glancing at the window. “It is coming dark already.”

It was, indeed, very dark, even for a December afternoon, and as she spoke a roll of distant thunder told the cause. Yen Sung glanced through the window also, and into his face there came an expression more indicative of emotion than anything he had yet betrayed.

“If it be permitted me to speak unasked, might not the venture of this journey be put off to a more auspicious day?” he said earnestly. “Very soon the rain will descend in torrents, the lightning will tear open the sky, and doubtful powers will then be able to launch their thunderbolts even against the most virtuous.”

“I am not afraid of the thunder and lightning,” replied Edith with a smile; “and as for the rain, see, I am well provided against it.”

“But the omen — even as you declared your purpose the thunder spoke,” he persisted. “Furthermore, by a most unpropitious chain of events, the road you must take lies to the north, while at this season the high heavens are situate directly in the south.” Suddenly a look almost of terror came into his eyes. “Stay, most honourable,” he gasped; “what day of your twelfth moon do you call this?”

“It is the eleventh day of the twelfth month — our December,” she replied.

Yen Sung made a rapid calculation in his mind, converting the date into its equivalent in his own system of time. Twice, three times, he repeated the process in his anxiety, and then, as the unevadable fact was driven home to him, he leaned forward in trembling anxiety.

“You must not go forth to-day, lady Edith; you cannot go,” he whispered fearfully. “It is a day of the blackest omen and the direst possibilities. It is the one day of an entire cycle of years when all the diverging lines of evil, from whatever cause arising, meet in one irresistible concentration. Demons, foul dragons, and the malevolent shadows of all the unworthy dead are abroad and supreme to-day, while the benevolent forces stand powerless. So far back as last New Year’s Day a special Imperial edict went forth warning all that they should give no feast, go on no journey, nor engage in any new enterprise upon this most abandoned day. Even I, in the obscurity of this hidden chamber, would not have ventured to leave my couch to-day had I not most incapably forgotten. How then, shall you take a journey directly away from the high heavens and after the portent of the thunder?”

It was so real to him as he spoke — one who all his life had walked with evil spirits on the one side and good spirits on the other; surrounded by demons whose supposed prejudices had to be conformed to in every action — that Edith listened half in pity and half in despair. It would have seemed cruel to her to leave him abruptly in his real distress. With an inspiration a means occurred to her not only of reassuring him but even of turning the incident to good account.

“I am not afraid,” she replied serenely, “for I carry a safeguard against which no power of evil can prevail.” A little gold cross, plain save for the three initials which it bore, hung by a slender chain about her neck. She touched it as she spoke.

Here was something that Yen Sung could fully understand; it appealed, naturally and convincingly, to one whose religion was steeped in idolatry, witchcraft and geomancy. Suspended about his neck there also hung a powerful charm, a square of parchment inscribed with mystic characters, drawn out by one of the most successful necromancers of the age. It was an infallible specific against leprosy and shipwreck, and, in token, Yen Sung had never contracted leprosy or been shipwrecked. If only he had provided himself with a similar protection against the perils of fire he would certainly have escaped his present plight; but one cannot foresee everything. A charm of universal potency excited his wonder and admiration. It did not occur to him that Edith might not be speaking quite literally — that her geometrical device was a symbol more efficacious when carried in the heart than when worn among the garments.

“Is there, indeed, no possible contingency against which this talisman might fail?” he asked, scarcely yet fully reassured.

“If I believe in its power and wear it faithfully there is nothing in the whole world that can harm me. Are you not satisfied, Kiu?”

“Your lips are incapable of guile, nor can alloy pass for gold before the touch of a pure heart,” replied Yen Sung.

He watched her cross the yard; he marked the clang of the iron gate as she turned into the narrow lane beyond; then for five minutes he sat motionless — so un-breathingly still that not one of the grotesque idols in his far-off ancestral temple could have seemed more devoid of being.

A vivid flash of lightning recalled him from his thoughts and lit up the room with an electric brilliance for one moment. It brought out every detail as the sun had never done, and picked up in that short second, and seemed to fling it back to meet Yen’s staring eyes, one bright object lying by the door. Then darkness.

In the overwhelming shock of the discovery Yen Sung’s mind was momentarily eclipsed by a blow that stunned — a feeling of irreparable disaster that closed round his heart like a grasp of ice. He shook himself free, and, falling upon hands and knees, swiftly sought the spot. The half-light had returned after the darkness, sufficient, with face bent to the floor, for him to verify the worst. The little magic talisman that the most gracious lady Edith had wholly and implicitly relied upon to guard her on her perilous way lay beneath his eyes. And she had gone!

His mind, freed from its numbness, leapt now. She had gone forth, unconscious of her loss, into that most evil day when the unrestrained powers of darkness, loose from ten thousand unchained hells, would surround her in every form. She had gone out heralded by the most ill-destined omen from the skies. She had gone where her very direction cut her off from the slenderest possibility of relief.

At all cost she must be overtaken and the safeguard restored to her at once. Every second was precious, every step she took full of danger. He had no means of communicating with the house; the yard beneath his window was deserted. In spite of the honourable doctor’s warning, Yen Sung himself must set in motion the means for her deliverance.

He moved quickly, feverishly, but with due caution, or he might utterly defeat his end; for who could say but that his unworthy touch might destroy the virtue of the charm or immediate death be the fruit of his presumption? A half-burned twig lay on his hearth; deftly, in spite of his bandaged hands, Yen Sung wound the chain about it; then, as fast as his weak limbs would carry him, he sought the house.

“See!” he exclaimed, bursting into the great kitchen where Edith’s mother chanced to be engaged alone; “the fair one of your house has gone forth on a most perilous journey and the charm upon which she alone relied for protection has escaped her unperceived. Let a speedy messenger be sent before harm reaches her.”

“Whatever are you doing out on a day like this?” exclaimed Mrs. Garstang without paying any attention to his excited words. She was a woman of sound practical common-sense, and had found it simpler in her dealings with Yen Sung to regard him as quite irresponsible. “After what the doctor said, too! Go back this very minute.”

“But the charm?” he protested blankly. “The safeguard upon which the most kind of heart depends?”

“Oh, Edith’s little cross?” she said without concern, noticing it for the first time. “Yes, I’ll give it to her when she comes back. Now, do make haste, Kiu. Here, I’d better get Andrew to you.”

She left the kitchen to call her husband, and in the impotence of his position a despair more hideous than before fell on Yen Sung.

Blind! Mad! He knew they were not cruel; some fatal obliquity of vision hid his view from them, their view from him; but was the gentlest and fairest to be sacrificed? He remembered the tone in which she had spoken of the power of the charm — the soft touch by which she had assured herself that it hung about her neck, and something that was the nearest to a sob that he had ever know strangled his breath.

Twenty seconds later, from a bank behind the buildings, Yen Sung dropped stealthily into the narrow lane and began to run. One possible hope had flashed across his mind. In following the road to Overbury Edith would have to make a detour of half a mile in order to cross the River Aish by the bridge at Rockford; there was, indeed, no other way. By taking to the fields, wading the Aish, and striking the high-road at its nearest point, Yen Sung hoped just to intercept her.

He was under no delusion. To the plain warning of the doctor he added — or perhaps took them as intermingling in the scheme of destiny — the supernatural terrors of the day, and with dispassionate fatalism he bowed acquiescently. The extent of his hopes was that he might be permitted to reach his revered one before the vengeance of the furies caught him or his earthly powers failed. Under ordinary conditions the race was not a hopeless one — three fields, the river, and, beyond, a strip of meadow, lay between him and the high-road; but his heroic heart was chained to a slight and crippled frame. Already the rain, now descending in torrents, had soaked him to the skin and the sodden clay of the ploughed land hung in great clods about his feet. He beat his way through the hedges, but the thorns and brambles tore him through his thin clothes as though with hooks, and very soon he found with dismay that he could only stumble blindly forward with half-bent knees. All his life he had believed in demons, and now to justify his faith, they came in their legions to mock and thwart him. Some drove barbs into every tingling joint, tore his unhealed burns with their talons, or turned the beating rain that fell upon his face into alternate ice and fire. Others, riding on the wind like drifts of smoke, surrounded him in their endless circlings shrieking in his ears as they swept by. They made the earth heavy in his path, directed the rain into a denser volume where he was, knit the brambles together before him at each hedge, and impeded him in every way to an unending accompaniment of swirling, shrieking, riotous devilry. There were earth spirits, wind spirits, water spirits, fire spirits, and the outcast band. The accusing shadows of his ancestors walked by his side, desirous of arguing with him on many subjects, while the Great Dragon, floating above all, wrote unmoved with an iron pen upon a marble slate.

At the last hedge before the river he was blinded for the moment by a branch which slipped from his feeble grasp, and groping through he fell into a deep and thorny ditch. The myriads of spirits shrieked their mirth, and in his half-stunned confusion Yen Sung began painfully to climb back again up to the hedge through which he had just come. A little precious time was lost before he discovered his mistake and the fall had crippled him still further. The most gallant effort he could now call up was nothing but a shambling walk.

He reached the river, and would have stepped in, when the chain slipped from the twig upon which he had so far carried it, and fell into the grass. A few more steps and it would have been lost beneath the muddy waters of the Aish. At the cost of another delay he broke a willow branch and with a thread of linen from his hand he tied the cross to the thin end of the wand. Then using the butt to feel his way among the rock-strewn icy water, he stumbled to the other bank.

There was nothing now but the narrow strip of meadow, beyond which the highway marked his goal. Had his “high deities” determined to be kind? Perhaps; for suddenly the heavens opened above his head, the leaping flame caught the glittering emblem which he held aloft, and, without the knowledge of a failure — grotesque but for its climax — to mock his eyes, Yen Sung sank straightway to the ground and reached a farther goal.

There is very little to add to the story of his end.

The effect of lightning upon the object which it strikes is curious and diverse. Yen Sung supplied another instance of this purely scientific phenomenon, for when his body came to be unrobed, those who stood by were startled for the moment to see the perfect outline of a cross charged with three letters impressed with unmistakable clearness upon his breast.

At first it was intended that he should be buried in a secluded corner of the old churchyard at Overbury; but to many influential parishioners the thought of a pagan finding a resting-place within their hallowed “God’s Acre” was repugnant. In the end a site deemed more suitable was found in a neighbouring cemetery, where he sleeps in an unconsecrated plot set apart for suicides and the unbaptised.

Hampton Hill, 1904.


Once in a Blue Moon 
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WITH THE BRIEFEST of introductions, inasmuch as my part is only that of a listener and recorder, I may say that I had left Torford early one morning with the intention of walking some twenty miles and striking the railway again at Ashbridge. Provided with flask and sandwich box and trusting rather to the compass than to the roads, I was reconciled to the possibility of not meeting a human being from morning till night, but a darkening of the sky before the afternoon was far advanced warned me that I should soon be compelled to find a shelter or be drenched to the skin. Of stunted trees there was no scarcity, indeed, but the vivid flashes of lightning which now followed one another with an ever-diminishing interval dashed the thought of seeking such questionable protection. In despair I ran to the top of a small knoll near at hand, expecting at the best to discover a solitary cottage or a cowshed at no great distance. To my relief from this eminence I saw lying almost at my feet a tiny moorland hamlet nestling in a little valley and further concealed by its girdling fringe of oaks. The first house was an inn: I saw its swinging sign and stayed to see no more, for the next moment the deluge came and in the slashing pelt of the rain every vestige of the landscape melted out. I scrambled down the steep decline, took the lane in a few long bounds, and flung myself breathless into the welcome shelter of the nearest room.

Sudden thunderstorms may be classed among the misfortunes — if misfortune it be — that bring us strange companions. The room in which I found myself, for the outer door opened directly upon it, was apparently the only public apartment which the inn possessed, and as the inn was in turn the only one for miles around, the storm had indiscriminately swept into the limit of a few square yards a chance company which under more ordinary conditions would have been striking in its diversity.

On a bench which extended along one side of the room sat three aged rustics, all wearing the stout and fancifully embroidered smockfrock of the old-time peasant. In his left hand each held a staff upon which he leaned forward: a quart mug of cider occupied each right hand. Their names, I soon learned, were Richard, John and Jasper, but they called one another Urchid, Jan, and Jaffer. The only other occupant of the bench was a youth of studious, melancholy expression and neglected attire. In a city he might have passed at sight as an unsuccessful poet or an out-of-work valet grown slovenly in despair. Actually, he proved to be a harmless enough creature — the village idiot in fact.

I must also anticipate to describe the other occupants of the room. At a point farthest from the door sat an escaped convict, between two warders who had recaptured him on the moor half an hour previously. From a chair near the window an itinerant photographer regarded the weather gloomily. The inn-keeper, standing behind his bar, regarded the weather cheerfully; while two sportsmen who carried the accessories of a fishing expedition completed the tale. The face of one struck me from the first glance with elusive familiarity, but it was not until I heard him addressed by the other that I recognised the well-known democratic peer, Lord Twaddlemuch. His companion, who rode his chair at an uneasy angle, proved to be an American millionaire, a gentleman known in his native land as the Tinned-rabbit King, I believe.

“To continue the analogy,” the nobleman was saying as I entered, or rather he had said that much, but with the true platform instinct he obligingly repeated the remark for my edification, “To continue the analogy, the various kinds of fish which we pursue furnish exact parallels to the various temperaments into which Mr. Mollentrave, for instance, would classify women.”

“Including the kinds of fish that pursue us, Earl?” observed the American millionaire, who did not appear to be treating the subject seriously. I knew him to be an American at once by the painstaking purity of his English accent.

“Urchid,” said one of the rustics, delivering himself with an air of natural placidity that one would look for in an Alderney cow if it acquired the faculty of speech, “pass they genTmen thickey li’lle barr’l.” Thus instructed, Richard took from a shelf a miniature model of the ordinary hogshead, a felicitous utensil in which the farm labourer carries his day’s allowance of cider. On it was neatly painted the following inscription:





FRATERNITY OF THE ELEVEN STREAMS

In order to promote harmonious social intercourse, diminish envy, and eradicate a fruitful source of contentious exaggeration, know all men that a fine of one penny is imposed upon any person who shall introduce into his conversation the word “fish” in any connection whatever within any place of public entertainment throughout the above limits; or who shall directly or indirectly refer to any aquatic creature coming within such designation, or who shall by sign, illustration, spring-balance, yard measure, word, gesture, allegory, display of printed or written matter, or innuendo, convey such a reference or simulate a colourable imitation thereof; or who shall relate, cause to be related, or in any way publish, diffuse, or circulate any piscatory adventure, experience, incident, dream or prophecy or who shall attain such an end by any means not specifically expressed.

“The proceeds, I observe,” remarked the American millionaire, reading on, “are to be devoted to improving the quality of native cider, by creating a larger demand. An interesting survival: take for two,” and he dropped a half-crown into the barrel.

“With all deference to your ingenious classification, sir,” remarked the itinerant photographer, turning to the earl, “my professional experience ranges me on the side of the aphorist who contended that a woman could be fitly compared to no other created thing — except any other woman.”

“A similar remark might be applied with even greater accuracy to a Manx cat.” It was the escaped convict who spoke.

“True,” admitted the itinerant photographer: “the inference holds. Scratch the Woman and you find the Other Woman.”

“Iv ee a-scradch my ode ooman,” remarked Jasper thoughtfully, “‘twadn’t be no huther ode ooman yeu would find but thickey same ode ooman — her what hat man auver drexil only two dree days ago.”

“Hat man over drexil?” murmured the American millionaire to the room at large.

“Precipitated the speaker over his own doorstep,” explained the village idiot courteously. “The ‘man’ is practically the equivalent of the colloquial ‘one’; as you might say, ‘It really takes one’s breath away,’ meaning, ‘It really takes my breath away.’”

“Thank you, sir,” replied the American millionaire. “It really does.”

The escaped convict laughed softly to himself. “Excuse me, gentlemen,” he said, looking up, “but I was reminded of an incident connected with a woman and a dialect that struck me as being amusing at the time. Well, well, twenty years ago! How time flies — some time!”

“It is still raining,” remarked his lordship. “Perhaps you would gratify our curiosity by relating the story.”

“Story — hardly,” apologised the escaped convict. “The merest outline of an incident; the gossamer cobweb of a memory. The heroine was called Amao.”

“Christian or surname, might I inquire?” interposed the American millionaire. “Or perhaps a daisy play-name of your own?”

“Christian name and surname and all her name,” replied the escaped convict severely. “That is, if a poor creature who was not a Christian and who probably had no recognisable sire could have either. As a matter of fact, with the exception of a delicate confection of nutmegs and sharks’ teeth it was all in the world that she did have. She was a Polynesian and I found her in Jim Hartleigh’s hut on Oahai shore. They told me that there was a white man down with the fever, and putting professional etiquette aside in the sacred cause of humanity (for I hadn’t been really sent for), I went. There I found old Hartleigh — once something else of the Guards — bad, very bad, indeed. He knew me and lifted an eyelid and tried to wave a fraternal fin, but only got as far as a shiver. Well, I fixed him up and dosed him and then looked round. ‘Now we must get him to drop off to sleep,’ I said in native to Amao, hoping that she would take the hint and go, for she dressed so loudly, what there was of it, that I didn’t like to see her about the place. As I said, I had hoped that she would clear out, but I was surprised to see how tactfully she took it at once. She looked pensively doubtful for half a moment as though wondering whether it was quite right, then smiled acquiescently and picked up a war club to depart. That was my mistake. This was hers: the language in that island is very limited and one word has necessarily to carry several meanings. Thus ‘sleep’ is the same as ‘insensibility,’ both really meaning ‘half-dead,’ and the verb ‘to drop’ — their verbs have no conjugation, nothing beyond the bare outline — is ‘to drop’ in all cases: ‘to sink,’ ‘to fall,’ ‘to fell,’ ‘to pole-axe,’ and so on. You see what happened? Amao, who really was passionately devoted to Jim, actually thought that I said, ‘Now we must knock him insensible,’ and having a blind faith in my medicineman-ship, and coming of a race which leans towards drastic remedies, she straightened herself up and did it as neatly as an arch-druid might have done before I could raise a finger. You see, very simple and very natural, but it just shows.”

“And Jim Hartleigh?” inquired one. “Did he die?”

“No, sir,” replied the escaped convict blandly; “he did not. He remained insensible for thirty-six hours and then got up perfectly recovered and married Amao — Polynesian rites, of course, but very swell affair. I danced for three days, wearing a rope of lotus blossom sixteen yards long. Well, well: what blind gropers we men of science are in the stupendous laboratory of Nature’s infinite possibilities.”

“‘Yes wonnerful beyond all imagining the power of language he du have,” remarked Jan.

“Ev there be one word ‘n dree understandable to us common fellows it be as much,” agreed Jaffer.

“Fvine,” assented Urchid, sucking contentedly at his pipe and speaking with the air of a connoisseur.

“It’s a fact,” said the itinerant photographer reminiscently, “that the exact end-up with which an idea will appeal to a woman is not worth speculating about. On some subjects they have no focal length, so to speak. In my native town there was a prepossessing young lady of seventeen called Irene Violet Maud who suffered extraordinarily from dyspepsia. Her mother took her to a doctor who talked to her all about the subject, explained to her what to do and what not to do, and told her as a particular thing to rest awhile and take it easy after every meal. Now Irene knew that she had indigestion badly and knew that she felt better if she did as he had told her, but because the man had red whiskers and she had wanted to be taken to a certain doctor with a black silky moustache and liquid eyes, she made a point of running briskly up and down three flights of stairs seven times without stopping after breakfast, lunch; tea, dinner and supper. In consequence she’s a bit of an apparition now, but when a friend reminded her of those skittish times recently, Irene said that it served Mr. Red Whiskers very well right and she would do it again if there was any occasion.”

“Your country has produced some remarkable types, sir,” suggested one of the prison warders agreeably, turning to the Tinned-rabbit King.

“Red Indians and — well, buffaloes one used to hear talk of,” volunteered the second prison warder with conscious diffidence.

“Why certainly, sir, we have our share,” admitted the American millionaire with bluff good-humour. “As far as that goes, there was my own aunt Janet now, as resourceful, matter-of-fact kind of woman, who would shoot a horse-thief in the morning, darn her father’s socks in the afternoon, and be the belle of the ball in the evening, as you would meet anywhere. I’m speaking of the ‘forties now, when she and my grandfather lived in a bit of roughish country down Arizona way. However things had happened Janet had always found that she could make them straight and tidy, until John Baxter Green began to court her. It wasn’t that she had any objection to Baxter; quite the opposite, in fact, but the young man was so eternally shy and mistrustful that no amount of encouragement seemed to help him along. At the end of six months, after seeing her every other day on an average, he once ventured to press her hand after bringing her home from a camp meeting, but he got so scared at his boldness that he stayed away from chapel for the next two Sundays. In the second year of their acquaintanceship he accidentally let a ‘Janie’ slip out and she never caught sight of him for a whole week in consequence. There was no reason on either side why they should not make up and get married within a month, but Janet was mortal sure that if ever he got so far as to give her a kiss he would leave the States for Europe the next day. I don’t deny that she was a bit huffed privately at his style, allowed that it did not argue well for the future, and so forth maybe, but she had settled definitely on Baxter, and being a plain, sensible girl she knew that she could not have everything and that there was a quantity of worse faults. However, her father, who was an old-timer, had other ideas. Not that he disliked Baxter either, but he had been a brisk, lively man in his own time and he had notions as to how things ought to be done.

“‘Look here, Janet,’ he said one day, ‘this has been going on for a matter of well over a twelvemonth now and I have no mind to see a daughter of mine trifled with.

Is there anything definite fixed up between you and Baxter yet?’

“‘Not exactly definite perhaps, popper,’ replied Janet, combining truth and prudence as she always contrived to do. ‘Mr. Green is like old Rock — slow but steady.’

“‘Well, I’m thinking of having the old horse shot before long, for that matter,’ he replied thoughtfully. ‘That’s not the point, however. What I’m going to say is this. Young Matt Henrick has been talking to me a sight about you lately, and the two ranches lie mighty convenient. I don’t deny that I’m willing to make considerable allowance for your own feelings, but in reason the thing can’t go on for ever. When do you expect to see Baxter again?’

“‘He talked of dropping in to supper on his way back from Sweet Spring to-morrow,’ replied the girl.

“Old Saunders nodded. ‘That fits in all right,’ he said. ‘That new Cantonville minister is coming round to supper to-morrow night also. I’ll tote across and ask Matt as well. We’ll chance in towards eight o’clock. Then if you and Baxter have fixed things up the minister can say the word; if not, well, the minister will be here all the same and you must put up with Matt. Now run and find me my tobacco-pouch; I put the plaguey thing down somewhere not five minutes ago and it’s clean gone.’

“It was rather sudden even for out West in the ‘forties, but although an indulgent parent in general, old Saunders had a way with him when he meant a thing. Anyhow, the new minister was coming to supper, so Janet went about seeing that everything should be ready.

“About seven o’clock the next evening Baxter put in an appearance. No one was about but Janet and she was busy in the parlour. Baxter found the room half full of old trunks and boxes, Janet very industriously covering them with shiny black cloth. It improved their appearance considerably.

“‘Sakes, Miss Janet,’ he said, ‘whatever in the world are you doing? You’re not getting ready for a journey, surely?’

“‘Perhaps I may be going one shortly,’ replied Janet ambiguously. ‘Anyway I had the idea to do up these old boxes while I thought of it. I’m sticking on this cloth and then I shall finish it off with a row of brass nails.’

“‘It’s the cutest scheme out; makes them look quite new,’ he said admiringly. ‘Let me help you.’

“‘Certainly you can, if you don’t mind stickying your hands,’ she said. ‘I have an old recipe for making this gum and it is better than anything one can buy. The only trouble is that it dries so quickly that you have to work straight ahead as fast as you can and never mind about your fingers.’

“Baxter made a suitable reply, to the effect that his hands were like the school birch-rod — for use, not for ornament — and fell to work.

“Under her directions he used scissors and paste-pot unremittingly for half-an-hour and then that part of the task was done. Janet’s warning had not been uncalled-for; his hands were plentifully smeared with gum, his fingers clung together. The girl herself was in an even worse plight, but half-a-dozen very respectable-looking travelling boxes were ranged before them.

“‘It’s a great comfort to have enough room for things when you’re packing,’ she remarked. ‘Before, I should not have known what to do for trunks, I’m sure.’

“Janet setting out with all the preparation for a long absence seemed to take a more concrete form in Baxter’s imagination. ‘Is it any particular journey you have in mind?’ he asked anxiously.

“‘Well, Aunt Mary has been asking me to go and stay with her over the winter for two or three years now,’ she replied reflectively. ‘She thinks that it must be dull for a girl here always and they have pretty lively times over there.’

“Baxter did not doubt it, and the thought made him extremely uncomfortable. Aunt Mary lived in a town a full week’s journey away. She had sons; inevitably the sons had friends. It was bad enough to keep away from Janet in an agony of self-torturing diffidence, but for Janet to be a week’s journey off, surrounded by smart city beaux and forgetting Creek Fall in a continual round of city gaiety, was unsupportable.

“‘Say, Janet—’ But Janet said nothing. On the gentleman’s side it was certainly one of those occasions when silence is not golden, but Baxter got no further. Nevertheless, with bold abandonment he seized her hand as it lay irresistibly near his own, and then, as she manifested no inclination to run away, he possessed himself of the other and held them fast.

“For perhaps two whole minutes the world stood still. To an outsider the situation required no words, and certainly none were spoken; Baxter even at that moment could not key himself up to the pitch of saying what he wished to say, while Janet sat with quiet, surrendered hands, and face half turned away.

“At the end of those two minutes Baxter’s fatal diffidence again possessed him. He thought that he had better go home at once and leave Janet to think things quietly over before they were both committed to an almost irrevocable step. He would have gone, and she, with the unconquerable modesty of the true American maiden, even in a Western State in the ‘forties, she could have spoken no word to hold him though her heart was breaking. Doubtless he would have kept away for a month; it little mattered how long if he was away when Matt Henrick and the minister arrived, as arrive they would in the next few minutes. She could speak no word if silence killed her, but the genius of a nation destined to the myriad achievements of ingenuity was dancing through her eyes. The gum, her gum; was all she claimed it to be. That two minutes’ dalliance on Baxter’s part was just enough to develop its adamantine qualities. Briefly, John Baxter Green, squeezing her hands in his, could not go!

“When this remarkable situation dawned upon the embarrassed young man he tried gently to disengage himself, of course without success. Then he tried somewhat harder, then very much harder until Janet gave a little scream. Finding that these efforts did not produce the least effect towards his release he looked helplessly round the room and murmured, ‘Well, I swor!’ softly beneath his breath.

“So far Janet had been as patient as mortal woman could be. ‘You must release me before father comes in, Mr. Green,’ she said gently at this point. ‘He will be back towards eight o’clock with some neighbours, I expect, and whatever would they think if they found us like this?’

“Baxter was not really a coward when he had to do with men and he had a high esteem for old Saunders, but the thought of meeting him in the circumstances drove him nearly frantic.

“‘Release you!’ he exclaimed. ‘Oh, George Washington! I only wish I could, Miss Janet. What melts this blame stuff, anyhow?’

“T don’t think that anything short of half-an-hour in hot water would do it,’ she replied. ‘And it would have to be very hot indeed, pretty near boiling.’

“Baxter was pretty nearly that as it was. ‘Come along, then,’ he said heroically. “I’ll put my hands underneathmost and perhaps it will soak through to yours without hurting you.’

“He had only half grasped the real inwardness of the position. Two heads may be better than one, but four hands, if inexorably held together at every point by Janet’s special gum, are almost worse than none. If you are in doubt about this, take a lady’s hands firmly in your own and then without liberating a finger try to manipulate a rather awkward door-handle. You might as well try with your head.”

No one ventured to dispute this statement as the narrator paused. Jaffer, indeed, went so far as to corroborate it, for chancing to meet the American millionaire’s eye he nodded sagely and murmured, “‘Yes true,” with the air of one who had recently been in a similar dilemma, while further witness was dutifully supplied by Jan and Urchid.

“So ‘tes,” assented Urchid.

“‘Yes so,” agreed Jan.

“Escape by the window was as impossible as by the door,” continued the speaker, “and the chimney could not occupy a serious thought. With a survey of the room the truth dawned on Baxter; he was as effectually a prisoner as if a chain had bound him to the floor.

“‘However can I meet my father?’ exclaimed Janet, and she threw up her arms in despair; and being what is termed a fine, strapping young woman she also threw Baxter up somewhat.

“The young man had no suggestion to make. The same speculation from his own point of view was engrossing his attention also.

“‘If I were a man,’ said Janet with a great show of scorn, ‘I’d do something before I would see a girl made ridiculous in the way I shall be.’

“‘Tell me what you would do,’ replied Baxter reasonably, ‘and I’ll do it.’

“‘I don’t know,’ said Janet. ‘But I would cut off my two hands rather than do nothing.’

“Baxter was fairly patient and certainly long-suffering, but he looked at things with the plain horse-sense of the male creature. ‘What the plague good would that do?’ he demanded warmly. ‘I should be no sprier at opening doors without hands, and as far as ridiculous goes you certainly wouldn’t be a cent more dignified with my hands hanging on to yours. Besides, how are you going to cut them off in the first place?’

“Janet shook her head dumbly. It was pretty nearly the only thing she could shake without feeling absurd.

“‘Now if only we were engaged,’ continued Baxter with a ghastly attempt at airiness, ‘and the minister was coming to marry us, we might just stand up as we are and the thing would pass off as natural as could be.’

“The footsteps of three sounded on the path outside. Janet turned a bright and affectionate eye on the young man at her side. ‘He is coming,’ she said, and stood up.”

“Is that the end of it?” demanded the itinerant photographer as the American millionaire rose to look out of the window.

“It is the artistic end,” he replied. “They were married, of course, and lived happily ever afterwards.”

“You don’t say how they managed when it came to putting the ring on,” remarked the second prison warder, with some dissatisfaction.

“That is one of the many details left to the imagination,” replied the narrator good-humouredly. “I might add, however, that they put Janet’s gum on the retail market under a fancy name and made a considerable for time out of it.”

“Gentlemen,” said the village idiot, suddenly and unexpectedly, “I have listened to your various stories with great interest, recognising in them sincere if unconscious contributions towards the elucidation of the Eternal Problem. My own life, as you may imagine, is circumscribed and moves completely in a groove, so that, like our friend the knife-grinder, of familiar quotation, ‘I have no story.’ There is, however, a trifling reminiscence connected with my very early days which I will venture to relate, in the hope that he who otherwise on some future occasion might run, may perhaps, instead, remain.

“My father was a professor of elocution, my mother the daughter of a country clergyman. The nature of the man was romantic, impractical and ambitious; that of the woman narrow and commonplace. On the eve of their wedding day they stood together on the shore of one of the most beautiful bays of this richly-endowed coast, watching the play of the moonlight upon the rippling water — a time and a situation well calculated to bring out, one must admit, all that was stirring and impassioned even in the most sluggish nature. Under the various influences my father’s characteristics rose to their highest pitch, and casting all reserve to the winds in the assurance of a responsive sympathy he thus delivered himself:

“‘Christabel,’ he said, T have a feeling, amounting to a most inspired conviction, that I am destined to some great future. Hitherto there has been one thing lacking to fire an ambition that is as illimitable as the space above us, as sure and resistless as the tides beneath. That incentive has been supplied by the magic touch of your proud love, and in that golden future it is only fitting that you should have an equal part. Say, then, to what pinnacles of supremacy your fancy turns? Do you covet power? Then in some new and far-off region a gigantic empire shall be founded that will hail you queen. Riches? Such profusion shall be poured into your lap that the name of Croesus shall wither off the records of the world like a poor and trivial thing. Fame? Then in poem and romance of unrivalled brilliance the name of Christabel shall be enshrined to receive the homage of a thousand generations long after the glories of Petrarch’s Laura and Dante’s Beatrice have faded from the memory of the age. Ask what you will that I may set the seal of an inviolable promise to your wish.’ “She did not chide him for his reckless flights. She looked thoughtfully out across the splendour of the restless water, seeing dimly, he thought, some faint mirage of those purple visions.

“‘Well,’ she admitted at length, ‘there is one thing certainly that I have always set my mind upon. Promise me, dear; that when we do get a house we shall have Venetian blinds — to the front windows, at all events.’ “This palpably inopportune request suddenly revealed to my father, as by a providential flashlight, the utter incongruity of their minds. What prospect of true happiness could he reasonably anticipate when every detail of their lives was antagonistic — his romances bound to her Venetian blind cords, his empires brought into line with the restricted vision from her front windows? The newspapers of that period were devoting pages to the views of countless well-meaning people who had discovered marriage to be a failure, who had come to the conclusion that their partners were thriftless on the one side and piggish on the other, who had courageously argued to the conviction that they did not know what they believed in, but fancied that it was in nothing; the newspapers of that period were also devoting columns to reports of conscientious husbands and wives who murdered each other, themselves and their entire families, in order to prove to the world at large how passionately and unselfishly attached they were to one another. These things passed quickly through my father’s mind as he stood with his betrothed on their wedding eve beneath the gracious moon. A fearful abyss seemed to be instantly revealed about his feet. If he married her — ?

He took a sudden resolution. He did not marry her.” I imagine that the itinerant photographer dropped some extra sensitive plates. The first prison warder made an observation about the weather, the second one another about the time, and every other person present consulted his watch, looked eagerly out of the window or removed a quite unimportant speck of dust. Out of this conventional group stand Jaffer, Jan and Urchid, who sympathetically remarked:

“‘Twan’t right.”

“’Twasn’t.”

“‘Twadn’t.”

“It was, perhaps, rather late in the day to draw back, but doubtless my father applied to the case the specious reasoning of Tarquin. ‘A little harm, done to a great good end,’ and really did convince himself that in the long run less suffering would be inflicted upon Christabel than if she was tied for life to one who, he candidly admitted to himself, would develop into a very objectionable character under her cramping influence. The marriage was to have been a runaway one: in fact they had already run away, and the ceremony had only been postponed from day to day through some mistake in fulfilling one of the necessary formalities. Acting upon his resolve my father now ran away still further, leaving behind him a note in which he frankly explained his position.

“The result of his decision was unfortunate for myself.

My mother introduced an unforeseen influence into the situation by losing the balance of her mind. Standing with me in her arms upon the anniversary of that ill-fated day, upon the same haunted spot on the coast, she flung out her hands with a gesture of passionate renunciation. I was necessarily included in the gesture, and chancing to alight head downwards upon a boulder of Cornish granite I became what I now am.”

“My good fellow,” exclaimed the well-meaning earl kindly, “you underrate your capabilities, I am sure. I have some slight influence in Whitehall; if a minor post in the Reconstruction Office—”

The village idiot shook his head with a grateful smile. “I thank you, but you are mistaken, my lord,” he replied firmly. “This coherence is only spasmodic. During storms such as the one we have just witnessed I am always subject to fits of sanity. The condition is brought about by the excess of electricity in the air, I imagine, and would doubtless offer a fascinating field for experiment to the specialist. But, as I have said, the phenomenon is only temporary, and already the storm seems to be over—”

It was as he said. Looking through the doorway I saw blue sky among the clouds, though a thin aftermath of rain still drifted in the air and the gutters by the road still poured like open sluices. Birds that had roosted at the approach of the unnatural gloom were again venturing forth and the dripping trees were sparkling beneath the reappearing sun.

Within the room were the sounds of chairs pushed back and feet grinding upon the sanded floor. All were engaged upon departure. I stepped out into the moorland-scented air and without a word to any — for was I not but a listener and recorder? — I resumed my journey.

At the point where the road passed behind the knoll I turned for a last look back. Before the rustic porch the itinerant photographer was endeavouring to arrange a group, but at the critical moment the village idiot persistently wandered out of focus. It was then I noticed for the first time that the inn sign was that of “The Blue Moon.”

West Hampstead, 1902.


The Marquise Ring

[image: img46.jpg]

AFTERNOON, HINK. GIVE my love to the dear Duchess of Dontcherknow, not forgetting little Lady Marjorie as well.”

Mr. Hink walked out in dignified silence as no suitable retort occurred to him. They were a common lot of fellows with whom he had to associate at the shop, having no soul above the counter, and jealous of his obvious superiority. Early closing days found them preferring such plebeian resorts as Epping, or the Oval, to Hyde Park and the promenades of the West End. Mr. Hink went his own way, and after one or two unsuccessful attempts he tried no more to lead their footsteps into selector paths. On the whole he was not sorry; such companions would have compromised his own appearance in the haunts of fashion.

Mr. Hink, it will be seen, had tastes above his station. Fate had cast him behind the retail counter and given him nothing in return but the doubtful admiration of the young lady in the cashier’s box and thirty-five shillings a week. The congenial sphere, his proper place indeed, he felt sure would have been among the haute monde — to borrow a phrase frequently on his lips. He was getting on, too. Only three weeks ago had he not mingled with the brilliant throng at a hospital bazaar (closing day), and direct from the jewelled hands of the Countess of Camberwell received a cup of tea? Had he not, with easy grace, requested the Lady Sybil to put in another piece of sugar, and when that astute maiden had complied and coquettishly demanded an additional sixpence for the same, had he thought the coin ill spent?

He decided to go into Hyde Park and watch the carriages for an hour. He was confident of recognising some leaders of society; it was an occupation in which he had found much satisfaction.

“Excuse me, governor,” said a voice at his elbow, “but could you kindly tell me what a marquis’s ring is like?”

Mr. Hink turned sharply. A very shabby, questionable-looking individual had taken a seat upon the same form, and was looking up from a copy of the Morning Post which he held.

Mr. Hink did not like shabbily dressed people, nor was he disposed to enter into conversation with questionable-looking men. He had a high idea of his own astuteness and never listened to the simple wayside tale. But only that morning a workingman, in asking him the time, had addressed him as “mate,” and now to be called even “governor” by a person who plainly looked up to him, was some emollient. Further, the clean new copy of the paper in the ragged man’s hands, and the inquiry itself, stirred his curiosity.

“Marquise, you mean, don’t you?” he said. “A marquise ring.”

“Marquise it is, I daresay,” replied the other, “but I’m not much of a reader myself.” He passed the newspaper to Mr. Hink, indicating a certain spot where the following advertisement appeared: — 

“TWENTY POUNDS REWARD

“Lost between Belgrave Square and Hyde Park or in the Park, a diamond (10) and ruby (12) marquise ring, with pearl centre. The above reward will be paid to the finder on returning the ring to 55, Belgrave Square, S.W.”

“Well,” remarked Mr. Hink jocularly, after looking at the date of the paper and seeing that it was that day’s, “you may be in time yet. I should go and have a look for that twenty quid if I were you.”

The shabby man made no reply, but folding the paper looked away into the distance with a somewhat cryptic expression that roused Mr. Hink’s curiosity all the more. What did it mean — the question put to him, the clean new paper in the hands of a tramp, and that quiet, half-amused little smile?

“Look here,” he said sharply; “what are you driving at? You haven’t — you don’t mean to say that you’ve found it?”

“Governor,” replied the man with simple candour, “whether I’ve found it or not I don’t know, but I’ve found something. I shall have to trust someone, and it may as well be you.” With these words he took a dirty screw of paper out of a pocket, and unwrapping it placed a marquise ring of dazzling brilliance in Mr. Hink’s hand.

“Of course it’s it,” said that gentleman after a single glance. “Any cuckoo could see that. Look here; ten diamonds, there they are; twelve rubies, pearl centre.”

“So they are, governor, if you say so,” said the tramp, replacing the ring in its covering and returning it to his pocket. “But strike me clean if I could tell a ruby from a radish.”

“Well,” said Mr. Hink enviously, “you are in luck! My godfathers, but you are!”

The man in luck favoured him with a half-bitter, half-pitying smile. “So it seems,” he replied; “but when I went to Sunday-school, a good many years ago, I remember a bit out of a book, ‘Things are not always what they seem.’ Do you think,” he went on with a sudden passionate vigour, “that if a bloke like me went up to that toff’s house I should ever see the beginning of those twenty thick uns? Garn!”

“How do you make that out?” demanded Mr. Hink. “I walked past the house half-an-hour ago and see two of them bloomin’ yellow-’ammers ‘oppin’ about the ‘all door. If I go do you think that the noble toff what lives there will receive Bill Humphreys in his front drorin’- room? Rats! Them same yellow-claws will possess themselves of this bauble and then chuck me out into the road and call the police if I don’t go quiet.”

“Well, let them,” said Mr. Hink, urging defiance. “You’d be on the right side. You’ve got nothing to be afraid of the police for.”

“That I most particularly have,” replied Mr. Humphreys fervently. “It’s only a small matter of leaving a wife and family chargeable to the parish, but if it’s a question of calling in the police I emphatically do not wish to be there.”

“Oh!”

“It’s quite right, governor,” said the other pensively, “and to a gentleman and a man of the world I do not hesitate to admit the fact. Why, just before I spoke to you I was half on my way to chuck the bloomin’ thing into the Serpentine to save being got into any trouble through it. Straight I was.”

“What, throw twenty pounds away!” exclaimed Mr. Hink, aghast. “You must be going light-headed through sudden joy. How did you come to find it?”

“I was walking along there,” pointing towards Stanhope Gate, “this morning, when I chawnst to see something among a swept-up heap o’ dust. I picked it out and it was a glove, what you might call a young lady’s glove by the littleness of it. Then as I held it — without ever thinking of looking inside, you understand — I felt something ‘ard, and there it was, down a finger. There may be somethin”anging to this, I thought to myself, so I went along to the reading-room down Holborn. Took me a long time to find that reward, too, for knowing that it must have been lost yesterday I started with the Star and such like.”

“Shows what a mug you must be,” commented Mr. Hink with condescending familiarity. “You might have known to look first in the Morning Post for anything connected with society.”

“You might,” agreed the other with simple faith. “That’s where you have the head of me in a business like this, throughout. Well, I did find it, howsoever, and I bought one, so as to have it, you see. Then I made my way to that address, and at the sight of it my ‘art felt like four-ale what’s been left out overnight.”

“Did you happen to keep that glove?”

Mr. William Humphreys felt leisurely first in one pocket and then in another. Yes, he had happened to keep it, though evidently without attaching any importance to it, and finding it he handed it over for inspection. Plainly it had scarcely been worn, and, except for the dust still clinging to it, it was yet clean and dainty. Belgrave Square! Mr. Hink took it almost reverentially, and felt convinced, in spite of its temporary contamination, that he could detect a faint aristocratic perfume lingering even then. “Size six-and-a-half,” he remarked. “Made in Paris. Soft as velvet and fragrant as a rose. Ah! it wouldn’t need any more than this to tell me the class we’re dealing with.”

“You’re right all along, governor,” said the tramp admiringly; “but it knocks me.”

“Here, what did you say the address was?” exclaimed Mr. Hink, on another thought. “55, Belgrave Square! Why, that’s the Earl of Saxmundham, the father of the Ladies Irene and Gladys Felix-Toft, the two great beauties of the season. And this is the glove of one of them, and the ring! I see exactly how it happened. Driving in the Park yesterday in their victoria, the Lady Irene or the Lady Gladys for some purpose takes off her glove and lays it for a moment on her lap. Then it slips unnoticed among the folds of the rug. A movement, and it is thrown unseen into the roadway, to be swept aside by a dustman and picked up by you. Oh, my aunt! Why is luck parcelled out in slabs to the unworthy?”

“Like a book,” murmured Mr. Humphreys with quiet enthusiasm. “Like a bloomin’ book, throughout.”

Neither spoke again for a few moments. “What you need,” at length remarked Mr. Hink, looking sideways, “is a reliable intermediary to carry through the affair for you.”

“A smart, upstanding, dressy nob,” agreed the one of the two who certainly was not “dressy.”

“A social equal, so to speak, who could go up to the front door and say, without any this or that, ‘My business is with the earl, forthwith.’ Perhaps even produce his card if there was any hank.”

Mr. Hink had cards. He possessed a shilling complete guide to etiquette, and knew exactly what to do if he attended a levee or found a member of the Royal Family among his guests at dinner. The cards were strictly on the lines laid down, with the exception of a slight economy effected by using imitation copper-plate. “I’ll tell you what,” he said. “Make it a deal and I’ll go myself.”

“Governor,” replied Mr. Humphreys, after a rather awkward pause, “I won’t say that the idea hadn’t occurred to me also.”

“Well,” urged Mr. Hink, as the other again relapsed into a tranquil silence. “What’s the matter with it?”

“When I found that ring,” said the tramp impressively, “I didn’t think much, either one way or the other; but when I read that in the paper I felt for the moment that there wasn’t no holding myself in. Then I saw the house and so on, and reviewed my past life and future prospects. ‘It’s no go, Bill,’ I says and I was clean doused. Now meetin’ you has put fresh ‘art into me, but, sooner than act the jay and lose it all, I’d chuck it straightway into the Serpentine and walk away, hungry and ill-clad, blind my blinkers if I wouldn’t!”

“What’s the talk about losing it?” demanded the gentleman indignantly. “D’ye think I’d run off with it?”

“No, governor, I don’t. Because, for that matter, I should walk with you as far as the door. But how do I know who you are? How do I know that you aren’t ‘and in glove with the toff at that address? You’ve got all the style of it, and you seem to know who he is. Where should I be if you went in and didn’t come out again; or, being a friend of his, got him to let you out by the back door?”

“I don’t know him, reely I don’t,” protested Mr. Hink earnestly. “I’d act the fair thing.”

“No offence, governor,” replied the tramp; “but there’s no denying that oncet you go inside with the ring you’ve got the whip ‘and of me, so to speak, and my little all goes with you. Share and share alike is my idea — but no. Without any ill-will, governor, it’d be too bitter.”

The bitterness was already overflowing from Mr. Hink’s cup. Ten pounds, and the Earl of Saxmundham, with, possibly, a graceful word to the Lady Irene or the Lady Gladys! “I’ll tell you what,” he said desperately. “You shall come on and stand in fair sight of the house all the time, only don’t make yourself too conspicuous. Then I’ve got a matter of two pounds that you can have now, in advance.”

“It’s off,” replied the other shortly. “Off without any mutual offence. I’ve thought of another way. There’s an old Mo what I know of, and although he mayn’t give more than five or six quid as the breaking-up value, what it is ‘ull be sure.”

“Sure!” groaned Hink, “what can be surer than the money I put right into your hand?” He took out his purse and counted the contents. There were the thirty-five shillings which he had that day received, and, being a careful, prudent soul, almost two sovereigns more. “Here’s nearly four pounds, and six more the minute I come out of the house. Don’t stand in your own silly light.”

“I don’t like it, straight I don’t,” said Mr. Humphreys, frankly; “but you have a trustful face. There’s twenty quid on the one side unless this earl has gone broke in the meanwhile, and what on the other? Well, throw in your watch and chain and that pin you’re wearing, if it is to be, and remember that we’ve both ‘ad a mother wonst.”

Mr. Hink would have protested strongly against making the acquaintance of an earl, and possibly other members of the noble family, in so unadorned a state, but a symptom of restlessness on his companion’s part was sufficient to reduce him to immediate compliance, and after making the exchange they walked — the ragged man, by arrangement, a few yards behind — to Belgrave Square.

Mr. Hink had a firm theoretical belief in the policy of honesty — nor did it seem probable that a request to be let out by a back way after he had received the reward would work very satisfactorily, apart from the indignity of such a proceeding. But as he walked to Belgrave Square there was one glorious vision that for a moment tempted him. If only — but in view of the fact that all his available money, to say nothing of the other articles, was sunk in the venture, it was a very formidable “if only” — if only he was in a position to hand over the jewel to the Lady Irene or the Lady Gladys and lightly brush away the suggestion of a reward, begging her to treat the incident as the willing service of a gentleman to a lady, to what might it not lead? A graceful letter of thanks at the very least — permission to call? — an invitation to lunch? The possibilities were more dazzling than the glitter of the marquise ring when flashed in the sunlight; but, the empty purse, the empty coming week. That vision had to fade.

The earl was at home and a footman took the proffered card, but Mr. Hink did not like his manner. He did not like the way he looked at him, he did not like the way he looked at the card, less still did he like the way he told him to wait in the hall, and when he returned and asked Mr. Hink’s exact business, that gentleman positively disliked him.

“Have the goodness to inform his lordship,” he replied with becoming haughtiness, “that I have called in connection with his advertisement in the Morning Post, and that I must hand over the ring to him personally.”

This had the desired effect, and it is to be placed on record that the ring gained for Mr. Hink the happiness of seeing and conversing with the Right Hon the Earl of Saxmundham for at least five minutes, although the expression of felicity can only be accepted in a courtesy sense. His lordship came into the hall and invited Mr. Hink to follow him into his study. Furthermore, to Mr.

Hink’s way of thinking the noble lord did not look like an earl, did not speak like an earl, and certainly was not dressed like an earl.

“What is it you wish to see me about. An advertisement? Some mistake, surely.”

“The ring, you know, my lord,” prompted the caller. “The ring advertised for — which I have in my possession.”

The earl took the newspaper and read the advertisement. “A mistake, evidently,” he said, with no pretence of being interested, and he actually looked as though he expected the young man to leave at once.

“But, my lord,” protested Mr. Hink, “doubtless the ring is the property of the Lady Irene or the Lady Gladys, who have not yet informed you of their loss.”

“My daughters do not wear rings of that description,” and the words and the look accompanying them were as coldly aristocratic as Mr. Hink could wish for even from a duke.

“Then some inferior member of your household,” was the hopeful suggestion, somewhat blankly given. “Surely your lordship will not object to have inquiry made in so important a matter.”

The inquiry was made with no satisfactory result, and the end of it found the earl and Mr. Hink looking rather awkwardly at one another, neither quite knowing the terms on which to reopen the conversation.

“I can only suggest,” remarked the earl languidly at last, “that possibly a printer has made a mistake in the address. It might be worth your while to go to the office of the paper.”

“I will certainly do so,” replied the young man, “and I am grateful to your lordship for the idea. It is highly necessary for me to find the owner soon, as, unfortunately, I advanced every penny I had with me to the finder.”

“Oh,” said the earl, looking at Mr. Hink with a slight access of interest. “I understood that you had found it yourself. Might I be permitted to see the ring for a moment?”

It was permitted with alacrity, and anxious to afford a clue to the Lady Irene or the Lady Gladys even at this eleventh hour, Mr. Hink launched into a full account of the whole transaction.

“I am afraid, my good fellow, that you have been imposed upon,” said his lordship, when he had listened patiently. “The particular operation is, I believe, known as ‘telling the tale.’ The ring is merely a flashy imitation and practically worthless.”

“What, ‘telling the tale’!” exclaimed the unhappy dupe, scarcely able to realise the possibility. “To me! D’ye mean to say that I’ve been ‘ad?” The upheaval of his feelings may be gathered from the fact that in conversation with a peer of the realm he actually allowed himself to say “‘ad!”

“If you left anything of value with the man it certainly looks as though you have been had,” replied the earl, not without a sense of placid enjoyment.

“Three pounds seventeen and nine, a watch and chain and a gold horseshoe pin,” enumerated Mr. Hink. “But the whole thing seems impossible, my lord,” he cried, anxious to convince himself. “The matter came about quite naturally, without any pressing on my part — in fact, he did not wish me to come.”

“That is the way it is generally worked, I have observed.”

“But the glove, you forget the glove.” He almost implored the earl to reconsider his opinion on the strength of the glove.

“What of that? There is no difficulty in buying a pair of lady’s gloves, surely?”

“And the advertisement,” continued Mr. Hink, still in a befogged frenzy. “The ring answers exactly to the description.”

“I am afraid that you are rather a dense young man,” said the earl impatiently. “The ring answers to the advertisement, of course, because the advertisement was written to fit the ring. For a few shillings it is as easy for anyone to send an advertisement to a paper as it is to buy a brass ring. But the glove— ‘m, yes; the glove was decidedly neat. I should prophesy that your friend has a career before him.”

If any of “the fellows from the shop” had chanced to be in Belgrave Square a minute later they would certainly have had to admit, despite their general scepticism, that Mr. Hink was walking out of the Earl of Saxmundham’s house by the front door. But on second thoughts Mr. Hink was not sorry to miss them at that moment, and, fortunately enough that chaste neighbourhood was quite deserted, for not even a solitary vagrant was then in sight.

Muswell Hill, 1900.


The “Dragon’ of Swafton 
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A HUNDRED OR more years ago it would have been a safe remark that no house seemed less likely to flourish than did the “Dragon” at Swafton. Situated under the southern slope of the Chiltern Hills it was, by that barrier, cut off from the high-road prosperity which flowed along the stage-coach routes from London to the north and the north-west; for the old Roman ways both to Chester and to York held to the east and all others avoided it on the west. Such custom as it obtained, therefore, was at the hands of the casual traveller across the shire and the chance wayfarer who elected to pass in at its open door. Nevertheless, the “Dragon” had its traditions of no mean order, and maintained ideals of hospitality which did not suffer by comparison with those of even the smartest of its more fortunate rivals.

At the close of a certain December day, more than a century ago, a very gay and light-hearted cavalier rode into the “Dragon” yard, and after giving sundry explicit directions about the care of his horse walked through the kitchen of the hostelry with the unhesitating step of one who was thoroughly familiar with the winding passages he trod. If Will Heron — to give him the name by which he was known in that part of the country at all events — rode a better mare than the rough work he evidently put her through and the long hours he kept the saddle called for, that was entirely his own affair. If the ostlers and stablemen all along the roads paid him more attention than they would have given to a royal duke, and stabled his horse better than they would those of a judge on circuit, that may or may not have been owing to Will’s careless liberality and his own easy personal qualities; at all events within the “Dragon” he was simply the unquestioned traveller who on many former occasions had won his way to their loyal admiration by his graceful courtesy, his gallant air and his ready and contagious smile.

Never did these amiable qualities seem more necessary than upon this occasion, for, on turning sharply at a right angle, Will came suddenly upon the usually placid hostess of the “Dragon” wringing her hands in a state of abject helplessness, while before her stood a frightened maid, who was evidently the bearer of tidings which had led to this unexpected state of distress.

“Oh, sir,” she exclaimed, when she caught sight of Will, speaking in a whisper that the numerous doors around demanded — it seemed indeed as though she could have borne her calamities with fortitude if only she could have given unrestrained voice to them— “what a disgrace to happen to the ‘Dragon’! Here is Sir Henry Verney and his lady just arrived and calling for dinner and there’s not a thing in the house.”

“What, nothing?” said Will in great concern. “Oh, surely there must be something that they won’t mind putting up with.”

“Not a thing,” reiterated the lady dismally. “What ever will they say at the ‘Cow’ and the ‘George’ when this gets known?”

“But surely—” persisted Will.

“Six hours ago Robert started for St. Albans as soon as I knew Sir Henry would stop here. He must have broken down on the road, God knows where, for he ought to have been back these two hours. A brace of chickens would have done, but the fox had the last of them yesterday. There was still a small shoulder of mutton in the house, and Sir Henry, none too pleased I thought, consented to make shift with that, and now, now,” continued the unfortunate woman wringing her hands afresh, “Mary has just told me that the mutton has disappeared and a strange dog has been seen making out of the yard with something in its mouth.”

“Oh, that’s vastly awkward,” said Will, hitting his boot with his riding-whip as though he might thereby drive an inspiration upwards. “Sir Henry has the reputation of an epicure, one hears.”

“There’s something even more unfortunate than that,” whispered the hostess, drawing Will aside. They say that he has come about purchasing the Thornsby estate, and the ‘Dragon’ goes with it. Just now we — I — oh well, everyone will most likely know soon enough. Things have not been at their best of late—” Will nodded gravely— “fewer people have drawn up at the ‘Dragon’: you may have seen it” — again Will mutely assented— “and, in short, part of the rent has been left over for the last year or two. Our present landlord is easy-going and friendly, but if Sir Henry buys the estate and gets a bad impression of us from the start — well, you know how it will be.”

Will pushed back his narrow-brimmed hat over his curls and pondered sagely. To help if possible in such a case came to him as naturally as did certain other instincts, less charming, and, when viewed through five or six score cold years, even forbidding. Frequently it had been his lot to assist fair ones out of the difficulties into which cruel fortune or their own indiscretion had led them, and to him, almost at first sight, they turned instinctively. Sometimes he fought, occasionally used diplomacy and his own sweet persuasiveness; once, when both these means failed, he had even beggared himself for the time of all but his mare Cassandra. Greatly he preferred the first manner of settling all difficulties as they arose, but obviously he could not fight Sir Henry Verney because there was no dinner for him.

“Take me to the larder,” he said after a few moments’ desperate thought, “and let us trust that he may prove more of a gourmand than an epicure.”

Whatever Will’s forlorn scheme might be, the contents of the larder appeared to meet his requirements fully. With a decision that bore a suspicion of indifference he picked out one hopeless thing after another: the bones of a boiled fowl, a fragment of game pasty, the remnant of a mighty sirloin and a noble selection of condiments composed of every herb and spice which he could lay his hands upon. Over this unpromising collation he gave the half-laughing, half-crying but wholly docile landlady certain instructions in the art of simple cookery, drilled Mary for her unexacting part, and with a slightly more imposing swagger of hat and spur than he usually carried, marched into the large room where Sir Henry Verney and his lady awaited their dinner.

Inside, he swept off his hat and bowed with the courteous deference of a man who would crave permission to intrude where he has every right to be. Lady Verney was idly turning over the pages of a month old Register with no pretence of interest, and glancing at the gallant figure in the doorway bowed slightly in response; Sir Henry; who was dozing before the fire, pulled himself up in his chair and said ungraciously, “I understood, sir, that we were to enjoy the privilege of a private sitting-room.”

“I am entirely at your command, sir,” replied Will, smiling unabashed and advancing into the room. “It so happens that at this season it is customary, it appears, to furbish up the ‘Dragon’ against the busy time which it enjoys in the spring, and from this cause all the other rooms are now in a state of uninhabitable confusion. This one is either private or public as the occasion demands, but if my presence is distasteful there is doubtless a fire and a chair in the kitchen where!”

“Oh no!” cried the lady impulsively, while Sir Henry mumbled what passed for an assent, and again settled himself down to his nap. Bowing again with the ceremony which the occasion required, Will took his seat at a small table and turned to Mary, who had followed him into the room and now stood asking what he would be pleased to require for dinner.

“What should one require?” he replied sharply. “Have I not come fifteen miles out of my way over the most atrocious turnpikes south of Oxford to taste another Swafton pie? I gave my order to your mistress half an hour ago; since when has the ‘Dragon’ fallen to saving itself the trouble of making them by putting off its guests with readier fare?”

At these words Sir Henry betrayed signs of interest, and when the maid had left the room in evident confusion, he turned to Will with a much more conciliatory manner than he had yet displayed. “Sir,” he remarked after a moment’s hesitation, “I heard you refer just now to a Swafton pie, for which, I gather, this place is noted?”

“It is, sir,” replied Will carelessly. “The Swafton pie of the ‘Dragon’ is considered by connoisseurs to be unequalled for delicacy of flavour and for the choice blending of ingredients.”

“But, of course,” remarked the lady, who was by no means desirous of being kept at a country inn so that her husband’s palate might be satisfied, “one can easily obtain it elsewhere — in town.”

“On the contrary, madam,” replied Will, “not the two proverbial inducements of love and money could procure it even for you — so you see how impossible it then is. Not only do some of the essential flavouring herbs grow in Swafton alone, but there is a secret in the cooking which has been a ‘Dragon’ heirloom for generations.”

“Why was this not—” began Sir Henry.

“It is a perverse and vexatious dish, taking the entire attention of one,” suggested Will.

“Nevertheless, sir,” cried the baronet, “it is infamous that!”

“But if you would permit me to make a suggestion,” continued Will, “I would venture to offer a solution. I have already trespassed upon your retirement: if you, sir, and your lady” — more elaborate ceremony— “would do me the honour of joining me and satisfying your natural curiosity I should be gratified beyond measure, and assured that I am not thrusting my company upon you. The Swafton pies, take my word, sir, are all royal in dimensions and this one will now be well upon its way.”

Sir Henry hemmed once or twice and looked up; his wife smiled very faintly and looked down.

“Really, sir—” said the gentleman. “If you are quite sure, sir,” murmured the lady.

Will did not wait for further encouragement; with the butt of his whip he struck the table soundly.

“Tell your mistress,” he said when Mary appeared, “to remove from the oven everything that might possibly impair the flavour of the pie; also tell her that this lady and gentleman dine with me. The occasion demands the most scrupulous care,” he added beamingly, turning to his guests.

It was several hours later when Will lifted himself into the saddle again after taking a half-mournful farewell of the lady and receiving a cordial one at the hands of the baronet. The dinner had been an eminent success, for a December day’s drive across the plains gives a healthy craving to even the most fastidious, and however remiss the larder of the “Dragon” may have been, its cellars and garden had proved themselves to be beyond reproach. Curiously enough, Mr. Heron’s political views happened to coincide exactly with those of Sir Henry, and they applauded Fox and execrated the Alliance in harmonious unison. Furthermore, the emotions with which a man sits down to a denied repast are very different from those with which he would regard a humbly proffered dish of broken meat flavoured with herbs. Both Sir Henry and his wife declared enthusiastically that they had never tasted anything like it (which was more than probable), and thereat the blushing hostess had to present herself to receive their congratulations.

As Will cantered back along the road he had come a few hours earlier he turned half round to catch a glimpse of the lights behind him at the last point they showed upon his path. “Its own reward!” he murmured whimsically, repeating to himself the last gay words with which he had put aside the landlady’s heartfelt thanks. And truly, when he came to reckon it up, his generous service and resource carried little to a material credit; for his timely rescue of the “Dragon’s” honour cost Will Heron just two thousand guineas, that sum being the (unset) value of the diamond necklace which, as his information went, Lady Verney was carrying back to town with her.

The “Dragon” has long passed away, but before it sank into its final stage of senile decrepitude it enjoyed an era of prosperity which overshadowed all its former glories. Gradually it began to be known that at the “Dragon” of Swafton, and nowhere else, was to be obtained a certain pie of exquisite flavour and secret condiments. Sir Henry Verney carried the fame of them round about town and all the most celebrated cooks went to the “Dragon” in their spare time, unsuccessfully endeavouring to detect the wonderful herb to which the dish was said to owe its piquancy. When, in 1795, Pitt declared in the House of Commons that an apparently attractive measure brought forward hastily was “like a Swafton pie, which we are asked to swallow without full knowledge of its contents,” the fame of the “Dragon” may be taken as at its zenith and its yard became a fashionable meeting-place for coach parties who had driven over from London and from Oxford. Tradition of the road asserts that the Prince fell an early victim to the appetising air from the hills and the flavour of the pie, and might be seen at least once a month driving Mrs. Fitzherbert thither in a curricle, but with mere rumour this narrative has no concern.

Sandgate, 1898.


The Dream of William Elgood 
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HAD THAT UBIQUITOUS individual, “the merest observer,” been in Carston Cottage on a certain September morning, he could not have failed to notice that something unusual was passing in the mind of its owner, William Elgood, retired sea captain. It was not wonderful, therefore, that these signs forced themselves upon the attention of those who were best acquainted with the habits of Mr. Elgood, and his wife and daughter exchanged frequent looks of interrogation and surprise, though they refrained from making any comment, for, to tell the truth, the ex-captain of the Petrel had not a nature that invited confidence or sympathy, and had carried not a little of the manner of the forecastle into his own parlour.

Rousing himself from his reverie, and leaving his scarcely-touched breakfast, Elgood crossed the room and, after pausing before a framed chart that hung on the wall, he picked up his hat and went out, nor did his preoccupied look leave him till he had covered the mile that lay between Carston Cottage and Westport.

“Whatever can be the matter with your father this morning, Letty?” said the elder of the two ladies when they were alone, “he’s scarcely touched his breakfast. He’s been a little strange for the last two or three days. Can it be anything to do with Mr. Vernon?”

“Oh, mamma!” cried Letty, jumping up, “it was shameful the way father behaved the last time Mr. Vernon was sketching the ruins from the garden. You know he had our permission, at any rate, and he only came there because the view is better on this side — you can see quite a long piece of wall from behind the laurels, but from the field the ivy half hides it. And, then, to call Mr. Vernon a — oh, well, something nautical.”

“Yes, dear, you know it always irritates William to see anyone earning a living in an easy way. He has had to work hard himself.”

“But Mr. Vernon doesn’t earn a living, mother. He said that he’s never sold a picture yet, although he’s always been very successful at getting them in a lot of exhibitions he told me about. And to think that father should say that he’d be doing more good tarring a rope!”

“I don’t suppose that William really minded his painting, or being in the garden so much,” sighed Mrs. Elgood, “but — well, you know, dear, he has been about here a good deal lately, and your father naturally thought that it was you, and not the ruin, that attracted him.”

“Me, mother? Oh, mother, however could you imagine that? Indeed, I’m sure he never thought of me at all. Why should he? You don’t really think that, do you? — it’s only father. He’s so ridiculous. Mr. Vernon cares for nothing but his art, I’m sure. Why, he even offered to teach me to sketch the other day; he thinks of nothing else, I believe.”

“It is just as well,” said her mother consolingly, “for of course he will not come here again now.”

To this Letty made no reply. Perhaps the subject of Mr. Vernon was of less interest to her than the arrival of the postman, whom she ran out to intercept.

In the meanwhile the dissipator of this artistic idyll had reached the water-side, and, after a brief search, apparently found the object of his journey, who rose from the cabin of the Nymph in response to a stentorian shout from the quay. Seeing Mr. Elgood, the captain of the Nymph waved a pleased and surprised greeting, and, after giving a few instructions, worked his way ashore and reached his friend.

“This is luck, seemingly,” said Elwood, after they had shaken hands; “I was afraid that the Nymph would be out. How’s Mrs. Timms and the family?”

“Very fit,” replied Mr. Timms; “I was just thinking of going up to the house when you came. We got in on Tuesday night, and have scarcely finished unloading. You’d better come up with me; the missis was saying only yesterday that we didn’t see anything of you now that you’d dropped anchor and become a gentleman.”

“Don’t think it, Ned,” said the retired captain, hastily. “There’s never any feeling of difference between us, I hope. Pals we’ve been, and will be to the end, if it rests with me.”

The earnestness of Mr. Elgood’s feeling appeared to surprise his companion a little. He was thinking perhaps, that since a recent and unexpected legacy, his old companion had not manifested any overwhelming desire for the company of his humbler friends.

“There’s something I want to talk over with you, Ned,” continued Elgood, after a pause. “It’s better where we can be alone; come in here.”

They turned into a small inn, which at that time of day was quite deserted. Elgood led the way into the remotest corner, and after calling for a glass of beer for his companion and a pipe for himself, began cautiously:

“This is a matter between ourselves, Ned,” he said. “Take it or leave it, it goes no further. I must have your word for that.”

Mr. Timms gave the required promise, and awaited Elgood’s proposal with some curiosity.

“It’s a matter that may be worth nothing or it may be worth thousands,” continued the ex-captain, slowly. “It would be out of the way of some, and others would jump at the chance. I tell you that beforehand in case you think that I talked you over afterwards. It’s not every man’s cargo, and if so be as how you want to cancel beforehand, why—”

“Go on,” said Timms. He was getting a little excited, and in any case he did not see why he should not hear all.

“It’s a matter of a dream,” said Elgood, who was becoming more and more constrained and emphatic as he neared his climax. “These three nights it’s come to me, always the same. You know the coast by Sidcombe Point? Well, about two knots beyond the point there’s a bit of a bay. I’ve often seen my grandfather point it out when I was a lad, and say that he’d had it from his grandfather that a Spanish ship had gone down there, full of gold; brought on to the rocks by wreckers, they did say. Anyhow, some of the crew got ashore with a lot of the money, and jewels as well. They buried it near, as deep as they could in the dark, wild night, and then had to fly for their lives. War broke out soon after that, and they had no chance of returning for it. The secret died with them, and to this day no one has ever seen a single piece of Spanish gold round there.”

“I’ve often heard the same tale myself,” said Timms; “it used to be common talk about here when I was young.”

“There must be something in it, or it would never have been spoken of so much. Well, these three nights this has come to me: I was standing, leaning on a spade, at the foot of a single oak, growing by itself just outside a three-cornered wood above the bay. It was just as if I was going to begin digging, but each time I’ve woke then, and with a voice ringing in my ears: Dig here and the treasure will be found. That’s just what there is of it yet,” he concluded, half-defiantly, “and now it’s for you to say.”

“What do you want me to do in it?” asked Timms cautiously. “You aren’t offering me a share in whatever there may be for nothing.”

“We’ve been pals, Ned,” said Elgood reproachfully, “and you’re the one man I could trust with a thing like this; besides, I should like to help you. Then, I’ve thought it over, and it seems to me that the only way it’s to be done is to take a craft and get there at dark. If two or three men could bury whatever there is in a few hours, we can dig it up and get it aboard by morning and no one’s likely to be about at that time. The Nymph will draw light enough without cargo to get a landing there.”

“And who’s to stay with her while we’re away?”

“I never thought of that. Better take your lad with us. He’d be all right. Well, what do you say?”

“There’s something powerful attractive both about dreams and buried treasure to a sailor-man,” replied Timms thoughtfully; “I had an uncle who ran on to Walston Head following a dream, which so annoyed him that he never would believe in them again till he lost his boat through neglecting another. Yes, I’ll go if it’s share and share alike.”

“Share and share alike it is,” replied Elgood, and they shook hands on it and fell to arranging details.

The following day, at about four o’clock, the Nymph, with a crew of only two men and a boy, cast off from the quay and stood down the Channel. At ten o’clock in the evening she brought-to slowly in a secluded creek, and the two adult members of her crew waded ashore, each carrying a spade and a mattock. On reaching higher land beyond the bay, Timms uttered a word of disappointment. It was almost dark, but there was still a faint light-line on the horizon, and against this, as far as the eye could reach, there was not a sign of a wood or even a solitary tree; it was all open moorland, with a thick undergrowth of brushwood. He looked at his companion inquiringly.

“You are the only man I’d trust on an errand like this, Ned,” said Elgood, “but I thought it better to alter the land a little in case you didn’t come. I don’t doubt you, not for a minute, but you might talk in your sleep.”

He struck inland, leading the way as if he had been brought up on the ground. After ten minutes’ walking he began to go slower, and to peer about anxiously from side to side. Suddenly he gave an exclamation of relief, and, walking a few paces to one side, stopped on the brink of a small dry pit in which grew a single stunted thorn bush. They descended the shallow sloping side and threw down their tools by the bush; without a word Timms knew by instinct that this was the place, and that the critical moment had arrived. “Which side?” he whispered; his voice seemed to have left him.

Elgood shook his head. “It has the same looks from every side,” he muttered. Now that they were actually on the spot, the whole quest seemed much more hopeless and ridiculous than it had even in the full light of day. Without another word they threw off their coats, and both began to dig a yard from the tree, and on different sides. The ground was hard, and every now and then an obstructing root made it necessary to bring the mattocks into play. For nearly an hour they dug on in silence, so absorbed in their work that they did not notice the dark figures that silently approached and stood on the edge of the pit, all round, watching them, so that when a voice suddenly called out, “You are surrounded my lads; it’s not worth while making a fight for it!” the shock was horrible, and for a moment they seemed to cease living. Elgood was the first to recover himself. “Who are you?” he cried. “What do you want?”

“I’m Bill Bristow, if you don’t know me,” replied the voice, “head keeper for Mrs. Winton, Lady of the Manor. And where are you from? You aren’t moor men.”

It did not take long for the two adventurers to convince the keeper and his men that they were not poachers, but the circumstances did not lend themselves to a plausible explanation of their motives for being on the moor at that time of night. Still less were they disposed to divulge the secret of the Spanish treasure. Under these circumstances, Bristow ordered his men to march their prisoners to the Lady of the Manor, who was anxiously awaiting news of the result of the raid that had been planned on the information that a gang of poachers would be out that night.

Mrs. Winton was in the habit of exercising a somewhat magisterial authority in all matters connected with her estate. She stood with folded arms, and wearing an expression of mixed severity and judicial calm, when the two unfortunate men were brought into her presence. The sombreness of her costume of dark dress and black India lace shawl enhanced the frigidness of her appearance. By this time Elgood had come to the conclusion that the only possible way out of the predicament was to explain the true object of the expedition. Mrs. Winton listened to his story with scorn, but with evident relief.

“I can quite accept your tale,” she said, “because I have a weak-witted fellow in my employ who is forever babbling about a buried treasure somewhere else. Eh, Land?”

The man addressed looked down sheepishly. “It be common talk hereabouts, and was so in grandfeyther’s time, that there be hundreds of pounds of gold buried under the ruins of old Carston House, higher up the Channel,” he said.

Elgood started and looked at Timms. The same thought struck them both: Had they been sent mysteriously down here to learn a local legend, that would otherwise never have reached them? Was there really à treasure after all, and that at their very doors?

The voice of Mrs. Winton recalled them to their surroundings; she was formally discharging them, with no worse a stain to their names than the presumption of mental weakness. They were once more free to pursue their chimera, and just eight hours after first setting out, they again weighed anchor and beat up the Channel.

If the affairs of William Elgood were not progressing altogether satisfactorily abroad, he would have had still more occasion for annoyance could he have witnessed the sequence of events that his absence brought about at home. Hardly had the Nymph cleared the harbour before Eustace Vernon — how informed of his opportunity I cannot pretend to know — walked openly along the lane that bounds one side of the garden around Carston Cottage. It happened at that moment that Letty was coming from the house, wearing her prettiest dress, to get some flowers. Now the real gist of William Elgood’s remarks to Vernon, divested of much that was superfluous padding — but not on that account calculated to break their force — on that memorable occasion referred to at the beginning of this narrative, was to the effect that the artist was never to enter the grounds of Carson Cottage again. Letty would not have dreamed of disobeying her father; at the same time she could not wilfully hurt the feelings of anyone — she walked out into the lane.

“You haven’t your easel,” she said, after they had shaken hands; and then she stopped and wished she had said anything but that: it was so reminiscent.

Vernon did not appear to notice anything.

“No,” he replied, “I came just for a last look; I have to go back to-morrow.”

Letty did not say anything. Everything she could think of, every commonplace that arose in her mind, seemed to lead back to that last dreadful interview. In silence they walked on, and presently found themselves standing by the ruins that formed the ostensible reason of Vernon’s visits.

“Do you know,” said the artist at length, “there seems to be very little that one can learn about this place? There is not enough left to tempt the antiquarians, and the country people seem to have no traditions at all. Yet it was an important stronghold two or three hundred years ago, and held out bravely against Cromwell.”

“Yes,” said the girl, “that is all that we know of it, almost. I believe that our cottage is built from its stones. Nobody seems to own the place; only a few weeks ago a neighbour of ours took away whole cartloads of earth and stones to use in his garden and in making a wall; when they were digging they found a curious old silver ring; see, here it is.”

Vernon took the clumsy silver band, and scrutinised the inner side closely. “There has been a motto,” he said, “but it is all worn away except the “ing” of the word ‘King.’”

“Oh, let me look,” said the girl eagerly. “I did not know that there was anything there.”

Vernon handed it back, but his fingers trembled as they touched hers, and the ring fell to the ground, then it rolled a little way and disappeared in the crevice between two large flat stones that lay half buried in the earth.

“How clumsy of me!” said Vernon, apologetically; “wait a minute, there are some tools here.” He brought a crowbar and, placing it between the stones, raised one a little way, but the hold was not sufficient, and it fell back again. As it struck the ground the two looked at one another in astonishment, for the sound it gave forth was hollow and almost uncanny. Vernon tried again, and this time raised the stone, completely throwing it over. He struck the bar into the earth beneath, and the noise was repeated, while the bar encountered some hard substance at the depth of only a few inches. “Oh, do dig,” cried Letty keenly. “I am sure there’s something there;” she had quite forgotten the silver ring till Vernon picked it up and restored it to her.

The removal of a few shovelfuls of earth revealed an iron-studded board, which was obviously the lid of a box. After a little more digging and work with the bar the chest was raised from its bed amid breathless excitement. It proved to be small, but very strong, heavily clamped with iron bands and secured by three locks. “Do break it open!” said Letty excitedly — she was almost dancing round it. “I’m dying to see what’s inside!”

“Do you know,” said Vernon, who was inwardly little calmer than she was, “it’s very curious. Under ordinary circumstances, I suppose that we ought to take it to some authorities, but I really believe that it’s mine.”

“Of course it is,” said Letty convincingly; “you found it.”

“Ah, but apart from that. Look here!” — he pulled an antique ring from his finger— “you see that?”

“Yes,” she said; “a lion on its hind legs, and a — a sort of curly thing underneath. What of it?”

He pointed to the metal shield in the centre of the lid. “Oh,” she cried rapturously, “another just like it! But you,” she demanded, after a moment’s reflection, “who are you?”

“I am Eustace Vernon,” he replied smiling, “and nothing more.”

“And this?” pointing to the crest on the box.

“That was Stephen Vernon, I suppose; my eighth great-grandfather, and third Baron Carston.”

Letty had become quiet again — her excitement suddenly gone: “Oh, I thought you were just an artist, and quite poor!” she almost whispered.

“Dear one,” he said, taking her hand, “I am nothing more. When my ancestor lost his life at Naseby his young children were left poor and almost friendless. They were brought up by the peasants as themselves, and became yeoman. The title was dropped, and has never been used since; as for this box — why, if you are afraid of it, let us bury it unopened!”

“No, Eustace,” she replied, with a happy smile, “let us open it first, and then bury it if necessary.”

Just as Elgood and the captain of the Nymph were leaving the quay, some few hours later, they suddenly encountered Eustace Vernon, who was carrying a hand bag, and followed by a porter groaning under the weight of an exceedingly well corded, brown-paper package. Elgood had quite recovered his spirits, and was looking forward with certainty to the discovery of the treasure towards which he had been so fatefully guided. He could afford to be disinterested now that the artist was obviously leaving the place, and in a burst of generous forgiveness he shook him by the hand and wished him a pleasant journey. It was not until the following morning, just as he was about to commence active digging The Dream of William Elgood operations, that the contents of a letter, in Vernon’s hand-writing, caused him to recollect the exceedingly good terms on which that gentleman seemed to be with himself. For a moment it seemed as though the emotions of the forecastle would gain the ascendancy, but even from the first they were tempered by the conviction that there is a vast difference between an impecunious artist and the thirteenth Baron Carston and Hereditary Keeper of the Royal Demesne, especially when the latter has just discovered the family gold and jewels; so that in the end the paternal feelings triumphed, and two days later saw Vernon established within the shadow of his ancestral home.

This happy consummation leaves only one person badly used — Mr. Timms, to wit, who is still threatening to “have the law on” most of the principals of this history.

Muswell Hill, 1896.


From a London Balcony
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THE BALCONY RUNS the whole length of the terrace, and by its several stages of decrepitude serviceably indicates the prosperity of the occupants. In several places it is gay with hanging plants and festoons of creepers; in others neglected, unpainted, and falling to pieces. Years ago fair ladies and brave men found it a charming vantage-point to sit and gossip and flirt, or watch their neighbours while “taking the air.” Below, the iron stanchions still remain where hung the swinging lanthorns which threw an uncertain glimmer over voluptuous sedans or stately carriages. That was before civilisation swept further west, and before the people of the Square were content and even proud to describe their neighbourhood as “quite respectable.”

All the houses are large and uniform, but none who could afford the rent would ever dream of living there unless, as they say, “there was something coming back.” In most cases this resolves itself into the letting of apartments; it is the easiest way.

There is little traffic in the Square, and its quietness is mentioned as a particular recommendation. As the night deepens, there are strange sounds to be heard, and strange sights to be seen from the balcony. The sounds are the weirdest, for often they are inexplicable and insoluble; just haunting. Lately a little child lost itself — so someone said — and its incessant cries rang out like the bleating of a strayed lamb. Not a window was thrown up, not a door opened; it was nothing. Presently the policeman came his round, and took it away.

My balcony enjoys a happy mean. There are no flowers, nothing fancy about it, but it is painted, like the rest of the house, once every three years. The house on the left is dingy and jealous. The balcony there is latticed all round, and on the roof, high above, two jagged chevaux-de-jrise mark the boundaries. The house on the right seems ordinary and commonplace. At certain and regular hours the door opens, and a white-haired lady, leaning heavily on a gold-headed stick, walks out and across the road into the garden beyond. She has a kind, benevolent face; a face that instinctively inspires confidence and trust. No one else ever seems to leave the house, but on a sunny afternoon a light-haired girl may occasionally be seen for a moment, hanging a caged goldfinch out or watering the ferns and plants.

To the friendless, aimless man there is a humanising fascination in idly watching the meaningless trivialities of the little world around him. In piecing together the casual incidents and building upon the passing commonplaces he loses his oppressing sense of utter loneliness, and invests his neighbour with an interest of comedy or tragedy as may seem most appropriate. A passing word, an intercepted smile, a shrinking look, each becomes the key to a chapter of romance and contributes to the unreal creation of his imagination.

In this way I had come to take an interest in the silver-haired lady next door, and assigned to her the rôle of fairy godmother, and pictured her as a benevolent intervener in the destinies of numerous protégés. One evening this imaginative conceit was strengthened by a pretty incident. I was on the balcony, watching the white light of the evening pale into a faint opal dusk, when a cab rumbled along the road below me, and stopped at the next house. First of all my fairy godmother alighted, slowly, as all her actions were, and then followed the veritable Cinderella of my fancy. Cinderella just from the fields and monotonous toil, with her eyes shining out to the first mad glamour of London town; Cinderella, in poor, coarse dress, with the face of an angel and the form of a perfect woman.

For a few minutes she stood there, watching her corded wood box being lifted down, while her companion walked slowly into the house, and — in my imagination — stood waiting in the hall with a welcome when the girl rejoined her.

Whether it was that after the new arrival I began to notice the house on the right more closely than before, or whether other people also had gone in, I cannot say, but certainly from that time I grew conscious of new and unascribable sounds and incidents. Through the open window came the frequent sounds of voices in dispute, a voice in tears and entreaty, and a hard, coarse female voice — utterly irreconcilable with anyone I had seen — raised in threats and anger. I came to the absolute certainty that the house was occupied by more than one set of people.

The houses are substantial and the partitions thick, for they were built at a Georgian period, when ugliness and solidity were alike aimed at. But one night there came a knocking at the wall on the right that no amount of brick and mortar could quite deaden. It was the mad beating of two clenched hands, like the dashing of the wings of a newly-caged bird against the wires of its prison. I flung open a window and stepped out. At the same moment a door in the next room slammed, the light went out, and all was still. From one balcony to another is only a step; but what can one do? What but to shrug one’s shoulders, and go back in again.

With the vibration of a piercing shriek still ringing through my brain, I jumped out of bed and to the window at a bound.

Where do the people come from at such moments? I could not have been more than a couple of seconds, but already there were half-a-dozen collected round outside.

Ugh! it was too ghastly. There on the horrid spiked railings twenty feet below — 

I turned sick and faint, and I, at the moment, had not the nerve even to look at what a desperate woman had dared to do.

They lifted her off, and put her gently down on the cold flags in the grey, early morning. They reverently straightened her limbs, and closed her eyes, and drew back her dabbled black hair; and presently they carried her in.

For weeks after, no matter how muddy the road might be, people stepped off the path to avoid crossing those stains.

It must have been terribly distressing to the people in the house. They left almost immediately; but I saw the white-haired lady only yesterday at Paddington. She was talking to a very pretty girl, and she looked as nice and sympathetic as ever.

As for the house, it is still empty. Such houses do not readily let.

Bloomsbury, 1894.

THE END


A Little Flutter (1930)

[image: img20.jpg]

This comedic novel was published in 1930. The plot revolves around the last remaining specimen of a fictional endangered bird – the enormous Patagonian Groo-Groo. It is little-read today, but is best remembered for featuring among its characters one ‘S. Holmes’, who is named after his father, Sherlock.
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Cover of the first edition
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CHAPTER I

MR. COPPINGER BEHAVES QUEERLY
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THE JUNIOR CLERK, emerging from Mr. Mossphase’s private room into the freedom of the general office, conveyed emotion by means of a facial contortion divided into two acts. The first part of the eloquent grimace easily carried the warning that the head of the establishment was in no genial mood, the second part less fluently gave the assurance that he, Mr. Charles Mingle, had not come badly off in the encounter.

“Your turn next, Coppy,” he remarked with easy effrontery, to the delight of a large-eared office boy. “Mossyface asked me to be good enough to send you in at once. He said that you — hrrrm! — hadn’t been giving satisfaction lately and — hrrrm! — unless you, God bless my soul! buckled to—” But at this point the audible friction of a door handle brought about a lightning change in voice and manner and it was on a very decorous note that the junior finished up:

“Will Mr. Coppinger go in with the home sales register now, as Mr. Mossphase wants to get away, please.”

The senior of the general office looked round mildly. Up to the moment when his name was given in seemly form he had been dreaming. He made an unpretentious figure, with the docile, tacitly resigned expression of the middle-aged underling who has been doing much the same sort of routine work all his life and who sees very little chance of ever doing anything else either in this world or in the next two.

He got up from the stool, wiped his pen carefully on an inconspicuous area of his office coat and picking out a weighty ledger disappeared by way of the door through which young Mingle had just entered.

“That chap looks like taking the wrong turning,” remarked the youth sagely — he always chose terms of trite hyperbole to display his astuteness. “Haven’t you noticed how dolce far nienteish he’s been getting for the last few weeks?”

“He never tells me not to do nothing now,” confirmed the office boy, gratified at being able to get into the conversation. “Not that I ever took much notice.”

“That’s it,” agreed Mr. Mingle, nodding to the second junior clerk however, so as to put the office boy back into his place. “Incipient laryngitis, I’ll go bail. Gradual loss of will-power. D’you think I should have been chipping him like that a month ago? Non ego!”

An employee who affected to be regarded as the assistant manager laughed a distressing jangle.

“Incipient grandmothers!” he jeered. “That’s a nursery complaint that kids have to have their adenoids removed for. You’re thinking of gastro-meningitis, Neckties.”

“Am I?” replied Mr. Mingle freezingly. “Am I? Does your sister happen to be engaged to a man who’s going to be a doctor, may I ask?”

“Not that I’m aware of,” admitted the alleged assistant manager, thrown out of the argument by this sudden change of gear. “Why?”

“Well, mine does; that’s all. So it’s hardly likely, is it? But look here, you fellows” — he was not one to cherish an affront so triumphantly rebutted—” did you twig? Old Coppy took in the counter cash book and you all heard me say the sales register. Mossy-face’s wind gauge is registering about 60 m.p.h as it is, so look out for maroons.”

“Why didn’t you tell him then?” asked someone sharply. “Peter isn’t half a bad old bird — he’s saved you from making many a bloomer, anyway — and now you’ve let him in.”

“I really didn’t think of it before he’d gone,” said Mingle carelessly. “In any case it makes no odds. The old boy’s plainly on the wane and there’s bound to be a general move-up shortly. About time, say I.”

Mr. Mossphase did not keep his head clerk waiting more than half as long as he would have kept an outside underling before he looked up and became aware of his existence. It was all very well to be impressive, but the staff’s time was the employer’s money.

“You wished, sir — ?” prompted the little man diffidently, as he caught the gracious eye of recognition.

“Er? Oh, yes. Mulligan’s account; I want to see how it stands. He’s asked for accommodation. And, by the way, hrrrm! — that young Mingle. Watch him. Watch him closely, Coppinger. He’s becoming lax. Lax and too dressy. I know the signs. — Why — hrrrm! — God bless my soul, the fellow’s socks and neckties proclaim embezzlement. Put a few marked half-crowns among the petty cash, Coppinger, and keep a sharp look-out. Hrrrm! And, by the way, there’s this thing” — Mr. Mossphase fluttered the papers lying on his elaborate desk and provided an occasion for Coppinger to bend before him as he retrieved a few skimmers—” these damned pigeons that infest the place. Here’s a petition to the Sanitary Committee of the Corporation to clear the lot out when they round up the others. Public nuisance and so forth. Sign here below me and tell everyone else about the place to sign and then send the paper up to Mason and Co and get all their names. See to that, Coppinger, and then—”

“Pigeons, sir?” ventured Coppinger.

Mr. Mossphase looked up sharply. He had been in the middle of a sentence and if — hrrrm. — God bless my soul!

“Pigeons, Coppinger. P-i-g-e-o-n-s. You will find the word several times in the preamble of this document. The birds are a confounded nuisance and they breed like — hrrrm! — cockroaches.”

“They look rather nice flying about the square, sir, and I haven’t heard of any harm they do,” said Peter with a strange and new-born obstinacy.

“But, damn it all, they do, man!” hotly retorted his employer, regarding this hitherto submissive worm with fiercely kindling eyes. “They — hrrrm! — well, look at my new hat there!”

Peter looked. Mr. Mossphase indicated silk head-gear of unexceptional shape and lustre, but, alas! no longer “spotless,” and Peter felt constrained to look away again at once.

“Birds — will be birds, sir,” he commented weakly. “They can — so long as it isn’t on my clothes. And it was a near thing once before. Now, Coppinger, don’t let me have any more nonsense. Hrrrm! Be sure you get all Mason’s people down — my compliments, of course. — Then — God bless my soul, it’s nearly four o’clock! Look me out Mulligan’s entry, sharp!”

Peter Coppinger, however, seemed strangely unconscious of any urgency, and his plain, stereotyped features had fallen into the absent-minded cast that had prompted Mr. Mingle’s light-hearted flight. But for the blasphemy of the thing, one would have said that he was not really listening.

“I should be sorry to disoblige you, sir,” he remarked with conscientious diction, “but I don’t feel that I can sign a petition for the furtherance of such an object.”

Up to that moment it had not occurred to Mr. Mossphase that his menial was actually opposing him. Of course he had not troubled to consider what the fellow was really driving at, but he tacitly assumed that it was grounded in some plebeian abstraction of homage. Mr. Mossphase knew that he was a “personage.” He looked important. He felt important. He — hrrrm! why beat about the bush? — he was important. Common people — commissionaires, railway guards, shopkeepers, clerical hirelings and so forth — liked to touch their hats to him and to cajole a few gracious words from him in reply, especially if less favoured equals could witness their distinction. Quite natural; he had no objection to gratifying so reasonable an instinct; but if this — this — this — 

“Look here, Coppinger,” he pronounced very deliberately, “I don’t know what the devil you think you’re talking about, but I’m very pressed for time and you are seriously annoying me. This petition must be signed by every individual in my employ, and by yourself among them. Let me hear no more about it.”

“Very well, sir,” replied Coppinger, “you shall not. But I shall be unable to comply with your requirements in the matter.”

Mr. Mossphase sat down again — he was making for his desecrated head-covering, the primary case of Mulligan having been completely driven from his mind — and by a great control of will he managed to refrain from screaming. He had never yet screamed at anyone during business hours — of course at home one naturally relaxed — but several times he had come very near it.

“I’m not discussing the matter with you, Coppinger,” he said, with a volcanic calmness that was really admirable in so large and corpul — that is to say, personable a man, though his right hand performed an unremitting five-finger exercise upon the desk. “I am giving my instructions. I want you to understand — before it is too late — that this is a definite order, deliberately considered. Having taken up that position it is impossible for me to recede from it. You will apprehend the seriousness of obstinacy in the face of what I’ve said.”

Peter considered, or at least he seemed to. He recognized the gravity of the crisis, if only from the fact that Mr. Mossphase had not fallen back upon a single hrrrm! The unnatural thing was that the gravity of the crisis did not seem to disturb him in the least.

“I quite understand your meaning, sir,” he replied respectfully. “You’ve always been like that. As it happens, I’m in rather an awkward situation and—”

“Then I can offer you an excellent opportunity of getting out of it,” interposed Mr. Mossphase, feeling, even in that stressful moment, that the quip was very happily turned indeed. “Either sign this or go.”

Peter gulped slightly, more from force of habit than in any distress, looked down, and then looked up again.

“A full month from the end of this one, I suppose I may take it, sir?” he inquired, with all the forms of habitual deference. “That has always been the custom with Mossphase and Mossphase, sir.”

“But this — this is sheer madness, Coppinger,’ protested the head of the firm in a strangely pacific voice. “You aren’t feeling yourself this afternoon, I can see. Let Martin look after the office and have the rest of the day off.”

“Thank you, sir,” replied Peter dutifully, “but there is a certain amount of work to be made up and I should not like to leave anything in arrears when I go.”

“Jump on the top of a motor-bus and take a spin out to Richmond or Golders Green and back,” continued Mr. Mossphase, pursuing his airy fancy gallantly. “You’ll — hrrrm! — feel all the better for a mouthful of fresh air. Then to-morrow we can settle this unfortunate ebullition — which — hrrrm! — believe me, I shall endeavour to forget as soon as possible — on broad and tolerant lines.”

“It would be just the same to-morrow, sir,” replied Peter. “As a matter of fact, it couldn’t have come at a more convenient date. I shall be able to see you over the half-yearly audit, and Mr. Hollier, who is coming on very well indeed, can then take over from me.”

“But, God bless my soul!” protested Mr. Mossphase — his evocation of the devil having proved futile he was now disposed to throw in his lot with the other side—” you can’t — hrrrm! — really mean to leave us for a mere trifling formality like this? I thought that you had some feeling of loyalty towards the dear old firm; I did indeed, Coppinger,” and with considerable verbal agility Mr. Mossphase brought up successfully on a note of wounded confidence.

“I promised your uncle, old Jasper Mossphase, that I would never leave you of my own accord,” admitted Peter reminiscently. “That was when you joined the firm, sir, and he seemed a little troubled. But, as I said to him then, I could offer no guarantee that I might not be dismissed.”

“Hrrrm! hrrrm! hrrrm!” The waves of reproachful protest that Mr. Mossphase contrived to broadcast from his laryngeal organs at this callous reminder suggested nothing inferior in emotion to the trumpeting of a stricken elephant. “A grand old English gentleman in his time — Uncle Jasper Mossphase — Coppinger, and a model to some of the younger generation in many ways. I, at any rate, should never be ashamed to regard his wish as law. Let me see — how long have you been with us — hrrrm?”

“I shall have completed thirty-three years’ service when I go at the end of next month,” replied Peter with precision.

“Ah, thirty-three years,” said Mr. Mossphase, tactfully ignoring the questionable taste of this exactness. “A fine record, Coppinger. And when was the last occasion that the firm — hrrrm! — recognized your zeal by a — hrrrm! — pecuniary advancement?”

“The last rise I had was about eighteen years ago, sir, when I succeeded Mr. Tremlit.”

“Eighteen years ago, hrrm?” Mr. Mossphase’s expression could not hide the fact that between Coppinger and himself he thought eighteen years without financial recognition rather niggardly on the part of “the firm,” only professional etiquette forbade him to say so. Then his face cleared in benevolent anticipation. “However, we can discuss that at more length to-morrow. I shall be seeing Mr. Gilson shortly and I think I may promise that I shall be able to — hrrrm! — influence him.”

“Thank you, sir,” replied Peter, without varying a muscle. “Is that all you require of me, sir?”

“Yes, yes, yes, yes; I think so, I think so,” hummed — almost warbled — Mr. Mossphase, so determined was he that the interview should end on an indulgent note. “Mrs. Coppinger quite well, I hope, and the — the—” (a dreadful doubt assailed him) “the rest of the — hrrrm! — your — ha! ha! ha! to put it facetiously, Coppinger — encumbrances?”

“Quite well, thank you, sir.”

“It would come as something of a shock, wouldn’t it, to Mrs. Coppinger — anything of this — hrrrm! — unexpected development?” said Mr. Mossphase, still toying hopefully with the unexplored avenues where influence might be levered.

“The prospect of a rise?” said Peter innocently. “Yes, I suppose it would.”

“No, no, no! I mean if it should unhappily eventuate that you should — hrrrm! — feel yourself called upon to leave us.”

“Yes, sir,” admitted Peter, refusing to compromise among the tenses. “I expect it will.”

Mr. Mossphase felt that he really could not go on being amiable much longer. After all, there were five or six weeks for cool reflection.

“Well, well, Coppinger,” he said, with a slight stiffening in his manner, “I trust that wiser counsel will prevail. I may say without reservation that I — hrrrm! — should personally regret losing the services of an employee who — hrrrm! — knows as much of the ins-and-outs of the business as I do myself.”

“Well, sir,” replied Peter Coppinger, with the dash of spirit that a refractory sheep will occasionally exhibit, “if you will excuse my saying so, I know a good deal more. But you will find that out for yourself later on.”

He closed the door, and with his departure Mr. Mossphase definitely realized that things were really as they seemed. Up to that moment he had clung to the belief that he was bound to get his own way, as usual, somehow.... He stood up and looked idly out across the dingy square. It was beginning to rain; he had missed the 4.18; his new hat was spoiled; Mrs. Mossphase had her sister Jane coming to stay with them; “Belindas” were down three points since yesterday; and Coppinger was going....

On the sill, outside, the shameless pigeons cooed and strutted as though all was well in this best of all possible worlds.... Mr. Mossphase sighed deeply, a hauntingly pathetic sound coming from so ample and prosperous a gentleman.


CHAPTER II

WALBURGA WON’T HAVE IT
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THE WEEKS SLIPPED by, yet Peter forbore giving Mrs. Coppinger the shock that Mr. Mossphase had thoughtfully predicted for her. By this time there was no doubt that he was really going. The office had settled down to an acceptance of the notable event and had even redistributed seats and adjusted salaries on that basis. There had been a slight movement, emanating from the expectant Hollier, towards whipping up a testimonial, but Peter found no difficulty in vetoing this proposal when it was betrayed to his ear by an apprehensive office boy. But in the semi-detached villa of the stagnant little Harringay by-street to which Peter returned just as usual every evening, no whisper of the impending catastrophe yet stirred. What intrigued the office was that Coppinger did not appear to be making any effort to get another post. Practically every member of the staff had tried to pierce this mystery under the sympathetic formula: “If I were in your place,” but none could get beyond the patent evasion that Peter “thought of looking round a bit before he quite decided.”

“Yet the chap can have nothing much put by, and I know for a fact that he has some sort of a family to keep,” remarked a baffled colleague. “He ought to be rustling round: he’ll find it a dashed sight harder job dropping into a crib when once he’s out of collar than he would from here. It’s all right saying that you ‘want a change,’ but most bosses jib at a fellow who’s actually out in the street.”

“If you want my opinion,” said Mr. Mingle, with his usual generosity where that commodity was involved, “the old man’s past it, and he knows it jolly well. Fellows like that come down in the world pretty quickly. I’ve watched it scores of times. Mark my words, in a year or two you’ll see Coppy hanging about in free libraries or standing on the kerbs.”

“Mr. Coppinger’s been having letters here for weeks now,” volunteered the office boy, judging that this contribution of news would frank him into the conversation. “He told me to leave the letters for him to sort soon after they began to come.”

“What do you mean — having letters here?” demanded one of the group severely. “Of course he has letters — has had for years. Half the correspondence of the firm is addressed to him.”

“I know all about that,” replied the observant child. “These are different. They haven’t to do with the firm. He doesn’t open them; he stuffs them in his pocket. I’ve watched him.”

“Did you happen to notice where they were from?” ventured the assistant manager, after silently taking the opinions of the others.

“Some of them had Ply — Ply — something or other, but it wasn’t Plymouth, because I have an aunt lives there, only I’ve forgotten. That’s all I saw.”

“Then what do you mean by prying into letters that you’ve been told to leave alone, you cheeky young beggar?” virtuously demanded the gentleman who had asked him. “If you don’t want us to tell Mr. Coppinger about it, go and fill the ink-pots and don’t spill it on the desks.”

“It’s exactly as I thought,” confided Mr. Mingle in a rapid whisper as steps were heard approaching. “He sees that he’s about non est so far as London is concerned, and he’s trying for a country job. Well, mark my words — Oh, good morning, Mr.

Coppinger. Fine in spite of the wet, isn’t it?”

When the actual day of his departure came, Peter still kept up the same distressing appearance of normality and unconcern. No, he had heard of nothing yet that seemed likely to suit him, but he wasn’t worrying about it.... Sooner or later... Then as the clock struck six he got off his familiar stool, selected from their ring a few keys that appertained to office locks and laid them before his successor, neatly folded up his working coat and as methodically placed it in the wastepaper-basket, shook hands with everyone who happened to be there, and walked out into the street. He had done with Mossphase & Mossphase and all that they meant for ever.

At that moment it occurred to Peter Coppinger that for the first time in three and thirty years he was a free man, and he ought to celebrate it. He had read of such situations frequently in works of fiction, and he knew that if he had a spark of manhood left now was the time to display it. But how? Wild visions of going to a music-hall, of dining sumptuously at some expensive place (he had never had anything more extravagant that a tea-shop lunch since he came of age), of dropping in familiarly at West-End bars and — even — conversing with barmaids, popped in and out among the dim and half-forgotten recesses of his brain like frightened rabbits. He had money in his pocket — he had money to an extent that would have astonished every man at Mossphases’ and sent the dismayed principal to the pass-books in a panic. Suppose he sent a wire home, “Delayed in town; don’t wait up”? He had never sent a wire home in the whole course of his married life — he had never had occasion to. For the next ten minutes Mr. Coppinger pursued this enticing fancy through a variety of developments, beginning with his wife’s mystified reception of the light-hearted message and leading up to his own arrival home, self-possessed but reasonably elated, soon after midnight — for even in that revolutionary forecast Mr. Coppinger could not envisage missing the last train back. It was a short-lived dream.

“Ticket!” snapped a peremptory voice in front of him, and with a docile “Season!” Peter passed through the barrier and trotted down the incline, his one anxiety in life not to miss the 6.37. Even while his soaring fancy had been luring him on to brighter things his treacherous feet had automatically conveyed him to King’s Cross.

At the gate of 32 Magnolia Gardens Peter stopped for a moment and looked straight before him. He wanted to see his house, to see it afresh, to see it now; to see it, if possible, as it really was. It was not a beautiful residence to the unprejudiced eye; neither romantic, artistic, attractive, nor even noticeably suggestive of internal comfort, but it had been all these things, and much more beside, to Peter’s secret heart. How proudly he had taken it twenty-two years ago, soon after — on the strength of his penultimate rise — his marriage, and Mrs. Coppinger had been quietly but persistently suggesting that they should move to a more desirable position ever since. Peter knew very well that, taking one thing with another, there was no more desirable position attainable at the rent that they could prudently allot; after explaining this very carefully and with much diffidence for several years, and stating it merely and conclusively for several more, he had been content of late to let each wave of vague discontent spend itself harmlessly over his unresponsive head. Peter had all the unobtrusive tenacity of an anchored cork; Mrs. Coppinger rode triumphantly over his defenceless form a hundred times, but he always reappeared in exactly the same spot to go on precisely as before.... He wondered now what sort of an effect it would create if he tore up the anæmic rhododendron by the roots and hurled it through the “drawing-room” window. He began to realize that he was almost hopelessly obscure, even to his most confidential self, of the nature of that precise “effect” that he was dubiously groping towards. He wanted an atmosphere — something of tension, portent or significance — yes, he felt that. This thing could only happen once. If he began: “My dear, I have something of importance to communicate” (apart from the ridiculous feeling that he should be talking like that), ten to one Amy would interrupt him with:

“Oh, just a moment, Peter. That reminds me. Did you remember to match the cotton at Wallis’s to-day? I particularly asked you to this morning, and if you haven’t—”

But even the crash of shattered glass would not overcome that. It would startle Mrs. Coppinger, probably seriously alarm her, but it would not detach her from the green machine twist or whatever it was she had in mind.... Automatically he fitted his latch-key in the lock and entered, wiping his boots thoroughly, as Amy’s tactful little look of half-pained, half-humorous surprise towards his feet had drilled him into the way of doing within six weeks, hung up his hat on the peg that Amy had decided was the one he liked the best, and marched into the dining-room.

It really was not a bad little room, thought Peter, looking at it with his newly-acquired eyes, and the lights, the fire, the table laid for tea, and the presence of his wife and daughter — Amy, comfortably proportioned, reading a library book in rather a distinguished attitude; Walburga, lithe and eager-looking, toasting muffins at the fire — completed the domestic picture. Standing at the door, Peter raised a sigh that all this was so soon to be over.

“Hallo, Dad,” exclaimed Walburga, looking round. “We hadn’t heard you.”

“Oh, is that you, Peter?” said his wife — her back was towards him. “I wonder if you’d mind just seeing that you closed the garden gate as you came in. The front steps have been cleaned, and the dogs are so tiresome...

This being obviously more in the nature of a behest than an inquiry, Peter turned dutifully to obey.

“Certainly, my dear,” he assented meekly, but before he had reached the door Walburga was on her feet.

“Half a mome, Dad,” she called out, with a note of challenge in her clear, young voice. “As a matter of fact, didn’t you close the gate as you came in?”

“Well, yes, Wally; I really think I did,” he admitted. “But there’s no harm in making sure.”

“You know you did,” she insisted darkly. “You know very well that you always do. You’re too sickeningly careful not to.”

“Well, it’s a habit I’ve got into, I suppose,” he apologized, lingering. “One’s bound to get methodical doing my work day after day, you know.”

“Then there’s really no need for you to have to go out again to see, is there?” she suggested. “Is there, Mother?” she added, with a perfunctory deference to that lady’s authority. “Come and sit down until tea is ready. You must be tired, poor dear.”

Mrs. Coppinger had risen quietly during this brief exchange and, with a slightly heightened colour, was walking towards the door.

“No need whatever,” she replied in a very flat voice, without turning to look round, and the door closed decisively behind her.

“Now you’ve done it, Wally,” said her father, rather aghast. “We look like being in for a damp evening, my girl.”

“I don’t care. It’s perfectly rotten the way you get ordered about the minute you are back. If you won’t stick up for yourself, I must. I’m not going to go on seeing you bullied without a fight while I’m about.”

“Bullied!” protested Mr. Coppinger in mild surprise.

“Well, what else is it? Of course it’s all very ladylike and in perfectly sweet taste, and if anyone hinted such a thing to her she would be scandalized and protest that she ‘only just asked’ you to do this, or ‘ only just told’ you to do that, or ‘only just suggested’ the other.”

“It is a fact that when people say ‘only just’ they seem to think that it only takes half the doing,” admitted the recreant Peter. “Your mother is rather a champion ‘only juster,’ Wally.”

“It isn’t as if the things really mattered, or even that she wants them,” urged the girl. “Whichever way one does a thing she must suggest that it should be done another. It’s just her insatiable love of bossing. If she had half a dozen servants — men-servants preferably, because women wouldn’t stand it — she’d have a perfectly lovely time and we might get left in peace.”

“Oh!” An interested light had come into Peter’s eyes. “You think that if your mother had more of an establishment to rule—”

“It’s what she’s really cut out for — arranging what other people should do and what they shouldn’t. And if they jibbed she would not be above telling them that that was what they were paid for. Now you’d hate that sort of life, and it doesn’t appeal to me, but there—”

“‘Ssh!” warned Peter hastily. “Here she comes.” Not the faintest “dampness” accompanied Mrs. Coppinger’s return. On her face was a bright smile, and the handkerchief that she carried in her hand had a purely ornamental function. At this unforeseen reversal of their fears Peter felt doubly guilty and Walburga distinctly cheated.

“I knew I had left it somewhere,” she announced, waving the shred of cambric to explain her errand. “Well, are we all ready for tea?”

The tray was brought in by a gaunt, middle-aged female, obviously willing but hopelessly inept. Mr. Coppinger recognized her appearance with an encouraging nod of greeting, to which she replied by a furtive grin — a daily rite between them.

“You had closed the gate,” whispered Mrs. Coppinger, patting her husband’s arm indulgently — whispered but not so modulated that it should fail to reach Walburga’s ear—” but the latch was not pressed down. Never mind, dear; I have seen to it.”

“You ought to have let me go,” protested Peter effetely. “I have my boots on.”

“I scarcely got wet at all, and you are tired. But don’t you think that you would like to take your boots off before we have tea, Peter? You’d feel so much more comfortable.”

“Oh, curse it!” meditated Walburga, as she watched her father trot docilely off to comply with this suggestion. “That leaves our side one down!” She knew that he really preferred to keep his boots on until after tea, and then change with a feeling of blissful ease ahead. “Mother knows it too; but no, it’s always supposed that men want to rush into their slippers the minute they get home, so the poor old thing has to like it whether he likes it or not.”

“I thought that you’d fancy a haddock for tea,” announced Mrs. Coppinger, when Peter returned and they all sat down. “We haven’t had one lately, and they are said to be at their best.”

This put Walburga on better terms with herself again, for she knew exactly the process by which this deduction had been arrived at. “And she really thinks it is so by now,” she mused, as she surreptitiously estimated the respective proportions under her father’s generous disposal of the dish. “She’s so unselfish that she really and truly forgets that she’s rather extremely fond of haddock, and only remembers that father perhaps doesn’t actually dislike it. It’s really beautiful if it wasn’t rather pathetic, and I must have something of a corrupt mind to be able to see through all these little things so clearly.”

Meanwhile Peter, outwardly immersed in the conscientious allocation of slabs of translucent meat, was reflecting that he was no nearer the desired atmosphere than before.

“Even if I took this callow fish by the tail and threw it bodily into the fire before their eyes, I don’t suppose that anything would come of it,” he speculated. “Amy would affect to believe that it was a pure accident, and Wally would say that it really needed a few more minutes.” Besides, it would inevitably have ruined the hearth-rug, and whether he had reduced his family to beggary or whether he had just come into a large fortune, Peter would be incapable of overlooking the effect upon the hearth-rug.

He might just as well have dined at the Carlton or the Ritz; only, as he knew perfectly well at heart, he could never have gone through with it.


CHAPTER III

IT ALL COMES OUT
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THE NEXT MORNING Mr. Coppinger came down to breakfast fully determined to explain the situation unassisted by an “atmosphere.” To precipitate this eventuality he contrived to be half an hour late. Walburga was vaguely uneasy — like Mr. Mingle, she had noticed an indefinite change in her father’s manner for the past few weeks — but Mrs. Coppinger was blissfully unconscious of anything portentous in the air.

“Surely he need not be there every morning to the very minute, as if he was an ordinary clerk,” she said, when Walburga commented on the time. “When Mr. Mossphase is away your father is really the most responsible person in the office, though of course Mr. Gleethorpe thinks that he comes before him.”

“If he is responsible I should have thought that he ought to be there to see to things,” objected Walburga.

“But he isn’t responsible — not in that way, at least,” was the quick retort. “It’s only that he’s so capable — he understands everything about the business, don’t you see, Walburga? Indeed,” she added with dignity, “if only he had asserted himself more, he might have been a partner in the firm by now.”

“But does he want to be a partner?” asked Walburga.

“Of course he must want it — why on earth not?” Mrs. Coppinger opened her eyes very widely at this strange obtuseness on the part of her unnatural daughter. “He would have more money and more authority, and in every way be in a much superior position to a mere clerk. It would make a great difference to our standing in Harringay let me tell you, Walburga.”

“Well, he hates authority, anyway, and we have enough money to modge along comfortably enough on here. I don’t believe in egging people on to do things just because it’s what we want ourselves.”

“It’s the very last thing I should ever dream of doing,” endorsed Mrs. Coppinger with the emphasis of profound conviction. “I always say, ‘You must decide exactly as you think best,’ when we discuss what he ought to do about anything. But it’s very natural for everyone to have some ambition, don’t you think, Walburga? And, as I tell him, it’s for your and Willie’s sakes that I’m really thinking.”

“I know it is,” said Walburga, with a dash of compunction as she fleetingly recalled a hundred little acts of sacrifice for her own and her young brother’s sake in the past. “You really are too good to us in every way, Mother. Only Father is such a meek, settled, uncomplaining old Dobbin that I couldn’t bear to think of him being jostled out of his beloved ruts, just to give us a lift from Harringay to Hampstead. If he was ambitious it wouldn’t so much matter, but of course if he was he wouldn’t be with a tin-potty little firm like Mossphases’ now.”

“Walburga!” cried Mrs. Coppinger in sharp reproof. “Tin-potty! Mossphases’? Why, child, one of the directors is a baronet!”

This was the moment of Peter’s belated entry and Walburga flew to the kitchen to bring in his egg and bacon from the oven. The delay had given a rich, leathery glaze to the surface of the egg, and the bacon was decidedly brittle, but Peter declared that he liked them so — in the minor affairs of home life it was noticeable that he invariably liked things just as they were provided. This had been a considerable stumbling-block to Mrs. Coppinger in the past, because she had rashly assumed that unless her husband was a consummate hypocrite, he must prefer a thing to-morrow in the exact form that he declared that he liked it to-day. When the precise contrary appeared — as it so often did — it baffled the poor lady completely, until, as she plaintively confessed, she “gave it up.” Peter was equally distressed because he failed to understand the difficulty. In such negligible things as food he liked whatever was there, just as it happened to be. He really did. If the beef was underdone he discovered his partiality for underdone beef; if overdone, then overdone would have his vote. It was infinitely preferable to prefer it thus than to have to consider whether he wouldn’t like it better harder or softer, or thinner or thicker. He was inalienably for the status quo. This was very poor entertainment for Amy, who was capable of talking round a pork-pie for the whole duration of a meal.

“No need to hurry,” he called after Walburga, affecting to pitch a light-hearted tone that was far from being what he really felt now that the moment of explanation could scarcely be delayed. “And don’t trouble about any boots.”

“Oh, aren’t you trying for the 9.35?” remarked Mrs. Coppinger as she poured out his coffee. “I think you might perhaps just do it.”

“Not worth while,” he replied, deeply immersing himself in a Dutch bulb catalogue, the annual reminder of a touching belief abroad that “Gardens” connoted a horticultural fervour. “I — er — Ah, gladioli! Pretty things, aren’t they, Amy? I wonder if you’d like—” An inspiration to work gradually round to his subject by way of the bulb catalogue was frustrated by Amy’s preoccupation towards a more practical cultivation.

“Yes, dear, very. If you aren’t going until the 9.52, Peter, I wonder if you would just slip round by Morgan’s on your way to the station and ask him to include three pounds of Spanish onions with the things he’s sending. I forgot when I gave the order. Oh, and there’s a boot to be left at Holding’s — it’s quite a small job, and he could have it done by this afternoon. If you should have time—”

“As a matter of fact” — he must begin somewhere—” I wasn’t thinking of going to the office to-day,” said Peter.

“Oh? I’m very glad. You ought to take a day off now and then, I’m sure. They’ll think all the more of you. Mrs. Trotter tells me that her husband often does, and I hope that you are in quite as good a position as he is. Well, let me see —— —”

“Is it — all right?” asked Walburga, looking at her father with rather anxious sympathy.

“Oh, yes — I think so.” Mr. Coppinger began to attack his breakfast, feeling that it provided him with a useful line of defence to fall back upon if need be. “But — well, perhaps I’d better tell you something as we’re all together.”

“Will it take very long?” asked Mrs. Coppinger, with a bright air of wifely interest. “Perhaps I’d better just pop out and get my crochet-work. Then I can listen comfortably.” Before Peter could frame a reply she had disappeared and presently her voice was to be heard in the region above carrying on an animated conversation with the arriving daily worker. Ten minutes passed.

“I’ll go and see — Mother must have forgotten,” muttered Walburga, writhing under the stress of the situation. But Mrs. Coppinger had not forgotten; she assured them of that as she tripped smilingly in again. “Only, Mrs. Clamp has arrived, so I thought that I’d better just start her on the morning’s work. You know what a talker Mrs. Clamp is” — confidentially to Walburga. “Well, my dear, it seems that her husband has really ‘gone the limit’ — that’s Mrs. Clamp’s way of putting it — this time.” The narrator included the two in an appreciative glance of deepening entertainment as she settled down into a basket-chair and produced her handiwork. “Yesterday, when she got home from here, there was this Mr. Clamp of whom we’ve heard so much—”

“Yes, Mother dear,” broke in Walburga, with the brusqueness of despair, “she is a shriek, isn’t she? But Dad has something rather important to tell us, I am sure.”

“Well, Walburga, you have a way of putting things, I must say!” exclaimed her mother, the happy sunshine of her anecdotal mood extinguished in a moment. “Of course I know very well that nothing I have to say can be of any importance, but you needn’t tell me quite so bluntly to my face.”

“No, no—” protested Peter, acutely miserable, as experience predicted another spell of dampness obviously impending. “She didn’t mean—”

“I think that I might be allowed to speak without having to ask permission in my own dining-room,” continued the disheartened lady. “And I thought that we were all going to sit down and have such a cosy chat!” This time the handkerchief made its appearance for light duty. “Perhaps I had better go and get on with the work. You will ring for me if there is anything more that I can do for you, won’t you, please?”

An atmosphere!

“Look here, my dear,” said Peter, with the reckless spirit that may come over the most timorous man when things are at their worst, “I can soon give you something else to think about. I told you that I wasn’t going to the office to-day. Well, I’m not going there any more. Mossphases’ and I have parted.”

“Oh, Dad!” almost breathed Walburga, and she went across and stood, champion-like, by his chair: stood there silent and offering no cruder touch of sympathy than that.

“But — but — but—” Poor Mrs. Coppinger was not designed for these violent switchings of emotion that required brisk mental effort. A hopelessly befogged expression registered the conscientious struggle she was making to catch up with the situation from the moment when she was sure that she last had it well in hand. No, the ways of man were inscrutable.

“But what does it all mean?” she asked, very wide-eyed with foreboding. “This is the first I have heard of such a thing, Peter. Didn’t you know before? Do you mean that you’ve got a better situation, or have you been—” Even at that direful moment Mrs. Coppinger could not bring herself to voice the possibility of so unrefined an experience as that of her husband’s mere dismissal—” the sack” as she understood it was sometimes referred to among the poor.

But Peter did not insist on precision.

“Well, it was that actually, but I more or less asked for it,” he admitted. “Unfortunately, I had once promised Mr. Jasper that I would never leave there of my own accord. Of course I owed a lot to him, but I see now that I ought never to have gone that far. It meant my having to be discharged.”

“But what was it about?” pressed Mrs. Coppinger.

“What had you done wrong?”

It did not appear unnatural to Peter that, without knowing any of the circumstances, Amy should assume from the fact of his dismissal that he must have done something wrong. Walburga might have got in a sharp response, but Walburga was too concerned with the main issue to turn off on a side-track, and far too excited as well.

“You know what a way Mr. Mossphase has with him when he’s set on a thing? Won’t hear a word from anyone, though he’s simple enough in reason if only you go about it.” Yes, they understood all that. “Well, the other — when this came about, that is, he would have it that the pigeons living outside the building — I’ve told you about them — must be destroyed. Everyone in the place had to sign a petition to that effect or go. When he’d once said that, of course he’d never go back on it — that’s his way. I didn’t quite know what it might lead up to if I let myself in for signing, so I said I couldn’t. And that’s how it was.”

“But do you really mean, Peter,” demanded Mrs. Coppinger, bringing up her most awful tone of deadly precision, “that for the sake of a dozen or two wretched pigeons, that really, I suppose, belonged more to Mr. Mossphase than to anyone, you have deliberately—”

“I think Father was quite right,” struck in Walburga loyally. “It wasn’t the pigeons, Mother; it was the principle of the thing at stake. What right has a pompous old wind-bag like Mosesphiz — I’ll bet that’s more like his proper name — to dictate people’s private opinions for them? I think Dad was simply splendid.”

“Don’t be such an idiot, child!” retorted Mrs. Coppinger, the more genteel forms of argument having for the nonce gone by the board. “A lot you know about it! Are his wife and family less important than a few silly birds? What’s to become of us until he gets another situation — if indeed he ever does get one?”

“Oh, that’s all right, Amy,” said Peter genially. “I was coming to that, only we got on to this other business somehow. I won’t let you starve, my dear. You know old Uncle Ralph Coppinger, down in Devon—”

“Much help he’s likely to afford us,” said Amy tartly. “You know he never liked you, and you always said he was crazy.”

“Oh, no; no, no, no!” protested Peter stoutly. “Get that idea out of your head at once, my dear. A little original, perhaps, at times, but nothing to comment on. Well, he’s died and left me all his money.”

Walburga afterwards confided to a close friend that on receipt of these tidings her mother really burst into tears — sheerly on account of the difficulty she experienced in getting her sympathies backwards and forwards quickly enough. If so, she must have recovered very smartly, for she got in the first question that Peter had to deal with after mere articulations of surprise.

“How much is it — roughly, you know?” she demanded briskly. “I always understood that he was considered very wealthy.”

“In a way he was. Harker — he’s the solicitor down there who has the business in hand — Harker writes me under reserve that there may be an income of about five thousand pounds a year. But he warns me that nothing like that amount will be personally available. Foxgrove Court — that’s the house near Plymorchard — is a very expensive place to keep up, with extensive grounds including aviaries and special men to look after the birds. I remember hearing that old Ralph was something of an ornithologist, but it seems that he went in for it up to the neck as he grew older, and at the last he was spending thousands a year on his hobby.”

“Of course we shall give that up,” said Amy decidedly. “No one wants to live in an out-of-the-way place like Plymorchard. Perhaps it would be nice to keep a parrot or a few canaries out of respect for Uncle Ralph’s memory, but nothing in a large way, I am sure.”

“Not quite so fast, my dear,” said Peter dryly. The unassertive little man seemed to be finding something not absolutely uncongenial in the necessity of telling Mrs. Coppinger what she could and could not do with no personal responsibility in the matter. “There are often conditions to a will, and this one is no exception. I have to live down there and keep on the whole concern. What’s more, I have to carry on what Uncle Ralph considered to be his life-work by devoting myself to the study and interests of ornithology.”

“Oh, that’s very absurd,” said Amy, creasing her forehead. “We don’t want to be tied to a wilderness like that when we could live quite nicely in the best part of Kensington on half the income. Is there no way of upsetting it, Peter? Lawyers are generally so helpful in such matters.”

“Oh, yes; I don’t imagine that we should have any real difficulty in upsetting it if we went the proper way to work,” said Peter, permitting himself a grin. “Only in that case the whole estate would go to the British Institute of Ornithological Research.”

“How stupid!” declared Amy. “I suppose we shall have to take things as they are, but perhaps we shall think of something later.”

“Dad!” exclaimed Walburga suddenly. “Oh, Dad! that wasn’t why you refused to get the pigeons destroyed, was it? Oh, I believe it was, and I thought that it was your independent spirit! I’ve never known you to be cunning before. Is this the first fruit of affluence?”

“Well, I won’t deny that it crossed my mind in a way,” admitted her father. “This society that will benefit if I default may look up all sorts of things.

I’m not a lawyer, and you never know how a case will go, but to petition for a whole flock of City pigeons to be destroyed might be rather an awkward indictment against my love of bird life in the future.”

“Just look what it’s leading you into already,” mocked Walburga, not entirely in jest if not wholly serious. “You abominate all pets — oh, yes, you do, Dad; you wouldn’t let Willie keep rabbits here before he went to Margate — and you dislike nature and will feel about as much in your element on a country estate as a hedgehog would in the Holloway Road. And now, for a miserable five thousand pounds a year, you are going to profess an affection for vultures—”

“No, no, Wally, I don’t think it need ever come to that,” protested Peter. “Mind you, this has cost me a tremendous lot of thinking, and I don’t see why in time I shouldn’t take an interest — a real interest, I mean — in something smaller. In fact I’ve already grown rather to like watching ducks on ornamental water.”

“Well, I think that you did quite right about the pigeons,” said Amy with decision. “Mr. Mossphase had no business to put you in so awkward a position. I’ve often thought that you made a great mistake in being too easy-going with him, Peter, especially now that there’s all this talk about a new spirit in industry and you could do more as you like. I very much doubt if Mr. Mossphase is worth five thousand pounds a year, at any rate.”

“Well, I’m certainly not,” declared Peter, with an uneasy foreboding that a five-thousand-a-year standard seemed in danger of being established at the outset. “You’ll see that when I’ve shown you all the papers that Harker has sent me.”

“If the income is five thousand a year, you are worth five thousand a year, no matter how you spend it,” remarked Mrs. Coppinger, who seemed to be receiving a lively satisfaction from the mere pronouncement of these magic figures; for presently it dawned on Walburga that her mother’s lips were moving even when she was silent, and, watching them, she soon deciphered the cheerful assurance: Five thousand a year; five thousand a year, which Mrs. Coppinger was confiding to herself at intervals. “I’m sure I should be the last person in the world to boast unduly, but it isn’t really straightforward to make oneself out to be poorer than one is. I suppose Foxgrove Court is what would be correctly described as a ‘country seat,’ isn’t it, Peter?”

“Harker gives me the impression that it’s rather a dilapidated old ramshackle of a place,” replied Peter basely. “But there certainly seem to be seventeen or eighteen rooms for the three of us to sit in.”

“A good many of these fine old country mansions are in bad repair, I understand,” commented Amy. “It’s because of the grossly unfair burden of taxation that we have to put up with. I think it’s quite time that something was done about it.”

Catching her artlessly speculative eye, Peter wondered whether this was preparatory to a suggestion that he should put up for the parliamentary constituency of Plymorchard, but the next remark showed that her mind had diverged to another but no less delectable phase of the situation.

“I should just like to have seen the faces of the men in your office when you told them!” she remarked with satisfaction. “What did Mr. Mossphase find to say about it, Peter?”

“Oh — er — well, as a matter of fact I never told them,” admitted Peter. “You see,” he explained lamely, suddenly realizing that the line of conduct that had seemed so natural as he went on from day to day must stand proclaimed as madness in the light of Amy’s gathering wonder, “you see, they were all younger fellows who have their hopes and ambitions in life and more or less looked on me as a wash-out. It might have come rather as a set-back to them to find that I, of all people, had dropped into a fortune while they had still to go on quill-driving there, probably for all their lives. Might have seemed a bit depressing, I mean. Anyway, as it is they all have the satisfaction of thinking that they’re getting on, instead of feeling that they’ve really been left behind.”

“Well, upon my word, Peter, you have a queer way of putting things sometimes,” declared his wife, with the blissful assurance that comes of perfect knowledge. “If I didn’t know that it was only your way and doesn’t really mean anything I might be just the weeniest bit afraid sometimes that what I do might not always please you.” And indeed, were it not that at that moment nothing on earth could have put Mrs. Coppinger out, the implication of Peter’s unnatural silence at the office might have brought on a touch of pique; for, so far from dreaming of withholding anything, her primary impulse was to get out at once and proclaim this triumph to the street.

In particular, there was Mrs. Trotter to be called upon — Mrs. Trotter with her absurd social pretensions on the strength of a double-fronted villa! How trivial all this suburban rivalry really was, thought Amy, with a pitying little smile of understanding, as she pictured herself telling Mrs. Trotter of the glories of Foxgrove Court, with its park and staff of gardeners; and still more so as she pictured Mrs. Trotter being told it.

Meanwhile the time was slipping by, and phrases were going off in her mind like very effective fireworks; while a permanent background to the future was composed of the imperishable line “Five thousand pounds a year!” which she saw written everywhere, like the tinted groundwork of a banker’s cheque.

“It’s all very wonderful,” she said, when at last Peter had told all that he could think of and there were no more questions to be asked, “but I suppose that for the time we must go on much the same as usual. Perhaps I had better make sure now what Mrs. Clamp is doing. Then there are one or two things that I ought to see about up at the shops. Wouldn’t you like to go across and tell Mr. Robinson about it while I’m out, Peter? You’d have just nice time before dinner.”

She sailed out with a happy smile to each in turn, and very soon from an adjacent room the continuous rattle of one voice ecstatic in narration and the occasional tribute of an awed exclamation of amazement from another, disclosed the nature of Mrs. Clamp’s present occupation, whatever she had hitherto been doing.

“It’s no good, Dad,” expounded Walburga, in answer to her father’s look of trouble, “she simply must tell someone. Mother could no more keep from talking with all that on her chest than a flower could help unfolding. It would be cruel to try to stop her. She’d wither completely. The only thing for us is to get away from here as soon now as we can.”


CHAPTER IV

THEY ARRIVE
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HARKER MET THEM at Plymorchard station and carried the thing buoyantly from the first. He was a cheery, strenuous, middle-aged young man who would have tackled the plague, an inebriated cook or a supercilious duchess with the same bland efficiency and, if humanly possible, success. In moments of relaxation he was liable to disclose unsuspected founts of humour or romance, but for the ordinary needs of everyday life he had cultivated an exterior that was impervious to any of the known forms of verbal belligerency, either of defence or in attack. He had already dealt summarily with a concentration of representative Plymorchard tradesmen that had threatened to invest the Coppingers’ arrival with something of a civic welcome.

“Look here, Stacey, this sort of thing won’t do, you know,” he said as he routed the last of the tribe out of his stronghold — the station lamp-room. “What with Todgers and his infernal can of milk, and Allchin with half a dozen pints of cider, and Midgery and Blake and Winsome, and now you with a pound of God-knows-what in that parcel you’re trying to hide — why, the place’ll be like nothing but the ham-and-egg parade they used to have at Margate. Damn it all, man, they won’t be starving.”

“Yes only a li’l sarmpl of a new creamy cheese we be doing,” pleaded the enterprising South Street grocer. “Foxgrove custom ought to be worth having now, sir. Us Plymorchard shops hadn’ ought to wait for them to get their stuff regular from a London store, same as what ole Ralph did.” Stacey spoke rather crudely for the Town, having come into refinement comparatively late in life from the rusticity of Ireland Hole Farm, out Chaggerford way.

“You leave that to me,” said Harker masterfully, as he proceeded to drive Mr. Stacey before him by sheer weight of implied authority. “I wouldn’t be too pressing with that cheese of yours; they’ll hear of it soon enough.”

He spotted the new people as the train glided past him; indeed he could hardly miss them, for there were only three coaches, and no one else was travelling first. Peter would have taken thirds as a matter of course, but Walburga, who had never travelled anything else in her life, had dissuaded him.

“Perhaps we’d better not, Dad,” she suggested. “It would very likely be put down to democratic ostentation. Afterwards, when I’m by myself, I can go third to balance things. But I’m afraid that you will have to go about feeling extravagant all your life now — after all, firsts are for those who can afford them.”

“Yes, yes; I don’t mind,” fussed Peter, without knowing what he was talking about; for, in spite of his six hundred suburban trips each year, a real journey with things to see to always found him taut and nervous. “But where’s your mother. We were all to meet here under the clock not a minute later than eleven. Surely she understood. Where did you leave her, Wally?”

“I didn’t leave her. She remembered ‘a few little odds and ends’ she really had to get. Of course, as they’re only a few little odds and ends it won’t be her fault if she isn’t — Oh, don’t look worried, old dear; she’ll turn up all right.”

“I dare say,” conceded Peter unhappily, “but she’s late already.”

“Well, surely you know by now that she always is late, Dad,” shrugged Walburga. She was feeling a little ruffled herself as the result of pointing out to Amy what would inevitably occur — as it had occurred. Mrs. Coppinger had been pettishly certain that it wouldn’t — unless, of course, something went quite different....

“But at a time like this, with a lot of luggage and a long journey—”

“It doesn’t make any difference. Mother couldn’t be in time. I don’t know why it is, but I think she wouldn’t consider it quite nice. She has been brought up that way. Her mother did it; I suppose they all did. It seems to have been the thing for ladies to keep gentlemen waiting. Now, poor dear, she could no more be punctual than a cat could help stopping to wash its toes in the middle of a busy street if it got the idea.”

“Well, are we all here?” said a brisk, come-come-let’s-get-on-with-it voice, and the subject of their conversation bustled up. “Have you got the tickets, Peter? Oh, you should have — it’s quarter-past eleven and the train goes at twenty-three. Class? Oh, first, decidedly. I expected you to have them all ready. I’ve got a paper for you, so you won’t Have anything else to do but follow us. Shall we find seats, dear?” And smiling capably Amy led the way, provided with The Times and the Morning Post, Country Life and the Queen. She had done with the Daily Film and an occasional story “mag” for ever.

Harker gave them just enough time to show that they weren’t being shepherded, and then proceeded to introduce himself. By way of passing the time profitably he also introduced the stationmaster.

“Very useful chap — Mowle,” he explained as the gratified official passed on, “you’re bound to know him. He’s the leading bass in our choir, besides being a first-rate rabbit shot. Then he can do a lot of conjuring tricks with cards and matches, and he used to keep wicket for us until old Toze ploughed up the only field in Plymorchard that’s level enough for cricket. It should come down into clover next year, and then we can get in a bit more.”

“Is there any hockey?” asked Walburga, glancing towards her sticks that lay atop the pile of luggage.

“Hockey, Miss Coppinger?” replied Harker with a knowing look. “Just wait till you’ve seen our ground out by the lime-pits. Hockey!”

Peter, mildly fascinated by the lawyer’s carrying-it-off air, resigned himself wholly to his guidance. This had loomed as the most alarming day in all Mr. Coppinger’s experience, and he was grateful to anyone who was willing to put himself in the forefront of the occasion and allow the arriving heir to lurk somewhere in the background — it was so entirely alien to his routine. As for Harker, there was probably nothing on earth, from an improvised rat-hunt to a battalion going into manoeuvres, that he would not confidently have put himself at the head of. Amy was inclined to regard the man as perhaps a little too assuming considering their positions, but she was very gracious all the same. Walburga, despite the common bond of hockey, reserved her judgment.

“Well now,” said Mr. Harker, when platform observances had run their course, “I suppose you will like to get on? I’ve got the ‘Bell and Anchor’ car waiting in the yard here — that’s our one decent hotel — but if you have any other plans—”

“Let’s get on, by all means,” assented Peter, conscious of a row of little faces pressed against the railings near, and a sprinkling of other facts, no longer little, whose owners seemed to have very leisurely business around the station.

“I should have been glad to run you up, but my little jigger is no good for a job like this,” continued Mr. Harker, indicating the gate leading out into the yard. “This old bus holds half a dozen and can take tons of luggage. Now shall I come on up with you, or shall I leave you to make your own discoveries? My time’s entirely at your disposal, but I don’t want to become a nuisance. By the way, I ought to tell you that I’ve arranged for all the staff to remain on at short notice, so you can suit yourself among ’em.”

“Come up with us, by all means,” struck in Peter with unmistakable heartiness. The word “staff,” that circulated a pleasurable sense of intoxication through Amy’s vital system, sent her craven lord’s heart down into the region of his boots with plummet directness. Staff! — he pictured a stately door opening upon a majestic hall in which posed a dignified butler, supported by a line of stalwart footmen in their various degrees, with possibly a valet — doubtless foreign and therefore darkly unscrupulous — hovering in the rear, and certainly a page boy. “How many — how many of them are there altogether?” he inquired weakly.

“How many — what?” said Harker, who had passed on to at least two other subjects in the meanwhile. “Oh, the servants.” (Peter had not dared to refer to them by so base and familiar a term.) “Well, let’s see; there’s Mrs. Churcher — she’s a kind of cook or housekeeper or something of the sort — and Willet and Annie — or Emmie, I forget which. They’re — I don’t know exactly what you’d call them, Mrs. Coppinger, but they’re just the ordinary run of girls you find about a house, you know. And then there’s a boy, half in and half out so to speak.

Pritchard — he’s the chap who looks after the birds and knows all about them, and Job and a youth. Job’s more or less the gardener, but he takes a turn at the aviaries, and he gives me to understand privately that he’s quite as good a man as Mr. Pritchard if it comes to that. Bit of a swanker, Job, I should say, but he’s taken prizes regularly at our annual Fruit and Flower Show for years, and he has a name as a hand-bell ringer too.”

“And that’s all?” said Peter with relief. It might have been much worse. Willet alone inspired him with any particular apprehension: a young female who chose to be designated by her surname only might prove to be terribly superior.

“That’s all directly. All I’ve had to deal with. But your late uncle seems to have had a sort of fast and loose arrangement with several correspondents or agents abroad. We can go into the agreements or whatever there was between them any time you like. I think he had a kind of lien on their services, and they were commissioned to supply him with rare specimens of birds that they could get hold of. It was his one real extravagance. He had a mania ——  — —”

Mr. Harker paused abruptly.

“You don’t mean anything — er—” began Peter.

“Not at all; I was thinking of someone else,” amended the lawyer with unblushing guile. “As I was saying, Mr. Coppinger, your uncle had a laudable ambition to discover some new species and call it by his name, or to find some survivors of a type supposed to be extinct. He yearned to be a great figure in the bird world, and was prepared to pay pretty stiffly for it.”

“You knew him well?” asked Walburga.

“No; I can’t really say I did. He had very little to do with anyone outside the grounds and, as you know, he only came here a few years ago. What business we had he did with the old governor.”

“The old — ?” questioned Amy, with a vague impression, not unmixed with hope, that a form of regal seigniory might prevail in Devon.

“I mean my father, Mrs. Coppinger. Bit slangy, I’m afraid. We’re Harker and Harker, you know, only he died last year. But Ralph Coppinger would always have him up, as long as he was alive, to do any business for him. That’s the reason why I had so little to do with him.”

“I remember the first time I saw him,” volunteered Peter. “He was in business in London then — Riderhill Street it was, somewhere in the City. He’d quarrelled with my mother — of course he quarrelled with all his relations—”

“They didn’t have to be relations,” insinuated Harker. “He quarrelled with everyone by what I hear.”

“He was that sort of man. However, my mother — they were cousins, by the way, though I always called him uncle — my mother was a widow then, and in very poor circumstances—”

“My dear!” expostulated Amy, with a confidential smile to Mr. Harker designed to set things right, “I expect it seems to you now much worse than it was.” Really, the way Peter put it, it would soon be all over Plymorchard that his mother had been a charwoman!

“I hardly think so,” persisted the obtuse creature, “because she always contrived that I should have the best of things. Well, at last she made up her mind to ask old Ralph to take me into his office. I dare say it was a bit of an effort, because, as I was to know later, he had once wanted to marry her and that was the beginning of their differences.”

New, this, to Walburga, who found it mildly interesting. Grandmamma she remembered only as an objectionable old beldam with very ill-fitting teeth and a foolish habit of talking obliquely at her about “little girls” and what the good ones did. And Grandmamma had once... Amy shed polite approval now, for the unrequited passion of so wealthy a suitor seemed somehow to rehabilitate old Mrs. Coppinger’s financial status, and Harker performed a sympathetic noise somewhere in his throat to express appropriate feelings.

“It must be nearly forty years ago,” continued Peter. “I should be about twelve then, and Uncle Ralph, curiously enough, seemed quite an old man to me, though of course he wasn’t. Mother stayed out in the street and sent me in to him with a letter. Something might have come of it, perhaps, but unfortunately, as he was reading the letter, Uncle Ralph absent-mindedly sat down where there wasn’t a chair, and, boy-like, I laughed out loud. I think I must have expected him to laugh as well, but he didn’t.... He never forgave me.”

“My dear!” corrected Amy in mild reproach, “how can you say that now? No doubt he was annoyed at the time, but he has made up for everything splendidly, I think.”

“Well,” maintained Peter, falling back into a speculative monologue, its practical inaudibility designed, possibly, to avoid stirring further discussion, or perhaps to escape the curious ears of the late Ralph Coppinger’s shade if it should be hovering near, “I don’t altogether know.

.. Sometimes I’m inclined to think... However...

“We’re nearly there now,” announced Mr. Harker, with a sudden interest in the passing landmarks. “There should be a milestone near. Yes, here we are. Now if you look over there, right through the trees —— See it?”

They leaned eagerly towards the spot he indicated, and peered. Yes; a long, low, white building, discernible at intervals beyond the bank of shrubs that fringed the wood. Foxgrove Court. Theirs!

Nor was life at Foxgrove unstirred by the imminence of their coming. Mrs. Churcher, secretly no less perturbed at what might be in store for her at the hands of these strange new London people than was Mr. Coppinger at the thought of what might be awaiting him from his formidable “staff,” endeavoured to assert an air of calmness by chiding everyone within her reach for “running woild.” She was the widow (for all purposes save that of matrimony) of a small sporting farmer who had lost his meagre capital. In the capacity of an agricultural bailiff, Mr. Churcher then proceeded to lose the capital of anyone else who would entrust him with the handling of it, and when this source of livelihood finally dried up, he completed the trilogy by losing himself; in other words, he went out, avowedly on business, one fine morning, and never turned up again. This defection invested the lady whom it would perhaps be more exact to refer to as his relict with a faint aura of romance: a distinction that she passively endorsed by wearing a massive gilt medallion containing the tinted portrait of an austere-looking gentleman, and by acquiring an expression of determined resignation. She invariably spoke of the defaulter himself — somewhat mysteriously to the uninitiated — simply as “C.”

“For the land’s sake, do get to something, you two!” she conjured her underlings, as she drifted into the morning-room, where a window commanded the Plymorchard road, from a bedroom where the window commanded even more of the Plymorchard road. “The lady’ll think we’ve never seen any gentlefolk before if they catch us all craning us necks like a flock of ganders.”

Miss Willet laughed an extremely refined laugh in a slightly falsetto key, thus indicating her keen sense of the incongruous.

“It would be rather amusing if I should be put about by people of this sort arriving, considering the kind of houses I’ve always been used to before I came into the country,” she observed smartly. “Oh, very amusing, wouldn’t it?

“Well, it mightn’t be so amusing to find yourself sent up to pack, if she thought you were above your work,” retorted Mrs. Churcher. “First impressions is half the battle, C. used to say, and he ought to know if ever a mortal man should.”

“Oh, don’t be cross, please, Mrs. Churcher,” begged Winnie — neither Annie nor Emmie it now appears. “We won’t let them catch us peeping. I don’t feel that I can settle to anything proper until I’ve just seen what they are like. I’ve got the bread and butter all put ready to start cutting the minute they get here, and Blanche is going to be starching. They’ll find us busy.”

“Well, well,” said the disciplinarian, lingering, “mind they don’t look up sudden when you’re least expecting. These Londoners are very sharp, I hear.”

“Oh, I do wonder if there’ll be a young gentleman in the family,” speculated Winnie ecstatically. “I always feel that it’s nicer, somehow, doing things for them than for other people.” She was an ingenuous young creature with an engaging habit of speaking exactly what was in her mind — engaging, that is, if what was in her mind happened to be flattering to the listener. “I don’t mind the extry work they make; I reely don’t.”

“Look here, my girl, don’t you be quite so ready with these things that you don’t mind doing for young gentlemen, or you may find yourself in Queer Street one of these mornings,” said the housekeeper severely.

“Law, Mrs. Churcher, I didn’t mean anything like that,” pleaded the artless Winnie. “I only said—”

“Young gals never do mean anything, I’ve noticed,” pursued the experienced matron. “The trouble is some things don’t need meaning: they come of their own accord — same as warts. Fortunately, perhaps, as I may as well tell you now, there’s no one of the sort but a schoolboy, and him you’ll only see in the holidays.”

“Oo! — and you knew all the time and kept it to yourself! Well, I do call that mean!” declared Miss Willet shrilly. “Do tell us who there is before they come, Mrs. Churcher.”

“There’s a lady and a gentleman and a young lady, their daughter, and that’s the lot,” disclosed Mrs. Churcher, preparing to take up the burden of her vigil elsewhere. “So now you know.”

“Well, I’d just as soon it was a young lady as the other thing,” admitted the chaste Miss Willet. “Sorry for you to be deprived, dear Winnie, all the same! I wonder,” she reflected, “whether she’ll expect me to maid her? I could, you know, if it was worth my while. When I was with the Honourable Mrs. Guff, at Clifton, I used...”

Pleasant to turn from this scene of idle prattle to the really solid deliberation conducted by Mr. Pritchard and Job in the security of the potting-shed — secure in that it commanded a distant view of the front gate, by which the travellers must arrive — as they steadily fumigated the unused flower-pots against the menace of aphidian invasion. The pliant youth had been sent out towards the front as an advance working-party. As for the “in-and-out” boy — a bright slip known as “young Jim” — he presented the conventional miracle of being in two places at once; for while Mr. Pritchard understood that he was urgently present in the kitchen, cleaning knives, Mrs. Churcher had the definite assurance that he was vitally employed in the boiler-house, “sif’n’ sinners.”

“I wouldn’t altogether say that I’d sooner have this new chap than I would old Ralph, now mind you,” remarked Mr. Pritchard, with the weight of utterance due from one of his position. “What I say is—”

“Wait and see!” humorously propounded Job, who was something of a politician.

“Well, more or less, to put it that way. If he’s likely to be sharper about some things than old Ralph had gotten to be, he’s bound to be a bit at sea at first among the newness, so to speak. That’s where we’ll have the pull, so long as we don’t overdo it. No good spoiling a safe thing, I always say. Of course I don’t mean nothing but what’s strictly legitimate.”

“Certainly not,” agreed Job, whose only regret was that he had less opportunity of profiting by this high moral standpoint than Mr. Pritchard had. “I can’t altogether make out what this new fellow is likely to turn to though. Mr. Harker never seemed to understand me when I threw out a hint that way.”

“I’ve been keeping my ears open too, for the last few weeks,” admitted his companion. “But it’s, as you might say, doubtful. I was inclined to think that being a City gentleman he’d be bound to prove a proper mug; but I don’t know, I don’t know. You heard what the old blighter said about him in his will?”

“What, old Ralph? No, I can’t say as I did.”

“Something about him being a lifelong student and having a high reputation among the ornithological cognoscenters — that’s the knowing,” he explained kindly—” and what not. The other night, up at the ‘George,’ someone was saying he’d heard that this Mr. Peter Coppinger — that’s his right name it appears — knew more about fancy pigeons than any two other men put together. But that’s only pigeons. All the same, we shall have to go a bit cautious just at first. Don’t make out to put him right if he thinks he knows a bit too much of everything. Don’t—”

It began to appear to Job that he might be trusted to know that elementary much without all this blinking guidance. But that was Pritchard’s way: a sly, double-dealing old toad if ever there was one, and he wouldn’t half suck-up and pitch it to the new governor the minute he got him alone! Mr. Pritchard! Job stood up, knocked out his pipe and stretched himself with leisurely elaboration. At any rate, the potting-shed was his domain, he hoped.

“I’m glad you wrung that bloody old cockatoo’s neck while you had the chance, anyhow,” he casually remarked. “Nipped your thumb once pretty bad, didn’t he?”

“What’s that?” asked Mr. Pritchard, scenting disaffection. “Oh, him. Bird died of convulsions. I put all about it in the record book.”

“Bit sudden, wasn’t it? I suppose that’s why you put the bird itself in the boiler fire? Well, you needn’t be afraid of me saying anything; I’d like to have lammed its ugly head off myself for that matter.”

“No, I don’t suppose I need,” acquiesced Mr. Pritchard, glowering darkly. “Those were a couple of nice loads of pea-sticks that Huckler’s cart fetched away early this morning, weren’t they?”

“Coppice is getting a bit thick of undergrowth,” explained Job on a less assured note. “I was glad to get the stuff away.”

“Surely. It was just as well to get it away when you did, wasn’t it? Huckler was glad to get it at the price, too, I hear.” It was Mr. Pritchard’s turn to rise and go through the ritual of stretching. “May as well be getting along, I suppose. Sounds like something tootling up from ‘Orchard.”


CHAPTER V

MR. COPPINGER PRESCRIBES
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THE BIRD ROOM at Foxgrove was a singular institution, and, as it was destined to play no inconsiderable part in the remarkable adventure that was already beginning to cast its toils about Mr. Coppinger’s wholly unwitting feet, it is necessary to give it more than passing mention.

It stood, detached, in the grounds of Foxgrove at some little distance from the house, isolated and almost hidden among the riotous shrubberies that were a feature of that pleasance, but within easy stone throw of an unfrequented by-way — not the Plymorchard road of the travellers’ arrival, but a rutty lane that led away to Culler Bridge and the high, wild moor beyond.

As became the temple devoted to a science, the Bird Room had originally served a devotional purpose. It had, in fact, been the registered meeting-house of the Regenerated New Apostolic Adventists, a small but dogmatic community that had gradually faded away under the withering blight of the weak-kneed tolerance that it everywhere encountered. It was out to withstand the rack and thumbscrew, to defy fire and sword, and to flourish on persecution, but when a modernist vicar of Plymorchard in all good faith proposed an interchange of pulpits for a round of sermons, New Adventism recognized that the good old days were gone for ever, and in both a literal and a vulgar sense “put up the shutters.”

The late Mr. Ralph Coppinger saw the derelict little building when he was casting about for something rather roomy, and he promptly acquired it for a bargain consideration. In due course it was taken down and reassembled among the rhododendrons of Foxgrove, to serve its eccentric owner’s hobby. It was, as an ex-deacon of Adventism strongly pointed out when vainly endeavouring to bluff the wily Ralph into springing his bed-rock offer, of best Norwegian pitch-pine, grained and varnished within, creosote-proofed without, and weather-tight all over. Half a dozen diamond-paned windows, all but one placed appropriately high, provided a visual cheerfulness inside, whatever the texture of the doctrinal atmosphere may originally have been. An admirable but extremely ugly heating stove was included in the price, as were the velvet curtains that, sliding on a rod, cut off the corner in which stood the ample door from the body of the room. The chairs and other accessories of congregation had already vanished, nor did Ralph Coppinger require them. He covered the walls with pictures of birds and with glass cases containing stuffed examples. The furniture of the place was sparse, good of its kind and useful, and all designed to serve an end. An occasional rug relieved the bare boards of about half the floor space, and here stood a desk devoted to the keeping of ornithological records and correspondence on that subject, bookcases stocked with the works of Seebohm, Yarrell, Gould, Audubon and a host of others, the cabinets of specimens, and the few easy-chairs that found admittance. The other half of the room was the practical department of the business. There the old man had indulged his fancy long after his trembling hand could be trusted to direct a scalpel — dissecting, skinning, curing, mounting or stuffing, as the case might be, whatever of the rare or curious that came his way. Stacy Marks might have painted him thus, surrounded by his feathered craft, and called it “The Ruling Passion.”

Six months had passed since the notable interview when Peter had so unexpectedly defied Mr. Mossphase in his very lair. Life at Foxgrove had become an accepted thing, and its routine flowed smoothly, with now and then, perhaps, an eddy on the surface. Walburga, revelling in an allowance beyond the dreams of Harringay, was sampling the joys of real country life with all the enthusiasm of the athletic young city girl turned rustic. Willie, after a paradisiacal vacation in which only the last week had kindled a doubt whether cinemas, toy-shops and railway termini were, after all, wholly negligible, had returned to Margate, pending Mrs. Coppinger’s fuller inquiries into the relative claims of Eton, Winchester and Harrow.

As for Amy herself, it would be impossible to describe the fullness of life that had revealed itself to her. She more than blossomed, she burgeoned in a hundred new directions. Nothing in the way of patronage, pecuniary or otherwise, that came inviting, was sent empty away. There had always been the promise beneath her little frets and doldrums that if only she could have everything her own way she would be very pleasant. Her particular line of graciousness might not suit everyone, but at Foxgrove there was plenty of room to get away from it if need be, and she had not yet had time to find disillusion beneath her new surroundings. The “staff” had been retained complete, and were all devoted to her. Walburga considered that at times she treated them outrageously, yet the fact stared her in the face that they would do more for a smile from her mother than they would do for anything that she herself could offer — in spite of all her practice of the modern phase of consideration.

Between mother and daughter there still remained the ancient antagonism, ever latent under all the reality of deep affection. Nothing but complete submission to her will and whim had ever been Amy’s ingrained, if disavowed, conception of a true daughter’s function, and in Walburga this Victorian idyll of a fond despotism was up against a hard-as-nails product of her reactive epoch: the virgin armed and wary. Not even towards Peter was Mrs. Coppinger’s would-be grip so unrelenting, for it had been an axiom of her upbringing that the husband was never to be wholly trusted; nor, indeed, was she so interested in his affairs as she would have been in the young girl’s dawning experience. With regard to Peter, a curious but quite characteristic change had been coming over his wife’s attitude ever since the rise to fortune. In her eyes the accidental possession of an ample income made him a very different man from the lowly clerk who had toiled for a meagre wage. He had justified himself by being successful, and she was prepared to make submission to his cleverness. In less than three weeks she had come to suspect that he really must have some very special ornithological qualities to have influenced old Ralph in selecting him to be his heir; in less than three months she had never thought anything else, and she was telling everyone about it. It was not seemly that so busy and gifted a man should be at the beck and call of any woman.

The door of the Bird Room rattled noisily open, the curtains were drawn aside, and Job, hat in hand, looked respectfully in. Seeing no one there, his expression at once slipped back into more natural lines, he replaced his hat at an angle of easy grace, and whistling softly to indicate the unstudied casualness of his movements, he began to drift from one object of interest to another in an endeavour to gain some insight into the problem that had occasioned much uneasiness both to Mr. Pritchard and himself during the past few months. Crudely stated, the issue was simply this: What’s this new chap up to, and how much does he know? Is he the proper Mug he sometimes seems to be, or is it part of a deep Game?

It will be readily understood that these doubts exercised a paralysing clog on that branch of their activities that came within the scope of the “strictly legitimate.” After completing the general orbit of the room without finding anything of moment, and reassured by a glance through the only window that suggested danger, Job ventured to inspect the things that lay about the open desk. The nature of the man was as curious as a magpie, and he turned over one object after another, with special attention to the open letters. A few sheets of written paper, headed “Inquiry into the Prevalent Cause of Epileptic Fits among Cockatoos” in Mr. Coppinger’s clerkly hand caught his eye, and he picked it up and began to read. An unsophisticated child of nature, the emotions readily betrayed themselves over his large and plastic features, and anyone watching Job at that moment would have been justified in forming the conclusion that he was puzzled. To remove any possible doubt he tilted his hat still more and slowly massaged the part of the head that is popularly supposed to cover the brain, to stimulate its function. The effect was merely to deepen the lines of bewilderment; indeed, so absorbing did the process become that a step on the walk outside passed quite unnoticed, and when the door handle gave its providential warning Job had barely time to drop the papers, whip off his hat again, and get into an absent-minded attitude at a reasonably convincing distance from the desk. As he expected, it was Mr. Coppinger returning to the field of his literary travail.

“Afternoon, sir,” said Job smartly, deciding that he had perhaps better get in the first word even if it entailed the break-up of his fine preoccupation. “They told me just now at the house that you was here, sir, so I thought that you’d wish me to look in and wait.”

Nothing could be franker, and if the employer somehow received the impression that his gardener had been chafing at this distraction from his strenuous labours, it must be accounted a remarkable tribute to telepathic practice.

“Quite right, Job,” he replied; “quite right. Yes; I’m generally to be found here, aren’t I? Always at it. That’s the worst of being an enthusiast. Well; nothing wrong, I hope?”

“Nothing exactly wrong, sir. But that new Otus Vulgaris that came up last week seems to be drooping a bit. I thought you’d like to know.” Not that he quite thought any such thing, of course. No man likes to be told that any of his cherished possessions is drooping: what Job really meant was that he hoped it would redound to his credit to have been so observing.

Mr. Coppinger’s eye wavered in the direction of the nearest bookcase, but the impulse went no further.

“Ah, Otus Vulgaris drooping a bit, eh?” he repeated, with nice discrimination in his voice. “Well, Job, you had better keep the glare of the sun off it for the next few days and — er — perhaps spray it occasionally with soap-suds.”

“Soap-suds?” reiterated Job, after considering this course of treatment for a baffled half minute. “You said spray it with soap-suds, sir?”

Mr. Coppinger had at once plunged into the accumulated litter of his desk with the air of a very busy man indeed, but it was impossible to ignore the concern of his menial’s dubious voice. Plainly, someone had blundered.

“Weak soap-suds, of course I meant. You would know that as well as I do. Just” — Mr. Coppinger’s twiddling finger-tips essayed to convey the impression of tenuity carried to its last expression—” just the merest suggestion of a trace of—”

“You understand, sir, that it’s that long-eared owl what I’m referring to. I’m doing Pritchard’s work to-day.”

“Owl!” exclaimed Mr. Coppinger, for the moment startled out of his usual circumspection. “Owl! Then why, in the name of goodness, didn’t you say so, Job?”

“I did, sir,” protested Job, looking extremely hurt. “Otus Vulgaris, I said. The late Mr. Ralph never allowed a bird to be called by its English name. He used to fine us a tanner — I mean he deducted sixpence off the extries he allowed us if we as much as said a sparrow. I thought you’d know—”

“Yes, yes,” interposed Mr. Coppinger indulgently; “of course I knew. But I didn’t think that you did — only I was doing my best not to hurt your feelings. As a matter of fact, Job, I really thought that you’d picked up the name somewhere and were applying it to that golden-rayed lily of Japan you spoke to me about the other day.”

“Well, sir,” protested Job, who was beginning to find some difficulty in following the thread of his employer’s implication, “all I can say—”

“Yes, yes; I know, I know,” insisted Mr. Coppinger soothingly. “You aren’t a talker like some of the others, eh, Job? There are men who have an excuse or an explanation for everything when they find they’re in the wrong. Well, never mind an occasional blunder if it’s made in the pursuit of knowledge. Be as scientific as it’s possible to be; it’s the groundwork of all system. And so,” continued the mendacious gentleman without giving his hapless listener time to arrange his never very brilliant wits, “Otus Vulgaris is drooping, eh? Always an — an inscrutable bird, Otus Vulgaris, Job. You may have noticed that? It’s rather unfortunate that Pritchard should happen to be away just at this moment.”

“I don’t doubt that we can get on all right for a few days without Mr. Pritchard, sir,” prompted Job. He was on familiar ground here, for he never lost an opportunity of putting a spoke into the wheel of the envied associate with whom, in the expressive Celestial phrase, he ranked “equal but below.”

“Of course, of course. But I always regard Pritchard as a thoroughly practical man in his department,” said Peter with easy magnanimity. “Now suppose you had been in sole charge, Job — in my absence, let us say — and Otus Vulgaris had exhibited signs of drooping. Come now, how would you — let’s hear how you would have gone about it?”

“I’m always a great believer in veronica,” admitted Job.

“Veronica — exactly,” confirmed Peter. Hitherto he had vaguely associated the name with a lady classically remote, but he supposed that there must be another veronica, esteemed among the bird-wise. “You couldn’t do better; it’s exactly what I should have prescribed myself if I had been here when we are supposing that I am away.”

“Then shall I?”

“Certainly, Job. Give Otus Vulgaris a—”

But at that point a realization of the ambiguities of his position warned the unlucky Peter. What, in heaven’s name, did one give veronica as — a pill, poultice, injection, powder, or would it be expedient to fall back upon the familiar phrase, “a good stiff tumbler?” But months of enforced practice were breeding in Mr. Coppinger an unnatural cunning. “Come now, Job, what would you give veronica as — if I was still away?”

“I can’t say I ever heard of anything but an infusion, sir.”

“No good trying to catch you, eh?” was the generous admission. “Quite right, Job. Give Otus Vulgaris an infusion of veronica and—”

“And what, sir?”

“And leave the rest to nature,” concluded Mr. Coppinger, with a happy inspiration. “I couldn’t have prescribed for the bird better if I’d been here by myself. And any other trifling case that arises — treat it in your own way. I’m beginning to find that you’re a reliable man, Job, and I don’t want to be disturbed here again. I have some rather heavy research work to get on with.”

“Thank you, sir,” replied the simple creature. “I’ll see to it all right.”

He went out, carefully closing the door behind him, and Mr. Coppinger was alone — alone to grapple with the laborious task before him.

His preparation for this was extraordinarily simple. With a careless sweep of the hand he piled up most of the precious memoranda on the desk into an untidy heap upon one side, leaving a clear space in the middle. An unfortunate stuffed widgeon, caught in the vigour of the movement, was sent spinning to the floor, but Mr. Coppinger did not appear to notice the mishap; at any rate he made no effort to rescue the treasure. Instead, unlocking one of the smaller drawers of the desk, he took out a pack of cards and proceeded to lay them out in an orderly formation before him. It was that particular patience known as the “Devil’s Thirteen” that he was trying.

“Six; jack; eight; ace; five—” checked off the player, and he had just become pleasantly absorbed in the game, with a reasonable but not too facile chance of it “coming out,” when a mellifluent little coo of greeting reached him from the window. Looking up in something rather like a panic, his startled glance was just in time to recognize Amy’s garden hat moving across in the direction of the door.


CHAPTER VI

NEARING THE LIMIT
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WHEN MRS. COPPINGER entered the Bird Room, which she did after a playful little announcement upon the door and a bewitching air of reluctance on the threshold, she found Peter seated at his desk and apparently so deeply immersed in study that for an appreciable moment he failed to realize her presence. Written and printed documents were heaped before him, a few books, some open, lay convenient to his hand, and the abused widgeon was again in a dignified position. An atmosphere of scientific research prevailed.

“May I intrude?” she smiled with complacent assurance. “I know that I really oughtn’t.”

But Peter was on his feet in hospitable effusion, relieving her of a basket of exquisite roses that she carried, and swinging round an easy-chair so that she should not be put to the trouble of walking the three necessary steps towards it. Admirable husband; no wonder Amy beamed!

“Yes, yes, my dear,” he protested between these attentions; “come in, of course. ‘Intrude’ — the very idea! Why, it’s — it’s a delightful break in the routine of my daily labour.”

“All the same, Peter, I feel that it’s rather naughty of me to interrupt when you are at work here. Were you engaged on anything tremendously important?

Peter’s recreant eye could not forbear a guilty glance towards the drawer into which a pack of cards, still warm from his hand, had just been tumbled; like many another uneasy sinner he sought to compromise with his conscience by a fine affectation of candour.

“As a matter of fact, my dear, I wasn’t really working. I was taking a rest from serious business by — er — sorting and rearranging a few unimportant papers.”

“It’s simply marvellous to me,” continued the flattering lady, “the way that you’ve thrown yourself into carrying on Uncle Ralph’s scientific work after being in a City office all your life. Why, your desk is absolutely heaped with formidable-looking papers. May I just peep?” and, vacating the easy-chair, Mrs. Coppinger crossed over to his side and ventured to read the title of an essay that took her fancy. (This was after the most admired way in which young ladies were trained for matrimony in her bread-and-butter days: an “intelligent interest” in the husband’s pursuits, with a very clearly-expressed recognition of the wife’s inability ever to begin to understand them.) “‘Suggestion for the Radium Treatment of Elephantiasis in Japanese Peacocks.’ You go so deeply into the subject, Peter. And yet,” she continued, with a finger pressed to her lips meditatively, “and yet there is absolutely only one occasion that I can ever remember you taking the least interest in birdkeeping in the past.”

“Ah, when was that?” asked Peter. Personally, he could not recall one even.

“It was when Willie was set on keeping bantams in the backyard at Magnolia Gardens. Do you remember?”

“No; I’d entirely forgotten all about it. And I was keen on the subject even then, eh?”

“You were inflexible. You wouldn’t hear of it for a moment. You said that hens were dirty, noisy creatures to have about the place, and that bantams were the silliest kind of hens that had ever been invented. Then you advised the poor boy to start collecting postmarks if he wanted a hobby, because that would encourage him to find out where places were.”

“Well, well; there was a reason there, of course,” explained Peter, rather staggered. “That was at Harringay, and we had our neighbours to consider. Besides, Willie was very backward in geography just then, and postmarks — or foreign stamps, but postmarks cost him nothing — would have been helpful. If he wants to keep poultry now, goodness knows he can have a farmyard,”

“Yes, dear; it would be very nice for him if he did, but somehow he doesn’t seem to care about them now. But what I was saying was that I had quite got the idea in those days that you actually disliked pets of every sort and kind.”

Yes, thought Peter, looking at her placid, complacent smile indulgently, it’s just what you would say. That’s the last sort of impression that I can afford to create here; and yet you, admirable but incomprehensible being, are fully capable of blazoning it from the house-top. What he actually said, and into it he ventured to throw just a spice of significance, was: “Amy, doesn’t it occur to you that very few men would be unable to conceal the most poignant repugnance at the price of five thousand pounds a year?”

Amy creased her level brow at this, as she considered the matter squarely. Peter could see that any idea of a personal application in such a dilemma did not come within a hundred miles of her imagination.

“Well,” she replied, after a conscientious survey, “I suppose there are people who would do almost anything for five thousand pounds a year. But it wouldn’t be exactly honest to pretend something quite different to what you felt, merely to get money, would it?”

At this challenge to the equities Peter found it convenient to affect some slight rearrangement of his papers. “Oh, I don’t know,” he conceded judicially as he bent down over the desk; “I dare say people have different ways of looking at things. Mightn’t do to be too exacting.”

“That is because you are so scrupulously exact yourself,” explained Amy, with whom logic consisted in things being as she wished to have them. “You may smile, Peter” — for the unhappy man had put on the self-conscious smirk that any husband is bound to assume when his wife accuses him of excessive rectitude—” but look at the way that you have proved it. The condition of the will was that — besides keeping on the aviaries and all those sort of things — you were to ‘devote yourself’ to ornithology. And that exactly describes you now. You are devoted. Of course I am immensely proud of the reputation you are making, but I really think that if we were just a young couple again I might feel a wee bit jealous of your learned ‘ologies.’” And to prove that she wasn’t in the least really jealous now, and that this was only her playful way of speaking, Amy nestled her head enticingly upon his shoulder with a delightful little gurgle of amusement.

“My dear,” protested Peter, his conscience squirming like a pinched worm at all this laudation, “if only I could explain to you how the very sight of a stuffed bird—”

“But I know, Peter; I know quite well. I have it before my eyes; there is no need to explain. It exercises an irresistible fascination over you.” Mr. Coppinger emitted a dull groan which he managed to turn into a passable cough before it was too late. “You long to classify it. Your fingers itch to — to analyse it — is ‘analyse’ right, Peter?”

“‘Anathematize’ is the word you want, I think,” he suggested.

“No, it’s neither of those — yes, ‘anatomize’ I mean. To anatomize it. Do you know, Peter, sometimes, when you haven’t seen me looking, I’ve caught the very strangest expression creep into your face as your eyes rested on one of your rarest specimens.”

“What — what sort of an expression?” asked Peter guiltily.

“Well, almost as if it was too much for you. No, that won’t convey anything to you, but it’s exactly what I mean only I can’t put it properly.”

“It conveys everything perfectly. But look here, my dear” — her basket of flowers suggested a welcome deviation from the subject—” aren’t you perhaps cutting rather more of these conservatory roses than Job would relish? He’s — he’s rather proud of them, and I fancy he wants some for the show.”

“Oh! Does it matter? Don’t you think you are just a leetle too good-natured about things like that, Peter? Mind you, my dear, I do approve of encouraging servants in every way: when I meet Job about the garden I always make a point of passing some pleasant little remark, such as, ‘What lovely growing weather we are having, Job,’ or ‘How flourishing everything looks after the rain.’ But I think it’s carrying it rather to extremes to consider what he thinks.”

“Job’s in rather an exceptional position, you see. We could scarcely hope to get another gardener who would be competent to assist in the aviaries when required. He takes the place of two.”

“That’s exactly where you have such an advantage,” retorted Amy, with gathering tenacity. “Most gentlemen are mere dummies in the hands of their gardeners. They know nothing of the subject, and the men presume on it and become tyrants. But in the aviary you could always crush Job or Pritchard with your superior knowledge. Then they’d know who was master.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t quite say that,” said Peter, with the absurd diffidence that Amy realized she would have to break him of before he could shine properly in society and be really happy. “One doesn’t like to show off, you know.”

“You don’t, I know,” she admitted. “Why, I sometimes hear you letting them make suggestions to you. I suppose it amuses you to hear what they have to say: you have such a keen eye for the humour of a situation, Peter.”

“No, no; you must give the men their due,” he dissented generously. “Pritchard and Job are both thoroughly practical fellows. I — well, I’m more of a theorist at the best.”

Amy smiled the smile of ineffable conviction, such as you may see on the face of any good woman enduring polite contradiction when she has once made up her mind about a thing.

“Then I will go now and leave you to your great theories,” she said, gathering herself together. “I suppose that we shall see them in one of your terribly learned journals later on.”

“Don’t forget your roses,” he said, purely to avoid recurring to the other — hateful — subject, for the basket of flowers was right before her eyes. “They’ll look splendid in those new bowls.”

“Why don’t you take to wearing a button-hole?” she suggested. “I’m sure they suit you, Peter. See, here’s just a bud. I’ll pin it in for you.”

“Thank you, my dear,” he replied, helping her to disengage the flower. “Hello, what have you got here; letters?”

“Oh, to be sure. I knew that there was something I’d come about, but I could not remember what. These came by the afternoon post. Is there anything from Mr. Trescote among them? We really ought to know by now when he intends coming.”

Peter was examining his mail with the interest in its as-yet-unopened possibilities that even the most hardened scarcely ever wholly outlive. There were the usual appeals, under a variety of ingenious covers, the usual bills, and the usual prospectuses — including one from the gentleman in the Midlands who scrupulously sent him three every week with a faith which, if failing to move mountains, certainly did its best to push gold-fields and float rubber plantations. All these were in familiar form, but the last of the batch held out some promise. Its superscription had nothing in common with the facile hand of the professional addresser; on the flap were embossed the words: “Campbell-Voight Line. S.S. Coventry Cross,” and the postmark was that of Vigo.

“Is there anything from Mr. Trescote?” repeated Amy.

This time the name reached Peter’s brain, and it registered a very definite emotion there. He put down the Vigo letter unopened and stared at Mrs. Coppinger in something approaching consternation.

“Trescote; Trescote? Haven’t we heard from him again? There’s certainly nothing here. I’d forgotten all about him for the moment.”

“You asked me to see to it, so of course —— —”

“Yes, but when is he coming? To-day or tomorrow, isn’t it? Why, the man may be in Plymorchard now!”

“It’s really very inconsiderate of him,” admitted Amy. “I asked him to let you know the train so that we could send a car down to the station to meet him.”

“But why — why should we send down to meet him?” demanded Peter, contriving to look almost mildly ferocious as a dreadful suspicion began to take shape within him; a misgiving that became a practical certainty as Amy stood speechless before such unusual bearing. “You don’t mean to say that you’ve asked him to stay here?”

“Yes, dear,” she confessed, with astonishing meekness, “didn’t you mean that when you told me to say that we should be glad to see him any time?”

“No, no, no! I thought you’d ask him to call one day and then perhaps invite him to lunch or dinner for the next, or something of that sort. We have to be civil to the man, but that ought to have been enough. He’d arranged to put up at the ‘Bell and Anchor’ — so he wrote.”

“Yes, Peter, I know; but as he was coming down especially to meet you, I thought it seemed so much nicer to ask him to stay here.”

“Well, well, well; it’s done now so we must make the best of him.”

“I’m sorry if I misunderstood you, dear,” she said penitently — after all, how admirable, this, compared with the Magnolia Gardens Amy who would certainly have let him see how unfeeling he had been on half the provocation, reflected Peter cheerfully. Let Trescote come and be blowed! “I thought that you would like to have someone who would be able to talk to you and understand your clever theories.”

“Oh, I don’t think it really matters,” said Peter, feeling very magnanimous. “It’s your fine spirit of hospitality; you always had it, Amy, even in our leanest days. Do you remember insisting on that man staying to tea, because he said that he’d been waiting two hours to catch us — and then it turned out that he’d really only come to cut the gas off?

This was perhaps going a little too far, for Mrs. Coppinger knew so absolutely that whatever she did was right, that it was always an extremely delicate matter to remind her of the times when she had palpably been wrong. Peter glimpsed a mere flicker of the pensive look that used to foreshadow trouble brewing, and hastened to offer solatium.

“It’s all right, of course,” he continued quickly. “Very splendid really, and now we can afford to do all the entertaining you like. We need a few visitors to liven things up in a big house of this sort, don’t we?”

“It’s certainly pleasanter for Walburga, and that is why I am glad that Mr. Moon—”

“But I have to remind myself occasionally what Trescote’s real position is,” kept on Peter, ringing a tactful change on the pronoun he employed. “He is the consulting lawyer of the British Institute of Ornithological Research: the body that will step in and claim everything here if I ever fail to satisfy the conditions of Uncle Ralph’s will. And you may take my solemn word, Amy, that he’s coming now to see if he can’t find some way of doing it.”

“Oh, I don’t think that for a moment, Peter,” declared Amy with airy conviction. “He wrote us such a very pleasant letter. Besides,” she added with triumphant finality, “it wouldn’t be at all a nice thing to do, and the man is obviously a gentleman. Did you notice that he has a crest?”

“Well, I don’t know Mr. Trescote yet,” demurred Peter stolidly. “I have never seen him. Of course he is a gentleman — if only by Act of Parliament. But he is a lawyer first, and that by his own choice.”

“Besides, what possible ground could there be for interfering with you, Peter? You do everything, and more, that the will requires.”

“Yes, yes; I know, my dear,” he agreed uneasily, “but Trescote is a lawyer and not a naturalist. It would be on some tricky, technical, legal point that he would go to work. I might be able to overwhelm him with — er — well, let us say ornithological erudition, but what’s the good of trying to impress a man with technicalities when he doesn’t know the difference between an emu and a seamew?”

“But he does, Peter.”

“Eh? What’s that?” demanded Peter, struck by her happy note. “He — ?”

“The vicar told me only yesterday, when I mentioned Mr. Trescote’s name. He was one of the few friends that Uncle Ralph had, it seems, and he frequently stayed here. ‘You can’t take Trescote in about anything that wears feathers,’ were the vicar’s very words. You see, you will be able to impress him: that’s why I thought it would be so nice for you to have him actually staying here.”

“Oh, capital, capital,” stammered the unfortunate dissembler. “That puts an entirely different face — 

But what a curious, what an uncalled-for remark about him for anyone to make.”

“He was referring to some case in which Mr. Trescote had been engaged. It seems that on account of his special knowledge he is in nearly every law-suit about birds, and his side always wins. The vicar said that he had been instrumental in exposing ever so many cases of imposture. You two will be able to have such splendid talks together.”

“I picture them!” said Peter, with the hysterical cheerfulness of a man making an appointment with the dentist. “Do you know, Amy, we may have to put Trescote off yet. I — I feel very peculiar. I think I have one of my bad bilious attacks coming on — a long one, this time, by the feeling of it.”

“Oh, I hope not!” exclaimed Amy sympathetically. “Shall I send down for Dr. Craig to call?”

“No, no. He wouldn’t be able to do anything. But I must see Harker now as soon as we can get him. I won’t run the risk of leaving it any longer.”

“Peter!” A dreadful apprehension was suddenly reflected in Amy’s startled eyes. “You are keeping something back. Are you very ill?”

“No, no, no—”

“You say a doctor can do no good, and now you want a lawyer. What am I to think? Does it mean—”

“No, no, no,” protested Peter incoherently.

“Even if you haven’t made a will, Peter, don’t let things like that trouble you at such a moment,” urged the heroic lady. “I shan’t mind. Walburga can earn her living somehow, and even if Willie has to leave school, a boy like that can always make his way—”

“Look here!” almost shrieked the erstwhile mildest of men in a stress of frenzy, “please understand that I haven’t the slightest intention of dying, either now or at any other time. I want Harker because I wrote to him for his advice and he hasn’t taken the trouble to reply. Well, I’ve had about enough of it now, so I may as well tell you — 

For the fourth time that afternoon the semi-ecclesiastical door handle of the Bird Room creaked rustily, and Peter was either saved or lost, as the event may prove. Walburga’s face appeared between the parted curtains.

“Yes, here they are, Mr. Harker,” she reported, glancing back towards him. “Come on in.”

“Well, well,” commented Peter with fatalistic resignation. “Talk of the Devil — !”

Harker bustled in, as spruce, alert and self-possessed as ever, and seized Mrs. Coppinger’s welcoming hand.

“Ha!” he exclaimed, taking in husband and wife with a genial eye. “Did I catch the tail of a reference to a Certain Personage as I came in?”

“Yes,” admitted Amy, in her unconquerably pleasant manner, “we were just talking about you, Mr. Harker,” but though she thought of it several times later, in a conscientious endeavour to find some point, she could never understand what all the others laughed at. Her own expression became one of polite and dutiful amusement.

“I think we had better leave you two to your joke, or your business as I suppose we must call it,” she said, joining Walburga at the door. “Shall we resign them to their own devices, dear?”

“I have come on business, Mrs. Coppinger, I assure you,” remarked the lawyer. “Your husband will vouch for that.”

Mrs. Coppinger did not need any assurance on that point after what had passed, but she hoped that Peter’s queer turn, whatever it arose from, had blown over. There was a great deal that she did not understand in life, but it never troubled her; indeed she seldom realized that she did not understand it. She merely blotted out anything that did not come in line with the world as she had been taught to know it. Half of that undesirable residuum she never saw, the other half she tactfully ignored.

“At all events I hope that you will stay and have tea with us,” she said, pausing at the door, and then added in surprise as she looked out, “Why, what a curious change! There is quite a thick mist coming over now.”

Harker, who had accompanied them gallantly to the door, glanced out and nodded.

“One of our sudden Dartmoor fogs, Mrs. Coppinger,” he answered. “You’ll be quite used to them down here before the year is out.”


CHAPTER VII

PAST IT
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HAVING CLOSED THE door after the two ladies Mr. Harker strolled back into the room with leisurely deliberation, giving a roving glance towards first one then another feature of the place. Ultimately he brought up beside Mr. Coppinger at the desk, and proceeded to accept an excellent cigar of a brand that he had himself some time earlier recommended to that comparatively inexperienced smoker.

“You’ve left everything pretty much as you found it,” he remarked, with a comprehensive indication of the Bird Room. “Rum old shanty, anyhow.”

“Yes,” replied Peter. “That was one of the things I could do quite easily. You got my letter?” By way of settling that point Mr. Harker felt in various pockets until he had discovered a well-filled wallet. From this by a similar process he selected an envelope, which in turn yielded its enclosure. With this spread open before him he was in a position to deal positively with the inquiry. This spectacular precision is not without effect in cowing the rancorous and headstrong, especially those of simple mind and slight legal experience. Not that Mr. Harker had any intention of impressing Peter, but these useful professional habits fasten on one. Remembering himself, he refolded the letter and put it back again.

“I did,” he admitted, “but I put off replying because I knew that I should be round this way to-day, and because what you ask is very difficult to answer in a letter.”

“Ah. It did occur to me afterwards that it might prove a pretty long matter.”

“On the contrary,” replied Mr. Harker, giving up his attempt to lasso the stuffed widgeon’s head with a smoke-ring, “on the contrary, I can answer everything you ask with three short words.”

“You can?”

“I can. The words being, ‘I don’t know.’”

“Well, well.” Mr. Coppinger made a spirited endeavour not to look his disappointment. “I should have thought that that would have been easy enough to write.”

“Not for me. And you are one of the few men to whom I’d even say it. But seriously, Coppinger, though I can’t give a definite ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ to your rather complicated inquiry, I thought that if I came we might be able to thresh out something satisfactory between us.”

“Now that’s deuced friendly of you, Harker,” protested Peter warmly. He had liked Harker from the first, with the illogical reaction of the man who would not hurt the feelings of a fly towards the one who would have no compunction about trampling on an elephant. “Very friendly indeed.”

“Perhaps,” admitted the lawyer. “But I shall book it as a consultation, all the same. Now — you say that you are beginning to find the situation intolerable — what’s the exact trouble?”

“The exact trouble is that I don’t know where I stand. According to that — that infernal will, Harker, I have to devote myself body and soul to ornithology. Where does that begin and where does it end? Am I overdoing it or am I underdoing it?”

“This is what comes of a man trying to make his own will,” said Mr. Harker, not without some indication of a certain complacent satisfaction. “The only circumstance in which it is at all safe for a layman to do that is when he leaves everything unconditionally to his next-of-kin. Then if the will can be upset it goes to the fellow just the same.”

“Yes, but if I can be upset, everything here goes to the British Institute of Ornithological Research.”

“You seem to be apprehensive of something, Coppinger. Your compliance with the terms of the will hasn’t been called into question, has it?”

“Not yet, so far as I am aware. But there’s a man called Trescote connected with that society ——  — —”

“Yes, I know him slightly. A decent enough fellow. I met him once when he was staying here.”

“Well, it looks like something brewing. Can he quarter himself on me here whether I want him or not?”

“Certainly he cannot. I don’t suppose that he ever dreamt of such a thing.”

“Perhaps not. Can he come here with the obvious intention of finding out what I am doing, poke about the aviaries, talk to my servants, make my life generally miserable and — and so forth?” demanded Peter, beginning strongly but ending on a very minor note, as honest indignation is apt to do.

“Ah, now you are widening the issues. You don’t want to carry the matter to the House of Lords, do you?”

“I don’t want to carry it anywhere. I don’t want to touch it with a long pole. I only want everything to be fair and reasonable.”

“Half the cases that reach the House of Lords get there because both sides insist on everything being fair and reasonable,” remarked Mr. Harker sententiously. “Why not be generous and absurd? You are the strong man in possession.”

“Just how do you mean?” asked Peter.

“You spoke of Trescote paying a visit here. Well, put him up and make him welcome if he has the least inclination to see Foxgrove Court again. Show him everything and tell him everything. Explain your views and point out what you are doing. Make him subscribe to our ‘Country Children’s Town Holiday Fund,’ and take him to hear your paper at the next village Penny Reading.”

“What — what’s that?” demanded Peter. “What paper?”

“Your contribution to the evening’s gaiety: an address entitled ‘Some Feathered Songsters of Our Heaths and Hedgerows.’”

“My God, Harker, don’t say that I’m down to do that!” implored the unfortunate Peter.

“But most certainly you are. I saw a printed notice about it in Miss Mew’s Berlin wool shop window as I came along.”

“And all I said was — But what does that matter now if it’s actually in print?” And, shaking his head mournfully from side to side, the dejected little man sadly apostrophized the unresponsive widgeon, “O Amy, Amy, what crimes do you not commit in the name of amiability!”

“And, by Gad,” continued Mr. Harker, with a sudden access of enthusiasm, “you must arrange for him to be here to see the Groo-Groo arrive.”

“The what?” asked Peter dully. “Groo-Groo? What Groo-Groo?

“The Groo-Groo,” emphasized Mr. Harker, regarding Peter with quite extraordinary vivacity. “The Great Groo-Groo: there’s only one in the discovered world. You know all about it. You have a collecting agent at Buenos Ayres, haven’t you?”

“I have collecting agents at Buenos Ayres, Calcutta, Sydney and New York. Uncle Ralph had them, and I simply let them go on collecting. I daren’t do anything else.”

“Well, hasn’t your agent at Buenos Ayres notified you that he has secured a Groo-Groo for you — hitherto believed to be extinct — and is sending it on by boat?

“I do seem to remember a word like that in a cablegram I got,” admitted Peter. “I thought it sounded like a pet name for another of their confounded cockatoos.... They’re always sending me cockatoos,” he added plaintively.

“But haven’t you seen anything about it in your papers? Why, man, it’s ‘news.’ I cut a paragraph only this morning out of the Daily — the Daily” — and in the complicated business of searching his numerous pockets Mr. Harker contrived to lose the precise thread of his disclosure—” the Daily — ah, here it is. Shall I read it for you?”

“Do,” said Peter. “I don’t feel that I can bear to.”

“‘ A RARA AVIS.’” — (“That’s what they head it,” explained the reader.) “‘ Mr. Pater Pottinger’ (You mustn’t mind trifles like that in a newspaper report), ‘ an enthusiastic ornithologist of this country, has recently secured through his Buenos Ayres agent what is probably the last surviving specimen of that remarkable bird the Patagonian Groo-Groo, for many years supposed to be extinct. The bird, now on its way to Mr. Collinger’s aviary, is what the natives call a “fighting female,” and stands five yards two feet in height.’”

“Impossible!” shouted the terror-stricken listener, his computing eye unconsciously lifting to the roof. “Why, confound it all, Harker, even a giraffe—”

“Five feet two inches they mean, I expect,” suggested Mr. Harker. “These newspaper people do everything on a big scale nowadays — to live up to their large circulation they have to. Well, it goes on: ‘Special preparation has been made for its passage on the Coventry Cross, and—’”

“Wait a minute. Coventry Cross: I’ve seen something about that ship quite lately.”

“Among the arrivals somewhere probably. That’s nearly all—’ and it is being accompanied to this country by a Patagonian Indian, who has been retained as its personal attendant.’”

“Harker,” protested Peter solemnly, “this is simply monstrous!”

“It is rather large,” admitted his friend, “but I’ll tell you one thing, Coppinger. This will settle any question of your doing or not doing all that could be required. Why, you’ll become the leading patron of ornithology at one single step.”

“No, it’s the last straw. I can’t keep it up any longer — not in the face of a five foot two inch bird: a fighting female, too. You are my legal adviser, Harker; come, you’d better hear the whole sordid truth.”

“As your legal adviser,” reserved Mr. Harker, “without prejudice, of course.”

“For the last six months I’ve been leading a double life. I saw the difficulty when you first wrote to me about the will, but I thought that I could get used to it, and in any case I had a wife and family to consider.... I’m not devoted to ornithology, Harker.

I hate pets and animals of every description, but birds most of all I simply loathe.”

“Do you mean—”

“I mean that they upset me, just as cats did the 

Duke of Wellington — or Lord Roberts, was it? — and spiders and mice do most women. I don’t study the subject, as the will says I must: I can’t. I’ve tried, but it’s no good. I come here and shut myself up for eight working hours a day, and I play patience and read Shakespeare and — er — Tit-Bits — and go to sleep. For three months I did honestly try to take an interest in the beastly things. In that time I wrote six pages of an essay on the cause of epileptic fits among cockatoos. Would you like to hear me read it? It’s lying somewhere about.” {FLUTTER TEXT}

“I am content to take it as read,” said Mr. Harker.

“You do well. Turning to the practical side of my obligation, I stuffed one red-necked parrot during the same period. It belonged to an old lady Amy knew at Finsbury Park, and when it died she sent it here and implored me to make it as lifelike as possible so that darling Toko should always be before her eyes. You shall see it.” Mr. Coppinger took out his keys and, seeking the farther end of the room, began to unlock a small medicine chest. “I cut into it one night after everyone was safely out of the way, and I worked on it for six hours with the door locked. I never felt so ill in all my life. Here it is.”


CHAPTER VIII

THE SHADOW OF THE EVENT
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HARKER STROLLED DOWN the room, suppressing, at the sight of his friend’s wholly serious — almost tragic — face, an inclination to laugh outrageously.

“Is that a stuffed parrot?” he asked.

“No,” replied Peter, “it’s a toy balloon like those sold by the hawkers along Holborn. But it was a parrot before I stuffed it. I shouldn’t have believed that any mortal creature — except perhaps the india-rubber man — could have such an elastic skin. The more I stuffed the more it stretched. In the end I had to sneak in and take handfuls of flock out of the spare-room bed. And the larger it grew the more it moulted. Even the few feathers you see are mostly stuck on with seccotine. You must do something for me, Harker. If I am challenged to produce some evidence of my work, and that essay was to be read in court and this bird displayed, not five leading K.C.s in a row could save me. I feel that.”

“But my dear Coppinger, I never knew — I never guessed—”

“No one knew; no one guessed. You all played up to me in a dazzling fashion. If I met an intelligent man, if I was introduced to a pretty woman, they nailed me down to birds from beginning to end as if any other topic would have been an insult to my reputation. Amy set them on to do it. It’s her tactful way since she believes me to be the greatest ornithologist alive. I have to live up to that.”

“Well, I must say that I admire the way you’ve kept it up for the last six months, Coppinger,” said Mr. Harker, and with the perversity of human nature he really did appreciate his friend’s qualities as a successful impostor more than he had ever done as an eminent ornithologist. “How do you put it across with people who really understand the subject?”

“It’s all too easy,” confessed the simple deceiver. “I tell you, Harker, I’ve lived a comparatively blameless life hitherto, but once or twice lately I’ve caught myself wondering whether that mightn’t have been because I had no idea how easy it was to impose on people.... If I meet a practical man I’m an advanced theorist, and wash my hands of mere manual labour. If he’s a theorist I’m a practical man and pooh-pooh academic knowledge.”

“But I suppose it does occasionally happen that one may be something of both?”

“In that case,” replied Peter, “I have an immediate bilious attack and can’t talk to him.”

Mr. Harker chuckled appreciatively and regarded his host with a waggish look of indulgent fellow-feeling. Then he became severely professional and, communing inwardly, took a couple of turns about the room.

“Well, my friend,” he announced, when he came to rest again after this mental stimulation, “it begins to appear to me that perhaps your apprehensions weren’t quite so wild as I had imagined.”

“You think that I could be dispossessed? That although I’ve spent twice as much money as I could well afford and kept on every agent and man-jack about the place, and provided an asylum and home-of-rest for every moth-eaten vulture and wall-eyed seagull that has been foisted on me, that I still haven’t fulfilled the ridiculous conditions of that preposterous will? You really do say that, Harker?

“I don’t say that. As your legal representative, wild eagles wouldn’t drag such an admission from me. But if the other side were in possession of all the facts and worked up a strong case, the law might possibly say so.”

“Then the law is an ass,” declared Mr. Coppinger vindictively.

“That has been frequently discovered,” agreed Harker suavely. “But of course, as a lawyer myself, it would hardly do for me to—”

“What’s up?” demanded Peter, for his companion had stopped abruptly and appeared to be waiting. From somewhere away in the distance a faint “crack” or two had reached their ears. “Partridge shooting, isn’t it?”

“No, no. Those were rifles, unless I’m very much mistaken. Listen!”

The sounds were repeated, a little louder but less definite in effect, as if several weapons had merged into a fusillade. Harker strode to the door and threw it widely open, Peter, impressed by the sense of something in the air, following on his heels. The garden had now been blown clear of mist again, but over the land out towards Culler Bridge it still lay like the waveless stretch of some enchanted lagoon.

“Hear anything?” suggested Harker, crooking a finger in the direction of the moor. “The wind’s our way.”

“Something,” muttered Peter, straining his cars to comply. “There it is again. Sounds like a bell.”

“You are right,” agreed the man with local knowledge; “it is a bell. It is the prison bell calling in the gangs. Another man has come to the conclusion that the law’s an ass, Coppinger. Some convict has made a dash for it and got off in the fog.”

“I’m very glad,” announced Mr. Coppinger defiantly; “he has my respectful congratulations. I hope he will escape; I hope every convict will escape. I don’t approve of our criminal laws and the whole penal system, Harker. I don’t approve of civil laws and the muddle-headed way they work out. Most of all, I don’t approve of the silly, involved, obsolete probate system that has got me into this confounded mess.”

“True, I remember,” smiled Harker. “You are a bit of a Socialist, aren’t you?”

“I am a Socialist,” amended Peter fervently. “At least,” he added in a more conciliatory key, “I was a Socialist when I worked for Mossphases’ and we lived in Harringay. I’m a theoretical Socialist now.”

“Then I strongly advise you to act on your theoretical Socialism by making sure of your window fastenings to-night,” said Harker meaningly.

“I always do. But why to-night particularly?”

“That other Socialist — the practical one — out there must have food if he is to lie low, and clothes if he hopes to get away,” explained Harker, indicating the direction of the moor as they left the door and turned to their chairs. “You stand rather isolated here: that’s all.... I wonder, by the way, if old Ralph had got some inkling of your loose opinions, Coppinger, when he made that will?

“Inkling!” replied Peter scornfully. “I should say! No, Harker, I never toadied to the old man in his ornithological dotage as most of the other relations did. He knew all right; he knew. That’s why I never expected a penny from him.... At first I imagined that he had singled me out because I was straightforward about it. But, do you know, since I’ve been here I’ve got a queer notion. It came to me one night when I was sitting here in the dusk — about like it is now — waiting for my eight hours’ solitary confinement to end.”

“Yes,” encouraged Harker. “I’m listening.”

Peter glanced round — if not exactly nervously, at least with the air of a man who likes to make sure that nothing is creeping up behind him in the dark — and then switched on the desk lamp. This had the effect of creating a reassuring circle of white light immediately about them, though it left everything beyond its protecting nimbus obscurer than before.

“You may know that the old man spent most of his time in this very room,” continued Peter, drawing his chair nearer to his guest as he unconsciously dropped his voice almost to a whisper, in keeping with the theme. “Towards the end, I am told that he almost lived here. Well — I know it sounds absurd put into cold words — but I do believe that Ralph Coppinger really did it simply for his own amusement after he was dead!”

“Oh, come! How do you make that out?” demanded the practical-minded lawyer.

“I do indeed, Harker,” insisted Peter, relieved to have a confidant now that he had said so much. “I may be wrong in what I think, or Uncle Ralph may have been wrong in what he expected, but you know that the old man firmly believed in Spiritualism towards the end?”

“So I’ve heard,” nodded Harker.

“Well, when he found out how much I hated country life and that I was almost afraid of birds, he left the will he did so that he might have something to amuse himself with for the first few years after he had gone: an arrangement, don’t you see, that would give his spirit something to take a humorous interest in while it hung about here until the strangeness of his new surroundings had worn off.”

“He certainly had a sardonic vein of pleasantry; still—”

“It would be just like him. Look how he went out of his way to get all the fun he could into it. He actually alludes in his will to my ‘deep love of natural history’ and ‘well-known reputation as a keen ornithologist.’ All utter spoof, of course; for the consequence was that when I got here I found a ready-made reputation waiting for me. Well, do you know, Harker, sometimes when I’ve been pottering about in this room with a few feathers or pretending to write a treatise on a subject that I don’t know a single word about, I’ve more than once fancied that I’ve heard the old fellow chuckling behind me; I’ve even heard the rattle—”

It could hardly be called the exemplary Willet’s fault. She had found the door unlatched and, having both hands occupied, she pushed it quietly open with her foot. Moving with the noiseless tread of the admirable servant that she was, she made out a small table just behind the two deeply-engrossed gentlemen, and on this — with possibly some excusably slight miscalculation of distance in the dusk — she proceeded to deposit the tea-tray.

“MyGodwhat’sthat!” exclaimed Peter, leaping to his feet and spinning round.

Harker managed to restrain the outward emotions better, but a cold wave passed over him, and when he turned his head to investigate he did it with the slow deliberation of one who is rather apprehensive of what he may see there.

“I beg your pardon, sir,” apologized Willet loftily. “I understood from the mistress that I was to bring tea out to you here.”

“Well, well; why shouldn’t you?” demanded Mr. Coppinger, with more warmth of manner than was his wont. “Why not? It’s quite right, Willet; perfectly all right. You didn’t think you fancied you saw or heard anything at all unusual, did you?”

“No, sir,” replied Willet, investing herself with an almost spiritual detachment from the situation. “Nothing whatever.”

“Nor did I,” volunteered her master, his tone rather implying that he would very much like to argue the matter out with anyone who suggested that he did. “There’s nothing unnatural or strange here that I know of. Everything is going on exactly the same as usual.”

“Yes, sir,” acquiesced Willet, arranging the tea-things with meticulous precision.

“Then there’s nothing to make a fuss about,” pronounced Peter with judicial finality. “Kindly switch on the wall-lights as you go out.”

“That’s better,” commented Mr. Harker with determined cheerfulness as the moderate display evoked made the outlook at least tolerable. “This could be turned into quite a decent place of some sort — gymnasium or something really useful, what? — if only you had a free hand, Coppinger.”

“If I had a free hand,” replied Coppinger, “I should turn it into an immediate vacancy. Look here, Harker, now that you know everything, do you still think that I had better have Trescote staying with us?”

“Why, yes, I do,” declared Harker, after reflection. “If he wants to come he will probably come somehow. Better to have him under your own eye all the time and in the restrained position of a guest.”

“Very well,” sighed Peter. “But I wish it was well over.”

“I admit, of course, that your position is a delicate one, but from the first I shouldn’t give him any ground for suggesting that you are not everything you seem. I don’t see that you need profess anything: after all, you’re only supposed to have been ‘devoting’ yourself for a few months, you know. Be the humble student of science. Maintain a desire to profit by his knowledge: no man is insensible to flattery of that kind.”

“Yes, yes, but my reputation; my confounded ready-made reputation, Harker, that I have tacitly accepted. One thing: I won’t face that five-foot-two fighting female on any terms. It goes direct to the Zoo as a present for the nation.”

“No reason why it shouldn’t. Public spirit and all that, overriding the most poignant private yearnings — eh? In fact that would be a positive asset, properly worked up.”

“And look here: while Trescote is down can’t you meet him here and as my representative get out of him some clear understanding of what his confounded society expects of me?”

“Something might be done, perhaps,” admitted the lawyer. “Anyway, no harm in trying.”

“I wish you would. I’ll let you have the dates.... Get as liberal terms as you can for me, Harker, there’s a good fellow. Stick out for half-holidays on Wednesdays and Saturdays, and one whole day a month.”

“I’ll do ray best,” said Harker with a laugh. “No, no more tea, thanks. I must be wending.”

“Oh, stay and keep us company at dinner,” urged Peter. “We might fill in the time with a hand at bridge if Walburga and Mr. Moon are available.”

“Moon? I did see a man about as I came through—”

“He’s a friend of theirs,” explained Peter, indicating, as Mr. Harker understood, the distaff section of the household. “Lord bless you, Harker, I don’t keep count of half the new people they seem to be in with. I suppose they met this Moon somewhere and he made himself agreeable, for now he’s staying here. Son of a lord, I understand — Letchworth’s the name — so he naturally goes down.”

“Title in the offing, eh? How does that suit the theoretical Socialist?”

“I don’t think Socialists strain much at aristocrats to-day,” admitted Peter. “In the old times ‘revolution’ meant the barricades going up; now it only means the barriers coming down. Personally, I can’t make much headway with this one, I admit, but he seems agreeable enough and certainly he never talks the peerage.”

“Well, I’m afraid that I can’t stay, anyway,” decided Harker. “The missis dropped a few words into my ear as I came away, and I seem to remember that ‘not later than six o’clock’ was in heavy type among them. But I left my little jigger somewhere round the front, so I’ll just look in and say ‘ goodbye’ to Mrs. Coppinger as I go by.”


CHAPTER IX

MOONSHINE
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THEY FOUND EVERYONE in the drawing-room, where the last formalities of afternoon tea still lingered: Mrs. Coppinger, Walburga and the Honourable Eustace Moon. The lawyer, taking in the scene with his bright, observant glance, came to the conclusion that certainly one, probably two, and possibly all three sitting there did not find the interruption unwelcome.

“By the way,” whispered Peter, holding his friend’s elbow for a second, “remember that you are the only soul who knows a word of this.”

“Well,” smiled Mrs. Coppinger, radiating her pleasure at seeing them again, “have you two gentlemen finished discussing your state secrets?”

“Secrets, Amy?” stammered the guilt-laden Peter. “Now what—”

“Quite right,” cut in Mr. Harker, taking charge of the situation with his usual capable alertness. “Your wife merely indicates that even ‘ Good afternoon’ spoken to your lawyer is strictly confidential. Thank you, Mrs. Coppinger; that is very complimentary.”

This was slightly too involved for Amy, who had no intention of indicating anything in particular, the phrase simply coming among her stock of appropriate conversational greetings. She bridged the ambiguous moment by introducing her two visitors.

“How d’you do?” said Harker, with the expansive heartiness that he extended to every new acquaintance — and possible fresh client. “If this is your first visit, Mr. Moon, you’ll see our few local attractions — scenery and so forth — at their best.”

“Yes, it is,” replied Mr. Moon, with the air of a serious man giving a weighty problem the consideration it deserved. “Everything is very nice here,” and, doubtless unconsciously, his lethargic eyes strayed off to Walburga’s certainly “very nice” face — though at that moment it reflected a total lack of interest to his gaze.

“Ah; I’m glad you think so.” Mr. Harker was already coming to the conclusion that Peter would not be alone in finding the Honourable Eustace something of a conversational heavy-weight, but he was not the man to be put off by mere tepidity. “I don’t know whether you’d be interested in our very scratch little pack here, but there happens to be a convenient meet to-morrow, and as often as not they find quite near.”

“Thank you,” replied Mr. Moon gravely. “No. I’m afraid I’m not much of a shot.”

Even Mr. Harker’s aplomb was not proof against this curious revelation, and the conversation might have languished if Mrs. Coppinger, subtly warned that something was not quite right, had not come to the rescue of the situation.

“Mr. Moon is such a great traveller that I am sure he must secretly despise anything Plymorchard has to offer,” she declared tactfully.

“Travel, eh?” said Mr. Harker, looking at his man with a new interest. “That makes me envious.”

“No, no, Mrs. Coppinger, you really must not say that,” protested Mr. Moon with deep feeling. “I assure you it’s quite the reverse,” and Walburga’s face again exercised its magnetic influence.

“Yes, travel is my one great ambition,” continued Mr. Harker, persisting, as he felt sure, for the general good. “You’d hardly think it possible to look at me, but at times I have the wildest craving to set out and — well, perhaps cross Arabia disguised as a Bedouin pilgrim, or join a band of howling dervishes and explore the most inaccessible parts of Tibet, or go off on an expedition to the North Pole — or anything of that kind.”

“Now that would be something like,” contributed Peter, feeling that as a host he ought to make the conversation general.

“Yes, wouldn’t it?” agreed Walburga, hoping to shake off the devoted gaze before everyone had noticed it. “Couldn’t we make up a party? Put me down for one, Mr. Harker.”

“I had no idea that you were so adventurous,” said his hostess. “Are you seriously thinking of starting soon?

“I’m afraid I don’t see how I could,” confessed the adventurer, finding this polite acceptance of his romantic flight embarrassing to discount. “I’ve already arranged to take Mrs. Harker and the children to Weymouth for a fortnight for this year’s outing. No, no; dreams, idle dreams, Mrs. Coppinger. Seven days at lovely Lucerne will be about the limit of my reality. I suppose Arabia Petra would be a mere holiday jaunt to you, Mr. Moon?”

“Arabia,” considered Mr. Moon, “no; I cannot say, as a matter of fact, that I have ever been to Arabia.”

“Tibet?” suggested Walburga in a far from sympathetic voice.

“Tibet? Tibet? No. I certainly cannot remember ever being in Tibet.”

“Not remember!” mused Mr. Harker appreciatively. “Now that’s the way I should like to be able to feel about Tibet! Why, I can even remember a day I spent in Boulogne — Margate Belle, you know — twenty years ago.... If you’ll excuse my curiosity, Mr. Moon, where have you mostly travelled?”

“As a general thing,” replied Mr. Moon, “I confine myself to the south-western round — route, that is.”

“The south-western? Yes, yes. And that chiefly comprises such places as — as, eh?”

“Those in the south-west,” was the dignified reply. “Oh, exactly, exactly.” Harker rarely found himself nonplussed where mere pertinacity would conquer, but short of pressing it to an absolute challenge he had to admit that this fellow Moon was a couple of points beyond him.

“Won’t you have another cup of tea, Mr. Harker?” put in Amy, discovering a lapse in the conversation. “I have all the things here.”

“I said I wouldn’t, but if I may change my mind, I will,” said Mr. Harker, contriving to indicate something of what he felt by this acceptance of refreshment. “Thank you, Mrs. Coppinger.”

“He doesn’t take sugar, Mother,” admonished Walburga from the background.

“Oh! How stupid of me,” exclaimed Amy, with the little cry of dismay by which she invariably advertised any oversight or tremor. “I know quite well, but I’m afraid that I generally forget.”

“It doesn’t matter in the least,” protested Harker gallantly. “I really don’t mind.”

“But you ought to mind,” insisted Walburga. “You’re the only available centre-forward Plymorchard has, and in the last match you were absolutely gasping before you’d gone five minutes. You oughtn’t to have even the tea, really.”

“Walburga! My dear!” expostulated her mother, feeling very uncomfortable, and a little uncertain whether to frown or to laugh would “carry it off” the better.

“It’s quite true, alas!” admitted Harker, favouring Walburga with a grin of friendly understanding. “My evil star once led me into opposing your daughter in the field, since when it’s been no use pretending.”

“Yes, and a fine old whack you caught me over the knee that time,” proclaimed the maiden.



“My dear!” Mrs. Coppinger felt that this was really going too far even if things had, as she quite admitted, moved on somewhat since her own girlhood. She managed to catch Moon’s solemnly roving eye and bravely smiled the reassuring message that this was simply the child’s high spirits and, as one would say, “meant nothing” — though what it could mean beyond the uncontroversial fact that young ladies do possess knees it would have embarrassed her to define.

“It was quite all right, Mama,” Walburga reassured her, but, it is to be feared, more from a sly appreciation of the situation she produced than from any filial motive. “It was in that rotten little mixed show game we got up in aid of the church restoration and the vicar umpired. You remember?”

“Oh, well,” assented Mrs. Coppinger, lulled by the mention of so unimpeachable an occasion.” Of course if it was in aid of a charity that does seem to make a difference, doesn’t it? But I am horribly nervous every time you play, Walburga. It would be such a terrible thing if you got your nose broken or your face disfigured in any way. Don’t you think so, Mr. Moon?”

“Dreadful, dreadful, dreadful,” confirmed Mr. Moon in the voice of acute mental suffering, and Walburga, although she had turned brusquely away to examine the delightfully interesting wallpaper at this ingenuous maternal exploitation of her features, continued to feel his bovinely-impassioned gaze playing on the back of her head.

“Well, if everyone will excuse me I think I’ll vanish,” she announced. “You’ll post my letters, won’t you, Mr. Harker?

“With pleasure — if they arc written. But as it is, I shall have to exceed the limit to escape Mrs. Harker’s just resentment. No, no more tea, thank you, Mrs. Coppinger. If I hesitate and your daughter catches me I should certainly incur the fate of Lot’s wife and be turned into a pillar of sugar.”

“I think that was salt,” amended Amy helpfully. “But won’t you stay to dinner?”

“Here you are,” struck in Walburga, returning with her letters and cutting short Harker’s apologies. “Six of them. Please don’t lose any on the way; they’re all frightfully important. Now, Mother, I’m simply going to work like a horse for the next two hours. Wasn’t there something you wanted me to do?”

“No, I don’t remember, dear. What was it?”

“Some bazaar sewing that wanted finishing off, you said. It should go back to-morrow. Let me do it for you.”

“I don’t think it really matters to a few days,” demurred her mother. “Besides, the machine is behaving most erratically. I wonder if you know whether there is a sewing-machine shop in Plymorchard, Mr. Harker?”

“Afraid I don’t,” he admitted. “But I’ll ask on my way through, and then drop you a post card.”

“One moment,” interposed Mr. Moon’s dignified voice from the other side of the room, and he moved across to join them. “I think I may be able to save you the trouble. There is no shop of that nature in Plymorchard. But did I hear you say that your sewing-machine was proving stubborn, Mrs. Coppinger? If so, perhaps I can be of service.”

Strangely enough, under the novel stimulus of a disabled sewing-machine the Honourable Eustace seemed to have shed a great deal of his habitual dullness. He stood there reasonably alert, inspired by a quiet self-confidence, and obviously anxious to oblige. Mrs. Coppinger stared open-eyed at the transformation, and even Harker felt drawn to linger.

“Thank you, but you mustn’t think of troubling about it,” replied the lady, recovering the social instinct. “I’m afraid that it’s more than just a temporary hitch. I can generally put those right myself.”

“Still I may be able to do something,” persisted Mr. Moon with calm assurance. “As an amateur constructor of some slight attainment, I have, it happens, made a special study of the mechanism of the various makes of sewing-machine now on the market.”

“What an extraordinary fancy,” murmured Peter.

“Doubtless. As a matter of fact, it is a favourite hobby of mine.... In ordinary cases, when a machine ceases to function perfectly the trouble almost invariably arises from an insufficient knowledge, so far as it affects a practical application, that is, of the principles governing the tension regulator. If the stitch is irregular on the under surface of the material it indicates—”

“It doesn’t sew at all on either side,” put in Amy, with a dim, wondering impression of having heard almost that exact preamble in some other existence.

“Then we must now look for the source of the trouble a little deeper. Assuming for the moment that the tension is perfectly adjusted we next turn our attention to the delicate alignment of the oscillating shuttle crutch. If this—”

“Perhaps we had better try the machine, after all.” The difficulty of getting the Honourable Eustace going seemed for once to be transferred into that of getting him to stop. Walburga had slipped away again, Peter had wandered out under the impression that his guest would follow, the tea-things were being removed and Mr. Harker had made more than one attempt at definite leave-taking. “Shall we go to the morning-room where it is? I will be there with you in a minute.”

“I should like to above all things,” said Mr. Moon briskly. “I will go on there.”

Hostess and guest exchanged a smile over his exit as they shook hands. Mrs. Coppinger knew that she had a very keen sense of humour — always had had it and always had known it — but she did not think it was quite politic to let everyone else know. Most people were painfully dull, though Mr. Harker could certainly be very amusing if he liked.

“Then I won’t send that post card now?” he said, to make the position clear.

“I really don’t think you need, thank you,” she replied. “Mr. Moon seemed very certain.... I am so glad you came this afternoon: Peter was getting quite grumpy. You did not forget what I asked you, I hope?”

Harker’s natural impulse was to say at once, “Of course not — how could I?” but he recognized that this might take him into deeper water, and he thought that perhaps he had better know what she had asked him.

“I am sure I didn’t if you asked me,” he accordingly replied. “But which one exactly is it?”

“Why, about Peter, of course. To lead the conversation up to birds.”

“We talked of nothing else!” said Harker with expression.

“Oh, I’m so glad. He is so diffident, on account of his great reputation, that unless I give people a little hint, I have known him actually to seem to shun the subject. Give my love to Mrs. Harker, won’t you, and little Effie: what a quaint child she is!”

“Effie?”

“Isn’t it Effie? Millie? I’m so bad at remembering names.”

“Mine are all boys,” he explained. “But they certainly are little tartars.”

Amy frowned slightly as she crossed the panelled hall, where the old lozenge slabs of Purbeck marble were now hidden beneath a warm crimson matting. The hall had always appealed to her as the seat and symbol of her new position, for it was high and spacious and contained a carved oak mantelpiece heraldically embellished. This was the next best thing to having suits of armour hanging on the walls, and for weeks Amy had rarely crossed the hall without finding time to stop and contemplate the carved mantelpiece as she murmured, “Foxgrove Court!” But now she did not so much as glance towards it. It made one look so stupid to be guilty of a mistake like that, and she felt rather cross with Walburga for misleading her. Or, at any rate, if Walburga had not actually said that Mr. Harker had a very original child called Effie, she had said that someone else they knew had, and that someone was in some direct way associated in Amy’s mind with Mr. Harker.

But even the slight frown had disappeared by the time she reached the morning-room. She had a very sunny nature. If the sun was not visibly shining it was the fault of someone else for producing clouds that came between.

She entered the room with an apology on her lips to Mr. Moon for having kept him waiting. But there was no need for it: Mr. Moon had not been waiting. He already had the sewing-machine reduced to its fundamentals, and, with coat sleeves drawn well up like a conjurer at work, and humming a careless snatch as he examined one fitting after another, the Honourable Eustace was carrying on with every appearance of a man who understood his job. A curious spectacle.


CHAPTER X

CONFIDENCES
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MR. COPPINGER HAD brought several unfortunate traits with him from Harringay, and some of these tried Amy sorely. He had, for instance, a rooted objection to ringing the bell to call someone to do a slight service that he could perform quite as well and much more expeditiously himself. Even more strongly did he object to the contention that he ought to remain alone at the table after “the ladies” had retired from dinner. That “the gentlemen remained sipping their wine” had been one of the most hallowed traditions brought out by Amy from the limbo of her novel reading youth, and the essential fact that Peter had invariably finished before she had was dismissed as extraneous. In the old days she would have hung on for her own way with the tenacity of a limpet and the persistence of an ant, but now she was content to accept a compromise, so when there were guests to be considered Peter undertook to inconvenience himself to that extent — if necessary, until one or another of them fell asleep out of sheer ennui. With Moon it was a sombre enough function.

When Amy returned to the drawing-room after dinner on the day of Mr. Harker’s call she found it in darkness, except for an occasional flicker from an almost superfluous fire, and deserted. She had expected to meet Walburga there, and had even planned that they should have a quiet little confidential talk together — one of those cosy heart-to-heart confessionals that fell so definitely in with her traditional conception of the true relationship between mother and daughter. Quite a long time had passed, she remembered, since Walburga had enjoyed that privilege, and even on the last occasion... Then with a start and her inevitable little cry of agitation she discovered that she was not alone after all: Walburga was standing by the window, looking out into the night.

“Child, what a turn you gave me!” she exclaimed, with the momentary flicker of annoyance that a shock always wrung from her. Then she remembered her purpose and realized how plastic the opportunity might prove — Walburga had certainly been musing. “What are you doing there all by yourself in the gloaming? Dreaming, dear?”

“Yes, I suppose I was,” replied Walburga. Possibly she divined something of her mother’s intention — Amy’s appropriate tones were very revealing — for she jerked the heavy curtain sharply across the window, and before it was quite plain what she was doing next, the full blaze of illumination had been turned on.

“We don’t often get the chance of a nice comfortable little talk together now, do we, dear?” continued the wily diplomatist, approaching the subject up-wind, as a stalker might conceive it. “Won’t you bring the hassock and sit down for a few minutes?”

It was a pity that the firelight tableau had been shattered, but Mrs. Coppinger did not feel that she could reasonably ask Walburga to turn out the lights again. She smiled encouragingly and moved her dress with the obvious invitation — surely any ordinarily intelligent girl could see that? — for Walburga to place the hassock there and nestle down by her side in the most approved attitude of maidenly confidences. In the drawing-room at Magnolia Gardens there had hung an engraving of the exact thing, after an Academy picture by a favourite R.A. of the ‘eighties. Unfortunately Walburga seemed to have forgotten the picture, for she solicitously placed the stool as a support for her mother’s feet, and then took her own position on a chair quite at the other side of the fireplace.

“Well, dearie,” prompted the expectant lady, after a pause of rather embarrassing duration, “haven’t you anything that you want to talk to me about: something that you feel you would like to tell Mother?

“No, Mother; nothing particular that I can remember,” replied Walburga, after a conscientious effort. “Oh — I had a letter from Willie this afternoon. He wants me to back him up in trying to get Father to allow him more pocket-money. I think he has quite as much as is good for him already.”

“I don’t know how it is, but we really scarcely seem to be any better off than we were before,” sighed Amy. “Your father’s hobby is so dreadfully expensive, but he is so wholly devoted to it that I haven’t the heart to suggest any retrenchment.... I hope that when you marry, Walburga” — quite a happy opening—” you won’t have any of these little domestic worries.” Apparently Walburga considered silent acquiescence to be a sufficient confirmation of this well-meant aspiration, for Amy had to continue: “Don’t you ever dream of the time when we shall be parted?”

“I really don’t think I do, Mother. You see, I haven’t the least wish to leave you two yet.”

“No, dear,” assented her mother — with just the very slightest trace of impatience that so admirable a sentiment should obscure the more interesting business on hand—” but every little girl has her romantic fancies, and it is only natural that she should wish to confide in her mother at such times. At least,” she added reminiscently, in a momentary lapse to candour, “I know I always had to.... You must have seen that Mr. Moon is quite hopelessly devoted to you.”

“I’m sure I wish he wasn’t. I hadn’t heard of the creature a week ago. What do we know of Mr. Moon, anyway?”

“Well, Walburga, I think it is quite enough that he is a friend of your father’s, and the son — if only the younger son — of a nobleman,” replied Mrs. Coppinger with considerable dignity. “As a matter CONFIDENCES of fact, I happen to know that his people are immensely wealthy.”

“Where have you picked that up, Mother?”

“I wish you wouldn’t talk like that, dear,” remonstrated Amy. “It doesn’t sound quite nice. I didn’t ‘pick it up,’ as you call it, anywhere.... As, it happens, Mr. Moon told me so himself.”

“Himself!” Walburga sniffed her scepticism. “Surely, Mother, that isn’t very convincing.”

At this remarkable implication Mrs. Coppinger was genuinely astonished.

“Well, Walburga,” she remarked severely, “I don’t see what better authority you could have. The man would hardly say they were rich if they were not, would he?”

“Anyway, it doesn’t prepossess me,” said Walburga, giving up the argument as hopeless. “Rich things generally upset me.”

“Rich pastry, you mean, surely?” suggested her mother.

“It comes to the same thing. He’s pasty enough in all conscience.... It would be like being kissed by a suet pudding.”

“Kissed!” Amy was genuinely shocked at the crudeness of the allusion. “What an idea to have, Walburga. Is it quite nice, dear,” she asked in gentle reproof, “for a young girl to suggest such a thing about a man?”

“But you were suggesting my marrying him, weren’t you, Mother?” demanded Walburga bluntly.

“No — that is to say, if I was, I — but I really wasn’t. I was only just thinking that if—” Poor Mother very soon got out of her depth at any plain speaking, and in a verbal emergency her instinct was immediate denial. Walburga was not surprised at the fretful note she had known so well of old, as argument gave place to the more adaptable medium of recrimination. “I wish you wouldn’t take me up so, Walburga. It’s very confusing.”

Walburga shrugged her shoulders in callous resignation.

“Well, I thought that that was what we were talking about,” she said, with the distressing logic of youth. “And if I married him I expect that he would think he had the privilege of kissing me — at least.”

“I was not speaking in the way that you evidently are,” replied Amy distantly. “Perhaps I am too stupid to be able to explain what I mean, but I certainly see it in a very different light to what you do. Shall we change the subject?”

“I am very sorry, Mother, if I have said anything to offend you.”

“Offend me!” Walburga had the queerest faculty for putting the wrong construction on nearly everything that passed between them. Mrs. Coppinger recognized that she had been snubbed, that she was hurt — perhaps even felt that she ought to indicate displeasure — but to “take offence” was the last thing she would dream of. “I’m not the least tiny bit offended, child. Only I thought that we were going to have such a nice confidential chat, and it seems to have ‘ganged all agley.’ Shall we have a little music?”

“Very well. And we won’t trouble about Mr. Moon any more?”

“We’ll renounce all men, dear,” declared her mother, with a kind of desperate gaiety. “Moons and Cheams and mankind at large.”

Walburga was opening the piano, but at this — what now? — she whipped round again.

“Why do you say that?” she demanded suspiciously.

For a moment Mrs. Coppinger hung between running away and sticking to her guns. She chose the middle course.

“Say what?” she responded guiltily, knowing very well all the time.

“Why do you drag Burman Cheam in? I know that you mean something by your very manner, Mother. You don’t like him? You never have done?”

“I always try to remember that he once saved your life, Walburga.”

“Yes, but you’ve got something else against him.” Walburga didn’t quite mean that implication, but she was in no mood to weigh construction. “Don’t you want him to come here to see me?”

“I think it would be more reasonable to ask instead whether Mr. Cheam wishes to come here. You know what sailors are supposed to be, dear. Wasn’t he to get leave and come as soon as the Banbury Cross reached Southampton?”

“Yes, and so he will. What are you getting at, Mother?”

It was not the very nicest way of challenging the issue, but Mrs. Coppinger felt that she could afford to ignore externals. She moved with dignity to a cabinet across the room and from a drawer produced a neatly-folded newspaper. Finding the required column in this, she returned to Walburga and pointed to a line without speaking, but with that indefinable air of triumph that it is so difficult for even the most charitable to subdue entirely at such a moment.

“But this is two weeks old!” muttered Walburga, turning to the page heading. Then she read the line again; it was in the column devoted to the movements of shipping, and briefly stated: “Banbury Cross (Campbell-Voight Line) from Rio de la Plata arrived Southampton yesterday.” Not until then did the girl seem to realize the full meaning of the announcement, for at that, with a sudden — almost an involuntary — movement of her large, capable hands she twisted the paper across the middle as though she would wring it into shreds, and failing this raised her arm as if to fling the offending thing as far as possible from her. But the impulse of passion fell as abruptly as it had risen and, rather shamefaced, Walburga turned away from her mother and began to smooth out the crumpled pages with scrupulous precision.

“I think that will be all right now,” announced Mr. Moon, entering the room with an air of modest attainment. “I have succeeded in relieving the tension.”


CHAPTER XI

LIKE A THING THAT MUST BE
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IT HAD BEEN Mr. Coppinger’s habit to “put in” an hour or two at the Bird Room every evening, partly because he had nothing else particularly to do, and partly as a detail in the general plan of “devoting” himself. His consultation with Harker that afternoon did not seem to advance any good reason for departing from this routine; accordingly, after dinner Peter slipped the latest number of a short-story magazine into a coat pocket and set out in the cause of duty. On his way across the hall he looked in at the drawing-room — the door had stood open.

“Hullo, Wally,” he said, finding her alone there, “what’s become of the others?”

“Gone off somewhere, I think. Oh, yes — to the morning-room to try the sewing-machine. Mr. Moon has suddenly become brilliant, it seems. He says he’s mended it.”

“You don’t look particularly radiant, anyway, my girl,” he remarked, noticing her more closely. “Nothing especially the matter, is there?”

“Oh, no; nothing special — just the ordinary every-day snags. I’m a funny sort of daughter, I suppose. We can always get on together all right though, can’t we?”

“Of course we can,” responded Peter heartily. “And... look here, Wally. Whatever it is, you must always remember that your mother is the most unselfish woman in the world. Never forget that.”

“I know she is,” ungrudgingly admitted Walburga. “She always has been: and I think that’s why she always gets her own way so easily. The mischief is when I happen to be just as set on having what I want as she is.”

“It is a bit awkward sometimes, I admit,” acknowledged Peter. “I’ll tell you what, Wally; you’ve been staying too much indoors lately. Suppose we go for a tremendous walk over the moor until bed-time?”

“Would you?”

“Of course I would; or” — with a perceptible drop in his resolution—” you shall take me for a spin in your little car, and go as fast as ever you like — or nearly!”

“You old dear!” she exclaimed, snoozling affectionately against his coat sleeve. “I believe you would, too! No. You’ve had enough interruption to-day already. Only don’t shut yourself up in that beastly old shed too long, Dad. The night before last I saw a light there, and I looked in and you were—”

“Yes — what?” asked Peter with misgiving. To judge by the playful mockery dancing in her eyes he hadn’t been writing essays.

“Fast asleep! Dead to the world around. And you would have been ever so much more comfortable in bed.”

“No, no; not asleep, Wally,” he protested. “I suppose I must have been thinking. I often close my eyes and remain quite inert when I am doing any particularly deep thinking.”

“You were certainly doing some particularly deep breathing,” she retorted. “I could hear you through the window.”

It was a queer business, thought Peter, as he made his way through the silent garden, heavy with night odours, towards his private penitentiary, and how would it all end? Harker had not given him much comfort, as he now came to think it over. Suppose Trescote were charged with a definite purpose of putting him to the test? Mr. Coppinger realized that he could never keep it up if his pretensions were challenged. What would happen then?... That accursed will.... He had been a fool ever to throw up Mossphases’, where he was good for another fifteen years. If he could strike a bargain now he would take a clear five hundred a year like a shot and let the Ornithological Researchers keep the rest, whatever Amy might have to say about it. Walburga wouldn’t mind: Wally was a brick, and, of course, in a way Amy would say that she was reconciled to whatever he might decide, but it would be in a way. Could a society like that compromise over their respective interests, and even if it could, would... Now whatever might that be?

The figure standing by the door of the Bird Room resolved itself into Willet, her chaste mould delicately tricked by the witchery of moonlight into something strangely pierrette-like in black and silver. Even Peter could not fail to notice the disquieting phenomenon, though his discovery took the form of recognizing that he had never really noticed Willet before. Possibly, though he didn’t know it, he was really noticing her less than ever then.

“May I remove the tea-things, sir?” she inquired. “I found the door locked when I got here.”

“To be sure,” he replied, taking out his keys, relieved and obscurely disappointed at the ordinariness of the occasion. “This is a spring lock, you see, so it acts unless I put the catch up. It isn’t that there’s any particular reason for keeping the place locked, that I know of; nobody would be likely to take anything from here.”

“The old gentleman used to think very highly of them,” remarked Willet, her discipline sapped to the extent of looking round freely, for Peter had put on every light within his reach before he politely held the curtains aside for her to enter. “He was never so pleased as when he was telling us all about something.”

“Quite right,” agreed Peter, realizing that he could not afford to fall short of Uncle Ralph’s standard even in this detail. “That’s what knowledge is for, Willet: to have the privilege of giving it away. If I am ever able —— —”

“Thank you, sir,” replied Willet gratefully, “we all felt sure you would.”

Peter had not exactly intended saying specifically what Willet evidently assumed that he had, but it certainly was not worth troubling about. He went to his desk and shuffled a few papers, only to find that Willet had not yet finished the conversation.

“I reely beg your pardon, sir,” she continued, feeling in the pocket of a decidedly chic apron, “but I think you would like to see this,” and something in the shape of a tiny ball of feathers was offered for his inspection.

“Why, it’s a little dead dicky-bird,” he proclaimed absurdly, taking the ruffled object gingerly by the extremity of a toe as Willet seemed to expect it. “Poor little beggar!”

“I think that I am right, sir, in identifying it as the golden-crested wren?” she remarked, tactfully ignoring his regrettable lapse.

“Ay, Ay, a wren, isn’t it? What we used to call a jenny wren, I seem to remember.”

“Mr. Ralph taught us to call it Regulus Cristatus,” she amended with some severity. “He used to give us lectures once a week with magic lantern views, and conversation afterwards to stimulate the powers of observation.”

“Oh, the lord Harry!” muttered Peter feebly. He had not expected an attack from this quarter.

“Cook thought that it might be Regulus Igtii-capillus, but I pointed out to her that the bill was not broad enough, the tail too sharp, and that it possessed the characteristic black primaries and secondaries of Cristatus.”

“You were quite right, and cook ought to have known better,” commented Peter. “Now run away, please; I’m going to be very busy.”

“I beg your pardon for speaking at all, I’m sure, sir,” said Willet, with a sudden reversion to her habitual correctness. “It was only because the old master wouldn’t have missed it for anything.”

“I quite understand that, Willet; quite. But he’s dead, you see, and — er” — with a bright inspiration—” out of respect for his memory I cannot pursue the subject.”

“Then what shall I do with Cristatus, sir?”

“Perhaps you had better give it to the cat,” said Peter. “It can make no difference to the bird now, and the cat might like the idea.”

“And you are sure you don’t want it for your collection, sir?” pleaded Willet.

“I do not, thank you all the same, Willet. In future my intention is to confine myself exclusively to dodos.” To indicate that the conversation was quite definitely ended, Peter sat down at the desk, turned on the lamp there, and began to throw various papers about in a way that he always imagined produced the impression of businesslike immersion.

Willet’s expression was one of superior resignation. She took up the tray, gave a last glance round to see that nothing had been overlooked, and was on her way to the door when a heavy knock claimed her attention. Cart wheels had been grinding along the lane for several minutes, but neither had noticed that a vehicle had stopped just outside.



“It’s Hawkins with the station cart, sir,” reported Willet. “He says he has something for you.”

“That will be all right,” instructed Peter. “I’ll see to him.”

“Very well, sir,” said Willet, departing very precisely.

Peter followed her to the door where Hawkins waited, way-bill in hand.

“Evenin’, szur,” said the carrier, with the leisurely affability of the country toiler. “Seein’ the light, I thought I might as well give a knock here on pass’n. Ole Massr Copp’nger mos’n generally always liked heavy stuff brought in by the back gate, but tes all as one to me.”

“Ay, ay,” replied Mr. Coppinger, “but what is it that you’ve got for me? Come into the light, Hawkins, and let me see the consignment.”

Hawkins came into the ample light beyond the curtains and ran an arbitrary finger along the items of his way-bill.

“No. 17’ll be for you,” he decided, scoring the line with a finger-nail that maintained a certain analogy to a black-lead pencil. “Crate. Invoice to follow. Where’ll y’have’m taken, szur?”

“But I don’t know what it is,” said Peter. “I’m not expecting anything. I’d better come and see it first. What’s about the size?”

“Fvairish lump. Vive or six feet or thereabouts.”

“A five or six foot crate!” A sudden, dreadful calm enveloped Peter. “Merciful powers — it’s the fighting Groo-Groo!”

“Shall I bring’n along?” asked the patient Hawkins, to whom Mr. Coppinger was merely an eccentric foreigner, at that moment muttering daftly.

“Wait a minute; wait a minute.” His instinct was to play for time, as a step towards playing for safety. “Look here, Hawkins — you’ve had a longish day, and it’s heavy work, I’ll wager. What about a drop of something?”

“Thank ye, szur,” assented Hawkins, now realizing that the best use for a battered billy-cock hat indoors was its removal. “I can put up with most any sort of drink in reason.”

“I think I have a little old Scotch somewhere here,” particularized his host. Extremely abstemious himself, he had brought down a bottle of choice liqueur spirit to the Bird Room some months ago to be ready for any occasion, and it had remained there ever since, untasted. Plainly Hawkins’s call constituted such an occasion, for it did not occur to the simple-minded Peter that a pint of acetose cider would have come up to the expectation.

“Yes a beautiful tastin’ sort of liquor, zurecertain,” allowed Mr. Hawkins after he had qualified by a generous sample. “Not but what us chaps mosly favours something that makes ee zweat more.”

“Try another glass,” suggested Peter. “Perhaps then—”

“I don’t mind as if I do,” was the prompt admission. “’Tis’n like es if et were intoxicacious.” Then he added hospitably: “But won’t you plaze to drink as well, szur?”

“To be sure — I was forgetting.” Peter poured himself a modest noggin, fearful that he had been committing some shameful breach of the ritual of bibation — a ceremonial of which he was profoundly ignorant in all its phases. “Now about this awkward piece of luggage. Are you going on round by the cliff, past that nasty bit of corner where the road’s crumbled away? You know the part I mean — where poor old Joe Marsh’s cart slipped down into the river and was washed away?”

“Naw. I be gwin straight on droo the town, szur.”

That idea was no good then. It had implied no personal violence to Mr. Hawkins, but for one pyrotechnic moment — possibly born of his unusual potation — Mr. Coppinger had had the vision of the hated crate and its alarming contents being providentially spilled into the flood under the combined influence of alcohol and a substantial pecuniary inducement. At this disappointment he mixed himself another tumbler.

“I’m not going to be left alone with that pugnacious female, anyhow,” he declared roundly, under this inspiration. “Pritchard is away, and Job has gone home for the night.... Look here, Hawkins, what about that Patagonian Indian — he’ll be better than nothing. You ought to have an Indian somewhere according to the papers. He can’t be in the crate along with the Groo-Groo, can he?”

“Indian?” repeated Mr. Hawkins, still progressing under the illusion that old Scotch spirit was a sort of mild and lengthy tipple, but able yet to grapple with his way-bill. “I seen the name somewhere, or dang me.... Ess, here be one Indian of a sort, zurecertain.”

“There you are then. That must be the man. Where is he?”

No. 22. Indian corn, one sack for Farmer Land,’” read Hawkins with phlegmatic precision. “That tes the only Indian I’ve got thic journey. No. 17 be what’s for you, Massr Coppinger. Crate. Invoice for to follow. An’ zideways here there’s ridden: ‘Per S.S. Coventry Cross.’ Where’ll you have’n?”

“Coventry Cross!” exclaimed Peter with illumination. This time he joined up the connexion. “Half a minute, Hawkins, I’ve got a letter from them somewhere, and it may...” It seemed a forlorn sort of hope with the Groo-Groo knocking, as it were, at the very door, but Peter grasped the chance that something in the letter might even now enable him to repudiate the consignment. This, needless to say, had no sort of interest for the carman.

“I’ll unload’n, szur. Then I can putt’n wheresoever you plaze,” he remarked as he steered a quite creditable course for the doorway.

Mr. Coppinger had found the letter and, tearing it open, was skimming the contents in a hectic scramble to get at the essentials.

“ — at Buenos Ayres took on board the Groo-Groo, together with a converted native answering to the name of ‘ Get-drunk-on-Sunday-Wilfrid,’ who was to accompany and attend it—” And then the blessed and almost incredulously-grasped line leapt to his eyes even as one word: “Five days out from Rio de Janeiro the unfortunate bird expired—”

Mr. Coppinger laid down the letter reverently, and his heart, if not his lips, echoed Mr. Lockit’s profound conviction: “This is a just world, Brother Peachum.” So overwhelming was the emotion of relief that the human mind was incapable of receiving any other impression, and it would have surprised Peter extremely to have learnt that he unconsciously poured out and, in the colloquial phrase, “tossed off” a good stiff glass of spirit. To himself, it merely seemed as though he had paused for a moment in the reading.

“ — owing, as a hasty post-mortem revealed, to its having swallowed the first officer’s pocket medicine case and its attendant’s ukulele. Being in hot latitudes, we were on the point of throwing the carcass overboard when a handy fellow among the crew offered to dress the skin for mounting. You will therefore receive the skin inside the special coop in which the bird came on board. I enclose the key herewith. Get-drunk-on-Sunday-Wilfrid is being sent back from the next port we touch at. Now as regards the question of insurance—”

“Oh, blow the insurance!” Peter felt that he ought rather to write out a handsome cheque for the medicine case and the ukulele. He positively skipped towards the door, waving the precious letter. “That’s all right, Hawkins; never mind about the Indian. Bring the crate along in here: it will do as well as anywhere.”

Hawkins had got the box down from the cart and balanced rather precariously on a hand-truck. He had succeeded to the post of railway carman by undisputed right of muscle, for local vaunt credited him with being able to run lightly up Massr Vickery’s granary steps (and you should know what they are) with a two-hundredweight sack of “wuts” held on his shoulder, but, even so, the thing needed doing, for the crate was cumbersome as well as heavy. It bumped and grazed along the short garden path, and with Peter’s dubious aid was manoeuvred up the shallow step and through the curtains. The light revealed it as a substantial case of clean-hewn batten, suitably proportioned for its late occupant. An ordinary hinged door, fastening with a patent spring lock, took up much of the front side; towards the top of the door a small square shutter, securable only by an outside bolt, suggested the dual claims of air and observation. There was no other special feature.

“Bring it along to the far end of the room,” instructed Peter, hauling manfully. “It can stand out of the way by the stove there.”

“So ee caan,” agreed the willing Hawkins. “But which stove ‘ull ee have’n by?”

“The first that comes,” was the tactful solution. He was not sorry to get Hawkins out and safely under way again. For one thing he was feeling curiously hazy about some details — lights and distances, for instance — himself. — He put it down to excitement and the unusual effort: all he needed was to sit absolutely quiet and rest his head on something. Hawkins was an excellent fellow, a splendid worker, a sterling type — and, although Mr. Coppinger did not profess to be an exacting critic, there was certainly contagion in the rousing melody of 



“There was an ole man, 

An’ a had an ole cow; 

An’ how for t’keep’n 

A did’n knaw how,”



 as Mr. Hawkins sang it. An intrepid driver he must be also, for a minute later the station cart could be heard being urged along the narrow rutty lane at a spirited gallop; and even above the rattle of hoofs, wheels, and mixed consignments, it was possible to follow to the gratifying climax:



“So a built an ole barn, 

Fvor to keep es cow warm; 

An’ a drap more zider 

‘S dun uz no ‘arm.”



A thoroughly satisfactory evening, but, as Mr. Coppinger began to recognize, he had possibly had just a little too much of some phases of it. What he now wanted was to sit down and think it all quietly over. He turned off the wall-brackets, finding the complexity of lights confusing as well as unnecessary, and at once settled down very contentedly into the easy desk chair, closing his eyes to aid reflection.



“No, no. I’m not going to sleep, Wally. I’m going to think things over.”

He hadn’t the remotest intention of sleeping. Too much had happened in the day — his mind was too wonderfully kaleidoscopic at that moment — even to think of sleep. Rest, perhaps. And the desk lamp, slanting straight into his eyes, was wholly superfluous to contemplation.

“You know, Wally,” he murmured as he readjusted the angles of physical contact after reaching to turn it out, “I always think clearest in the dark.”


CHAPTER XII

ALL A TOSS UP

[image: img48.jpg]

AN HOUR LATER found Mr. Coppinger still thinking. So profound was the nature of his meditation that the cautious turning of the door-handle did not attract his attention, nor yet did the parting of the curtains and the stealthy entrance of a curiously-garbed figure — mud-daubed, hedge-torn and weary. The moonlight lay in broad patches about the floor, leaving the desk and the figure at it screened in darkness. It was not until the intruder — moving always in the shadow — struck his foot painfully against the iron stove and followed the mischance by a hearty imprecation, that the sitter stirred.

“Tea, Amy?” he murmured drowsily. “What, tea again! Oh, put it—” Then, as his faculties suddenly became alert to the sense of impending menace in the room, he called out sharply, “Who’s there? What are you doing here?” and his groping hand began to creep about the desk.

“You move or call out and I’ll knock your silly ‘ead off!” came the venomous but low-pitched answer. “Listen” — there was the unmistakable sound of a heavy stake-butt being thumped upon the floor—” that’s who I am. Are you alone?”

“I — I certainly thought that I was until you dropped in.” For some reason — possibly it stood upon the table — Peter was feeling much less alarmed than he would himself have expected: he even began to find a not unpleasurable zest in the adventure.

“Funny I don’t feel,” snapped the intruder. “Can you show any sort of a blinking light there?”

“Yes — but not for you to see to knock my head off by,” bargained Peter.

“Turn it up then. And no ‘ank, mind you, my merry joker!”

It seemed rather a long business — doubtless its seconds were as minutes to the worn-out wretch who waited — and Peter sounded clumsy as his exploring fingers rattled one object after another in a flurried search for the thing he wanted.

“Whacherdoing?” demanded the voice from the stove suspiciously.

“Feeling for the switch,” explained Peter, and as he spoke he found it.

The light — the little table standard had an adjustable shade, and it threw its beam in that direction — fell untempered on the sorry creature trying to put a brave front on it as he poised in an aggressive attitude by the stove. He cut a woebegone enough figure beneath the valiant gesture — his meagre prison garb soaked and clinging, his face and hands torn by the falls and scrapes and varied disasters of his flight, his scanty reserve of vigour used up by the six hours’ blind push across bog and brush and barrier. He had lost his cap at the outset of the chase, and, having removed his boots as a preliminary to investigating the Foxgrove demesne, he had shed a stocking in negotiating a sticky patch of dug clay. At the best he would only have been a slight, undersized, little rat of a towny, and in spite of the blusterous hedge-stake his expression was pinched to a cast that was drolly appealing. Mr. Coppinger was favourably impressed towards him on the whole, but for all that he did not immediately relax his advantage, and, as he also came within the secondary influence of the desk light, the convict saw before him a benevolent-looking gentleman whose left hand still remained on the lamp switch while with his right he toyed rather alarmingly about the trigger of a large revolver. It had been among old Ralph Coppinger’s desk possessions, but whether it was loaded or unloaded, or how to make the thing go off, Peter had not the most shadowy notion. So he continued to wave it.

“All right, governor,” said the convict, with the resignation of exhaustion and defeat; “it’s my last hand and the joker takes the knave.” He threw away the stake in token of surrender, and sank down into the nearest arm-chair. “I’m done! Blow your whistle; they can’t be far away now.”

“Whistle? Nonsense!” exclaimed the captor, dropping his formidable weapon into its drawer (to his own considerable relief) as soon as he grasped the position. “You are the escaped convict, aren’t you? I congratulate you on your spirit, sir! Don’t throw up the sponge now. Take a pull at this” — Mr. Coppinger again brought forth the bottle of Glensomething that was playing so conspicuous a part in that evening’s drama, and tilted out a good half tumbler—” it will put new life into you.”

The visitor didn’t need any second invitation, but even as he drank he continued to regard his unexpected ally even more suspiciously than before.

“Now what crazy kind of idea is this that you’ve got hold of?” he demanded. “What game d’ye think you’re playing?”

“No game at all. I’m being perfectly straightforward with you. You are the outcome of an immoral system of vindictive savagery. Well, I don’t approve of penal laws and penal servitude. In fact, I don’t approve of any laws or any punishment.”

“But, lord bless you, sir, we must have laws and punishment or whatever’s going to happen?” surprisingly retorted the convict. “Pretty state of things we should come to if you was to have all your own way!” and he emphasized his opinion of this heterodoxy by laughing satirically.

“But — but am I to understand that you, the helpless victim of the artificial conditions of modern civilization, actually defend their obsolete tyranny?” demanded Peter, accepting the empty glass and applying it to the obvious purpose for which it was tendered.

“Ho! ‘Elpless victim! I like that. Let’s play the game — me not being in the dock now. I knew what I was doing; I took my chances, didn’t I?”

“Well, if you put it that way, I suppose you did. But what do you object to in my attitude?”

“What do I object to? Why, look here, sir, when I’m out and about I lead a quiet and respectable — you might almost say a studious — life, within the bounds of my profession. I don’t mix up with gangs and hooligans and suchlike bad characters of that sort. On the whole I’ve saved money and put it carefully away. When I marry and settle down — as I mean to do very shortly — do you think I’ll stand some sniping, ‘ulking wastrel coming along and lifting my hard-earned savings and me have no redress against him and no laws to fall back on? I don’t call that justice. What you propose is nothing more nor less than to undermine the whole social fabric and to demolish any incentive to individual enterprise and thrift.”

“But as a practical Socialist—” pleaded the disconcerted reformer.

“Socialist! What, me? Not much! Why, when I’m at home I’m a member of the Walworth Road Habitation of the Primrose League!” and by a curious association of ideas the unoccupied hand went, half-unconsciously, to where the badge of membership might have been in the lapel of a jacket.

“What’s that?” exclaimed Mr. Coppinger, sharply breaking into the silence of this cogitation. “That” had been a low but characteristic whistle heard from some little distance, and at the sound the convict sprang to his feet with a bitter imprecation.

“You mean the warders? They have tracked you? Good heavens, man, then you must make a bolt for it before they get here.”

“Too late, governor,” for, even as they spoke, other similar notes gave back the signal. “They’re all round now or they wouldn’t let you hear that.... Take your gun and ‘and me over to justice. Act the ‘ero!”

“Don’t be insulting,” snapped Peter warmly. “Hide somewhere, can’t you? Look sharp, you ninny, and I’ll try and throw them off the scent.”

“Straight — you will? Well, you are an ‘ero and no error! But, lordelpus, where? I never saw such a mouldy — What’s that box there? Is it empty?”

“Yes, yes,” said Peter, hustling him forward in a bubble of excitement. “It’s empty except for a big bird skin. I can’t see anywhere better.”

“It’s locked,” said the convict.

“Here’s the key.”

The door was swung open and Peter had his first sight of the only existing remains of that remarkable bird the Patagonian Groo-Groo.

“Bird skin, eh,” said the other, stooping to move it; “and, my word, it isn’t half a whopper!... Now get this, sir, and don’t never vary from it. This lock’s an automatic action: if they cop me, I sneaked in while you sat asleep there and pulled the door to after me. See?”

“Get in, get in,” fumed Peter. “Don’t you hear? They’re somewhere just outside now.”

“It may come off all right,” said the convict with fatalistic calmness. “They’re very like ordinary coppers, remember.”


CHAPTER XIII

HEADS WIN
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“COME IN; COME in,” called out Peter to the sharp, authoritative knock half a minute later, and without turning his head — the visitor had not waited for his permission to enter — the wily conspirator added: “That you, Amy? I was just shutting up here.”

“Sorry to intrude, sir,” said a strange voice, and at it Peter spun round to find a uniformed inspector of the convict police guard before him. “A little unpleasantness, but I hope we shan’t give you much trouble. A prisoner escaped from one of the working gangs out on the moor this afternoon and we have reason to believe that he is hiding somewhere in the grounds here. I’ve got my men placed so that he can’t get away without being seen now. Will you accompany me?”

“Dear me!” said Peter, very much flurried, as a timorous civilian might well be supposed to be at so alarming an invasion. “A prisoner escaped and hiding in my garden? Do you mean one of those desperate, bloodthirsty convicts, officer, who would as soon murder a man like me as eat his dinner? Yes, yes; let us go up to the house, by all means, and warn Mrs. Coppinger and the others.”

“Mr. Coppinger?” inquired the inspector, evidently not unimpressed by some eccentric phase of local rumour. “The celebrated naturalist?”

“Ah; you have heard of me?” assented Peter, accepting the description with urbane condescension. “Well, well; one must do something. I was just knocking off my research work for the day here, so I’ll lock the door after us as we go and then we shall be sure that wherever your man is, he can’t be in this place,” and with considerable diplomacy Mr. Coppinger was shepherding the inspector towards the door when the sudden intrusion of a heated and dispirited warder upset this ingenious movement.

“Beg pardon, Inspector,” reported the underling, “but we can’t keep no effective cordon. There’s a lot of women running all over the shop like so many frightened rabbits.”

“Oh, blast—” muttered the inspector, and he hurried out, followed by the warder, leaving Peter to speculate on what course would now be the best to adopt.

He was not given long to think about it. The harassed warder’s simile had not been an unapt one, for the scurry of feet, with an occasional ladylike squeal from one quarter, and a call of interrogation from another showed that both sections of the household had been effectually stampeded. Before the undecided man could make up his mind whether it were better to remain on guard at the point of danger or to lock up the place and go off in search of the inspector, his name was called out several times with gathering insistence, hurried footsteps passed the window, a face appeared between the curtains, and Mrs. Coppinger, a little out of breath, but quite tastefully négligée, having reassured herself of what was to be encountered, made for him.

“Oh, Peter, there you are,” she announced. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you. What does it mean — there are strange men like bus conductors all about the garden?” It was rather characteristic of Amy that although Peter was almost inevitably to be found in the Bird Room at that hour, and that she had, as a matter of fact, come straight there to him, he should be implied to have been responsible for a considerable effort on her part before he could be discovered. But she didn’t really mean any deception by it: it was merely habit.

“It’s nothing at all, my dear,” said Peter, putting out a protective arm and patting her shoulder reassuringly, “practically nothing, I should say. A convict — a small, inoffensive, weakly, undersized sort of man so far as I can learn — seems to have got lost in the fog when they took the others in this afternoon. Now the warders are out looking for the poor fellow, and they appear to think that he must have wandered off in this direction.”

“Oh, is that all?” replied Amy with complete satisfaction. “Perhaps I had better have hot coffee got ready for the men while they are here. Policemen are generally so grateful for a little something of that sort.”

“Well,” conceded Peter doubtfully, “you might try them with it. But I wouldn’t encourage them to stay too long or you might get them into trouble for neglecting their duty.”

“I was only thinking of extract — it’s so much quicker and quite nice, you know — or, of course, cocoa for those who prefer it, with plain sultana cake and perhaps a few macaroons for any of the higher class men, if there are any. Or do you think that fish-paste sandwiches—”

“Yes, yes, my dear; anything of that kind,” assented Peter, gradually working her back towards the door while at the same time he kept an anxious eye on the bird-coop and an even more anxious ear trained for the returning searchers. “But I don’t think that I should put on the gramophone for them or get out the albums, eh, dear? Now perhaps you’d better run back to see about it, while I wait here, or the others—”

“But here are some of the others,” cried Amy, looking up the garden. “Walburga and Mr. Moon and—”

Walburga took the couple of intervening flower beds in a spirited rush, but whether this was due to anxiety for the protection of her parents, or to disinclination for the society of Mr. Moon — an indifferent second — was not apparent. Still more distant, the ingenuous child Winnie hove into view—” also running.”

“What in the name of everything is happening, Dad?” demanded Walburga keenly. “Two men in a sort of uniform would try to stop me, but of course—” It was easy to infer that the two had not been tacklers.

The Honourable Eustace also bore traces of disorder, but he did not jump anything, and his entrance combined dignity with polite misgiving.

“I trust, Mrs. Coppinger, that there is nothing—” But an ecstatic shriek “off,” obviously from Winnie, cut short Mr. Moon’s unspoken aspirations.

“Did you ever!” shrilled the exhilarated maiden, brimming with importance at finding herself the centre of an expectant group and firmly resolved to justify the occasion. “A perliceman — not our George Banks, m’m — put his arm round me — and” — the disclosure seeming to be in danger of falling flat—” tried to kiss me! The very idea!”

Any further concessions to the popular leaning towards sensation were frustrated by the reappearance of the inspector and his attendant warder. The superior ran a deliberate eye over the little company.

“One, two, three, four, five,” he checked off. “Two other ladies are saying that they are going to faint in the potting-shed. I think that makes up the lot, Mr. Coppinger? Then we will get on with our work, if you please.”

“Certainly, Inspector, certainly,” assented Peter. “They’ll all go quietly up to the house now, I’ll lock up here, and then, perhaps, when you’ve finished, you’ll look in and have a — eh?”

“Thank you, sir,” replied the inspector. “But I doubt if it can be done.”

“Oh, surely, Inspector?” pleaded Peter. “Now, my dear — now, Walburga — Mr. Moon — and you there, Winnie — don’t let us keep the officials here all night. They’re waiting for me to turn the lights off and lock up, can’t you see?”

“We’ll just give a look round here before you do that,” fell the shattering decision. “Stubbs!” and a movement of the inspector’s hand indicated Stubbs’s business.

“Oh, that’s all right, never fear,” said Peter, with a laugh intended to convey light-hearted assurance. “Why, I’ve been sitting here myself for the past two hours. A mouse couldn’t have crept in without my knowing.... Now, my dear” — to Mrs. Coppinger with a sudden fierceness that left her speechless — 

“now, if you don’t mind getting a move on — !”

“You know, Dad,” remarked Walburga, throwing herself into the impending breach with an unfortunate touch of archness, “you do sometimes fall ——  ——  — —”

“I do not!” retorted her father in so amazingly defiant a tone that it effectually quenched poor Walburga’s well-meant effort. “I’m a martyr to insomnia for that matter. And you ought to be in bed yourself at this time of night, miss! Besides, where on earth’s the man to hide if he was here? Inside this stuffed duck, I suppose, eh?” And with a discordant noise designed as ironic laughter Peter grabbed the ill-starred widgeon and shook it in derision. He was, in fact, suffering from that first and last infirmity of the unskilled prevaricator: the inability to stop protesting.

“There’s this here big case,” said the warder, appealing to the inspector, after completing a survey of the room. “It seems to be locked, though.”

“Of course it seems to be locked,” sneered Peter unwisely, “for the simple reason that it is locked. It’s kept locked; always has been. You don’t think that he’s crept in through the keyhole, do you?”

The warder kept his eye on the inspector. This funny bloke was none of his business. His eye conveyed meaning.

“Better have a look inside, Inspector,” he said coolly. “I distinctly heard something there moving.”

“That does it!” was Peter’s simple précis, delivered by himself to himself in the precious moment for reflection that followed the warder’s statement; for the effect produced by the warder’s statement was emphatically one that is more easily conveyed by the illuminating word “Sensation!” than described in detail. And then — then, on the crest of the treacherous waters beneath which he was surely sinking deeper every minute, Peter beheld just one frail straw within his distance. To grasp it meant cutting himself off from every other chance of personal safety, for if it failed he was — if one may be permitted the word in the excitement of the moment — a “goner.”

It sufficiently indicates the Peter now emerging, as it were, from the Magnolia Gardens pupa, to state that he merely paused to clear his throat in order to ensure distinctness.

“Of course you heard something moving inside there,” he said scathingly, “if you took the trouble to listen. And now, I suppose, we must go into all that while your prisoner is probably getting away comfortably through the orchard! You heard something moving there, my man, because the infernal row that we have been kicking up has certainly roused something that lives there. This box” — Peter got into position past the unsuspecting warder and laid a protecting hand upon the woodwork—” this box is the sleeping compartment of the bloodthirsty, relentless Groo-Groo—”

“The Patagonian Groo-Groo?” put in the impressed inspector. “I read about that in the paper lately.”

“The Patagonian Groo-Groo,” confirmed Peter with a darkly meaning nod. “Technically, Sanguinarius Magnus — the savage, untamed, man-eating, fighting female Groo-Groo of the — of the — well, of Patagonia. Always ferocious, the Groo-Groo is positively demoniacal when disturbed in its night’s rest.”

“This convict, Whitwish, is a very bold and resourceful man, Mr. Coppinger,” said the inspector, wavering but not quite assured. “If one could see, just for a moment—”

“Certainly, certainly, Inspector,” agreed the undaunted Peter. “A very prudent and proper formality on your part: I will make sure. Although unapproachable by strangers — maddened to infuriation by the mere sight of them, indeed — I need hardly say that for myself I have the Groo-Groo under perfect control,” and to demonstrate that he was in no way boasting Mr. Coppinger kicked the side of the pen fearlessly and uttered the command, “Lie down, sir, lie down, won’t you — I’m here!” in a low, growling sort of voice without eliciting any outburst. “Now, if you’ll all stand back so that it can’t see you, I’ll get the key and open the door a few inches to make sure—” [FLUTTER BOOK]

“Peter! Peter!” wailed terror-distraught Amy, throwing restraining arms round the embarrassed hero’s neck as he hastened towards the desk to finish the business while the moment was propitious, “don’t risk your precious life in this foolhardy manner! It may take a sudden dislike to you — these foreign creatures are so uncertain in their temper I have always understood, and then if—”

“My dear!” he reproved, with a look of ineffable self-confidence; “am I a mere beginner at this sort of thing or am!”

“Yes, yes; I know, Peter; I know,” babbled the poor lady a little wildly. “You are devoted! But — ahem! — surely one of these two gentlemen—”

“That’s all right — you needn’t trouble, mum,” came like a doom from the unflattered warder. “I see this here little shutter is only bolted so I’ll just take a squint inside—” And before hapless Peter could move one of his frozen limbs to get there, the shutter was thrown open.

There was no need for him to “squint inside;” the Groo-Groo — all and more than all that Peter had foreshadowed — saved him that trouble. Out of the opening shot like a flash a huge and fearsome head, feathered and bristling, and without a breath or pause a formidable beak lunged viciously, straight at the face of sudden dismay confronting it.

“I haven’t a scrap of sympathy for you, my man,” declared Peter sternly, as he put his arm with perfect confidence through the opening and patted something. “I told you so!”


CHAPTER XIV

QUITE SIMPLE
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YOU MAY BE doing the most innocent thing in the world and doing it quite simply; but invest the selfsame action with the consciousness of guilt and your every movement proclaims knavery.

There was no reason on earth why Mr. Coppinger should not have helped himself to a variety of food and drink and carried it openly from the house for a score of legitimate purposes. No one would be in the least likely to question what he was doing, and if anyone did he would have been in a position to answer very shortly. But just because he was foraging on the convict Whitwish’s account, self-consciousness damned Peter with the brand of wrong-doing from the outset.

To begin with he had experienced a most extraordinary difficulty in collecting what he wanted. At lunch he had let the opportunity go by, easily persuading himself that it would be a simple matter afterwards when no one was about; but afterwards he discovered that it was by no means a simple matter. Whenever he penetrated into those regions where food might be supposed to be, someone invariably was about, and by no process of self-assurance could Peter be convinced that it would escape comment for the head of the house to be seen emerging from the larder with a cold mutton chop, half a roast fowl or the remains of a meat pie. Certainly there was fruit on the sideboard, where abstraction would be easy enough, but it did not fall in with Mr. Coppinger’s views of hospitality to put a man in Whitwish’s circumstances on to a fruitarian diet. In the end it took him fully half an hour, and involved many hairbreadth shaves, to secure a plate of mixed cold viands and a bottle of beer. With these in his possession, and the furtive look of detected crime in his eye, he set out to complete his purpose.

It was now the third day of the Groo-Groo’s mysterious existence at Foxgrove, and although the situation remained very much the same upon the surface, as in the case of a volcano subterranean forces were relentlessly at work and Peter could not be unconcerned among their mutterings. As a result, if Whitwish lived largely from hand to mouth gastronomically, his host lived quite literally equally hand to mouth among the more violent emotions.

The positive evidence that Whitwish had been seen in the neighbourhood of Plymorchard led to a close watch being kept on every road and piece of cover for miles around, and while this state of things prevailed it was hopeless for the convict to think of passing on out of that dangerous area. It further appeared that two other prisoners had got off at about the same time, and all the varied resources of the force of law and order were now being strained to wipe out this insult by their recapture. There was also another side to the situation by this time, for if Mr. Coppinger was necessary to the convict to preserve his liberty, the convict was equally necessary to Mr. Coppinger to uphold his reputation. Between them they had brought the Groo-Groo into the picture, and, however ticklish a business it might prove to keep it going, it seemed to the conscience-stricken legatee that it would be even more difficult to explain away its spontaneous annihilation. Whitwish had professed to have no doubt at all of his complete ability to personate the Groo-Groo to the life, and entered into the masquerade with a whole-hearted enthusiasm that gave the unfortunate Peter many a qualmish shiver.

“You leave it all to me, sir, except a nod or a wink as may be requisite from time to time,” he declared cheerfully. “I’m naturally good at this sort of thing, believe me, and you’ll be surprised to see how properly they’ll eat it. Now what is this blinking Groo-Groo, so to speak, when he’s at home?”

It very soon appeared that if Whitwish gave the impression of taking up the impersonation in an unduly happy-go-lucky spirit, there was nothing slipshod in his preparation for the part. Under his prompting Peter got out all his authorities bearing on the order and, for the first time since his succession, he blessed good Uncle Ralph for the remarkably choice library of the subject that he now found ready at his elbow.

“First as regards the actual appearance of the old duck before he snuffed it,” required the embryo understudy. “It was easy enough to fluff off a glum cod like that beetle-eyed Stubbs with the short jab and a sort of ‘issing noise that I judged would accompany that kind of beak, but with these experts that you speak of” — the dreaded Trescote was even then on his way—” and in the broad light of day — why, we must stick to nature,” and Peter was able to put before him the magnificent coloured plates drawn by Gotchmann — hitherto believed to be the last white who had seen a living Groo-Groo — to illustrate his monumental “Aves Ratitæ,” published at Leipzig in 1829.

“This looks like a streak of all right,” said Whitwish, studying the figures. “Stands up every inch the little grenadier, does young Jou-jou. Why, with a proper adjustment of some such packing stuff as cotton-wool—’’

“I read here,” said Peter, dipping into the pages of another worthy, “that ordinary penguins, lining the shore, have often been mistaken for people by sailors at a little distance. Of course, in those cases it was the distance—”

“Don’t worry about that, sir,” said Whitwish. “You’ll see they’ll keep their little distance all right when I get busy. Only it isn’t a bird that’s got to be taken for a human here, but a human for the Groo-Groo. The chief thing—”

“The voice of this species,” continued Peter, pursuing his subject further, “is said to be something between the quacking of a duck and the braying of a jackass. Now how would you propose to hit that off, Whitwish?

“Let’s deal with the bare essentials of the bird, sir, before we come to what you might call the trimmings,” urged the convict. “Nobody who’ll drop in here is likely ever to have heard a Groo-Groo calling for its dinner, so any sort of noise I make is bound to be authentic.”

“That’s true,” admitted Peter.

“Very well, sir; the outline’s the thing to study, and so far as I can see we’re plumb on velvet. Five feet two is my height to a fraction, and I never did have any shoulders. Feet are the only things that’ll give us any trouble, and fortunately this breed is feathered almost to the toe-nails as you might say — they beat even Cochins hollow. What we’ve got to do is to take a bit of fine-mesh buckram, cut it out to pattern—”

Thus did Invention, ever the compliant daughter of stern Need, find in ex-convict Whitwish a supple votary and in Mr. Coppinger a fascinated if trepidatious neophyte.

We may safely leave the trio at it.

From the open window of the drawing-room came the strains of Rubenstein’s “Waltz Caprice,” played with taste and determination. That definitely placed Amy. Harker, who had come across to lunch in furtherance of their scheme for sounding Mr. Trescote about Peter’s obligations, had been carried off by Walburga to the lawn tennis courts. They should be safely out of the way. Trescote, like a superfluous character trying to get off the stage in an unsophisticated play, had said something about “writing some letters,” and his host hoped that he could believe him. That left only Moon — and Moon did not seem to matter....

Peter crept out like the guilt-stricken criminal that he was, endeavouring to shield the plate of food as much as possible beneath the panama with which he was pretending to fan himself, and wondering at every step what it would feel like if the bottle of beer swinging in a coat-tail pocket exploded under the persistent agitation....

At a little distance from the house and partly within view of some of its windows there was a liberal enclosure, originally designed for the accommodation of the large flightless birds but, fortunately for Peter’s peace of mind, untenanted when he came into possession. This was the proper habitat for a bird of the Groo-Groo’s nature, and it fell in perfectly with the conspirators’ plans that Whitwish should take up his quarters there. It was inevitable, unless suspicion was to be aroused, that he should submit to some inspection, and the railed enclosure permitted this without allowing him to be put to a scrutiny at too close range. Further, the place contained a roomy living pen, to which the Groo-Groo could retire whenever the observation of the curious threatened to become disquieting. A code of signals, vocal and visual, was arranged between them, to call Peter or to warn Whitwish if anything untoward arose, but so far no one had evinced the slightest desire to challenge the former’s instructions that he alone should approach the savage captive. To-morrow and the day after lay on the knees of fate and the prison warders, zealously backed up by ambitious members of the rural police. To-day they ate, drank (Whitwish under some difficulty, it may be admitted) and (with the exception of Peter) were reasonably merry.

Then, just as Peter was congratulating himself that he had safely run the unconscious blockade, round the corner sauntered Mr. Trescote.

It was an embarrassing moment, but the first principle of a successful conspirator is that he must never be embarrassed.... Peter displayed his perfect composure by swiftly slewing the plate of meat into a position behind his back, and began to retire stealthily, but, like the doughty fellow that he was, with his face still towards the foe.

“Getting along all right?” he called out quite naturally — exactly as one gentleman would talk to another at a distance of about twenty yards in fact. “Looking round, eh? That’s the style!”

“Why, yes,” admitted Mr. Trescote, advancing to — as he imagined — meet his host; “I was making the acquaintance of your wonderful—”

From afar the Groo-Groo had been watching the arrival — and impending departure — of its dinner with conflicting emotions. Possibly Mr. Coppinger’s naïve strategy did not commend itself to his confederate, and Whitwish decided that it was high time to create a diversion. At all events the Groo-Groo threw back its head, waved its wings menacingly, and emitted a series of cries that reduced Peter’s description of what might be expected from it to a pale, uncertain whimper.

“Good heavens!” exclaimed Mr. Trescote, hurrying to the railings. “The Groo-Groo’s hymeneal note! What a privilege!”

The situation was saved. Peter could at least retire with his shameful burden undiscovered....

“Yes, dear,” said an amused, good-natured voice behind him, as the humiliating thing was neatly whipped from his grasp and exposed to view; “I’ve got it: what do I do next?”

Amy, needless to say. She had brought out a gloomy-eyed man who might have called to sell a patent razor-strop, or perhaps to obtain signatures on a petition for that crying local need, a spirit licence for the “Bull and Garter;” but who in any case had declared that his business with Peter was confidential. Amy, of course, had implicitly believed him; and now she stood smiling brightly at all three in turn, and waiting to be told what she was to do next with the plate of mixed remnants, which so far she thought was part of a conjuring trick.


CHAPTER XV

S. HOLMES
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“WELL,” RESUMED AMY, with the happy assurance that she was doing her part all right; “what is going to happen now?”

Peter wondered. The stranger, under the affectation of being keenly interested in a crow’s nest among the tops of some adjacent trees, was following the conversation hopefully. Even Mr. Trescote seemed to be able to spare an occasional glance of curiosity from the Groo-Groo. Peter felt that he must either do some juggling or explain the unusual circumstance of a gentleman wandering aimlessly about his grounds carrying a plate of cold lunch.

“No, my dear,” he said deprecatingly, “it’s hardly worth speaking of, perhaps, after all. I mean it’s making too much of a thing as it’s turned out.”

“But of what, Peter?” asked Amy wonderingly.

“That’s just it,” he replied diplomatically. “When I started off — quite casually — I thought that I should find you in the next room. Then when you weren’t there I went on into the next, and so on, don’t you see? In the end I find myself wandering round the garden in this — absurd fashion,” and, with a disarming laugh of contempt towards the cause of his embarrassment, Peter tactfully repossessed himself of the plate.

“Is there really anything the matter with the food then?” was Amy’s anxious suggestion — quite a useful idea this, thought Peter. “If so, I think that perhaps I ought to—”

“Oh, no,” he insisted, drawing her a little farther away from the politely interested ears, “I’m rather sorry that I started the subject now. After all, it isn’t reasonable to expect a cook always to be at the top of her form, is it? Or probably it’s really more the butcher’s fault. Then when all’s said and done, meat must vary in quality of its own accord, mustn’t it? No, Amy, on reflection I shouldn’t take any notice of what I’ve said if I were you. But look here, my dear” — Trescote was betraying a disconcerting curiosity in the Groo-Groo’s movements — I wish you’d get that fellow away somewhere now. Anywhere! It doesn’t matter. Just show him something somewhere and tell him that it’s it.”

“I quite understand, Peter,” assented Amy. What she understood might not perhaps be very specific, but a call upon the exercise of tact never found her unwilling. “He bores you. I had begun to suspect that he was a bit of an ignoramus myself. But about Mrs. Churcher and the cold lamb—”

“Forget it. I am satisfied that I attached too much importance to a very trifling matter. Dismiss it altogether from your mind, my dear. But do take Trescote away or the Groo-Groo may become unmanageable. I can see that it doesn’t like his eye.”

“Yes, Peter; I’ll get him away in a minute. Still, if you think that something ought to be said to Modge about the kind of meat he’s been sending lately—”

“Not a word, Amy; it would do more harm than good, I feel sure. No, I am convinced that you are right. It is not the thing for us to stand here arguing about a bit of meat before our guests. Now — if you don’t mind, my dear — before something happens — 

Amy felt that she had dealt with the situation tactfully. Peter was just a wee bit crotchety about his food — all men were, she had always understood — but he only required humouring: let him seem to get his own way and he was quite content. She moved across to Mr. Trescote with that graceful absence of purpose that is the basis of social diplomacy, and smilingly detached his attention from the Groo-Groo’s presence.

“I wonder if you have seen the vista that we have made by cutting through the box hedge?” she inquired. “Most people are delighted with it.”

“No, I don’t think that I have,” he had to admit. “I suppose it is down towards the fish-pond?”

“I will show you,” she replied graciously, leading the way without giving him time to work up any excuse. “The view over the stretch of heather is considered quite wonderful, I believe.”

Mr. Trescote resigned himself to being drawn away from the Groo-Groo’s pen for the time, but he had by no means completed his observations of that remarkable bird’s structure and behaviour. The uncanny power which his host certainly exercised over the ferocious brute struck at the roots of his preconceived ideas of that fortunate legatee’s quality as a Bird man. From private information he had come down expecting to find a pretentious humbug or a shy dissembler — in any case, one whose exposure would redound to his own credit. And now this Groo-Groo business upset everything and established Coppinger’s reputation as on a rock. After considerable thought the lawyer was inclined to attribute the ascendancy to one of two things: either the bird had arrived dead hungry and its owner had succeeded in winning its grateful affection by offering it just the right food at the critical moment, or else there was some mesmeric power latent in Peter’s strangely misleading eye. The first theory was rather negated by Job’s unfortunate experience, for when that officious helper had sought to establish friendly relations by offering the bird, through the railings, a tempting delicacy in the shape of a raw cod’s head, the Groo-Groo had returned the dainty by some incredibly facile movement of a flapper with such disastrous accuracy that it took the staggering Job full in his astonished face. As regards the dominating human eye — well, Mr. Trescote had himself experimented in the same direction, but the behaviour of the Groo-Groo under that ordeal did not suggest submission.

“Ah, yes, the heather,” he agreed, catching up to Amy. “I remember it was always a feature.

With your natural advantages here, I wonder that you don’t set up an apiary, Mrs. Coppinger.”

“Oh, is it good for them?” asked Amy. “But don’t you think that monkeys are such mischievous creatures—”

That was the last that Peter heard of the conversation, but it was plain that Amy was carrying out instructions, and he turned to deal with the depressed-looking stranger free of concern as to what might be going on at the enclosure. Meanwhile the stranger had been quietly observing everything that took place with a stealthy unobtrusiveness that was full of significance. It was impossible not to realize, even with one’s back turned, that he was sleuthing. His very unnoticeableness made him noticeable.

“Well, Mr. — er — I think you wished to see me?” suggested Peter, able at last to give him some attention. He suddenly realized that he was still burdened with the loathsome incubus, and it is difficult to be quite natural and at one’s ease in carrying on a conversation with a perfect stranger while holding a plate of cold meat towards him, but the expedient of concealing it behind his back had not been successful, and it did not occur to him to deposit it on the ground. “If it’s a matter of business—”

“It is, Mr. Coppinger. I’m down here on — 

But perhaps you’ll glance at that,” and a rather limp visiting-card was offered.

“‘S. Holmes. Private Inquiry Agent,’” read Peter. “Holmes! Private detective! Good heavens, sir, are you the—”

“Stop, if you don’t mind, sir,” interrupted the stranger, with a dash of feeling breaking through his settled pessimism. “I know exactly what you’re going to say, and I’m not. I was born and christened forty-eight years ago, and if anyone has a grievance in the matter I think it’s rightly me.” He took the opportunity of a moment of abstraction following this mild outburst to repossess himself absent-mindedly of the visiting-card, and slipped it back again into a waistcoat pocket for further service. “You’ll excuse me, Mr. Coppinger, sir, but life’s been embittered by a circumstance over which I’ve had no control. When people hear my name they look to me to do things that are more like conjuring than anything else. I’ve had an evening party sit round and expect me to produce a burglar that they’d had as if he was a rabbit out of a hat. Ah, you don’t know what it is to have to live up to a reputation that somebody else has made for you!”

“Oh, don’t I!” exclaimed Peter with conviction. “Well, perhaps not,” he added with an instinct towards caution on that hazardous topic. “But if it’s like that why don’t you use your name in full? The initial ‘S’ is merely suggestive of—”

“Mr. Coppinger, sir,” replied S. Holmes darkly, “my maternal grandfather was a Mr. Sherlock, and I am called after him. An unfortunate coincidence, you will think, but, speaking broadly, my experience of life has been unfortunate, sir. Without going into details that it would be dangerous to make public, I may say that a conspiracy exists, involving some of the highest judicial authorities in the land, Mr. Coppinger, to withhold from me the legitimate credit of certain investigations that I have brought to a successful issue. You’ll excuse my mentioning the circumstances, I hope, sir, but your sympathetic attitude touched a tender spot.”

“I’m really very sorry,” said Peter, endeavouring to work a sympathetic note into his attitude so as to justify this meed. “But couldn’t you — couldn’t you take an entirely different name? A sort of business nom de plume, so to speak.”

“I’ve thought of that naturally, sir, but my feelings — if I may be allowed to possess such — are all against it. Apart from a modest pride in the appellation that my family has always been respected by, it wouldn’t do, sir; it wouldn’t do.”

“No, I suppose not,” admitted Peter vaguely.

“You see the point, sir? In the course of my professional duties I frequently have to go into the witness box to give evidence in cases where credibility may be a determining factor. A hostile and unscrupulous counsel would fasten on the circumstance that I was passing under a name that was not my own to damage my reputation in the eyes of a jury without giving me an opportunity to explain the reason. But I am taking up your time, sir, and it’s my principle in matters of this sort never to obtrude on those gentlemen with whom I am brought in contact.”

“Quite so,” acquiesced Peter. “But matters of what sort?”

“I was coming to that, sir. If you remember, I was on the point of disclosing my business when your very flattering interest in my professional achievements — such as they have been, sir — led to this digression. Now, sir, a gentleman of your position will know that anything of importance that happens to-day, no matter where it may take place, and especially if it is concerned with the activities of the criminal classes, is investigated by the newspapers. The recent escape of convicts here has assumed the proportions of Big News. So long as clues can be supplied and tasty details of hairbreadth escapes from capture discussed it will continue to be Big News. That, in short, is why I’m here, in connexion with the Daily Dope and the Sunday Scorcher.”

“I see. As a sort of expert special commissioner. Does the actual capture of the fugitives come within your sphere, Mr. Holmes?”

“Perhaps,” admitted Mr. Holmes with a mysterious look. “When they are caught. But strictly between ourselves, sir, you’ll understand that it would be a mug’s game, so far as both me and my principals arc concerned, to finish off the bird prematurely.”

“Bird!” quavered Mr. Coppinger, casting an instinctive glance in the direction of the unconscious Groo-Groo — at that moment picking its leisurely way towards them as they stood at the rails as if curious about S. Holmes’s business. “What — what has the poor inoffensive bird got to do with it?”

“I allude to the goose that lays the golden egg, sir. It wouldn’t suit a good many people’s book, 

Mr. Coppinger, for a sensational convict escape to come off one day and the lag to be caught the next, before the news story could be properly got going.” Peter nodded profound wisdom to this, though it was all quite new and rather scandalizing to his way of thinking — at least it would have been before he took a hand at convict-hiding himself. Now he was chiefly thinking: “This chap might be useful if it comes to a tight corner. I imagine that if it were necessary to bribe him I could give him a ‘news story’ that would make his hair curl!”

“This being the place where one of the convicts has been actually located — Whitwish by name — I naturally take up the trail here,” continued Mr. Holmes, regarding the Groo-Groo’s approach with a pensive lack of interest. “And although the prison authorities have been able to find nothing, I don’t mind admitting, strictly between ourselves, sir, that I’ve already picked up an important clue.”

“You have!” exclaimed Peter, considerably startled. “Now — idle curiosity, of course — I wonder what—”

“Ah, you must leave that to me for the present, sir. I may say, however, that in my opinion our man may be somewhere much nearer than you would doubtless think likely. Is he lying concealed, you might naturally ask, or has he been able to procure some adequate disguise, discard his prison suit, and throw dust into the eyes of his pursuers? Perhaps, or perhaps not. You’ll excuse me letting out no more than a hint on that head, sir. And as regards the exact how, when and where of the situation — it’s for that reason that I ask to be allowed to intrude on the privacy of your grounds, Mr. Coppinger.”

“I suppose you must,” said Peter. “Perhaps we’d better make up some story to save explanations. Shall I introduce you as an old friend from the City or a distant cousin from Australia—”

“Not a word to anyone if you’ll leave it to me, sir. Nothing. It’s quite unnecessary. I’m not” — Mr. Holmes laughed a quiet, hollow bark of cynical contempt—” I’m not a fiction magazine detective, Mr. Coppinger. I don’t come on as the piano-tuner in the afternoon and the extra footman during dinner. You may comfortably dismiss me from your mind, sir. I might be about the place all day, and possibly some of your party would see me now and then, but I should leave no definite impression on the retina. I might even converse with some and obtain all the information I desired, but they would have no recollection whatever of more than a passing remark about the weather. I’ve reduced impersonality to such a pitch that I’m practically non-existent. Leave me to glide and melt, as it were, in the background, and no one will give me a second thought.”

“That certainly simplifies matters. I merely leave you to your own devices?”

“Absolutely, sir. I shall now stroll round and make a few technical observations. Very attractive grounds I see you have, Mr. Coppinger; well wooded, chiefly with fir, I notice. And speaking of fir, by the way, didn’t I see a spruce-looking gentleman standing here a few minutes ago?”

“Mr. Trescote probably you mean. A visitor here.”

“Ah!” Mr. Holmes produced a serviceable notebook and under a beguiling commentary proceeded to make himself acquainted with a few outstanding details of most of the Foxgrove circle. He was still pursuing this adroit interrogatory — so casually pitched that with a little trouble you might perhaps be able to persuade yourself that you were not being questioned at all — when the sound of approaching voices warned him to slip back the notebook, and with a gesture significant of circumspection he turned to melt imperceptibly into an adjacent shrubbery. It was a characteristic of Mr. Holmes to affect unconcern — and thus deflect observation — by taking a morbid interest in some remote point of the landscape, with the unfortunate result on this occasion that he collided rather sharply with Harker and Walburga, who were returning to the house by a shady grass path. But that contretemps could scarcely be laid to the charge of Mr. Holmes’s protective system: indeed in a way it might be regarded as a notable tribute to the reality of his boasted invisibility.


CHAPTER XVI

WHAT THE GROO-GROO HEARD
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“WELL,” SAID MRS. Coppinger, beaming on the perspiring Harker as she stroked Walburga’s hair — to that maiden’s intense private annoyance—” what are you two energetic people going to do next?”

“I’m going to sink down into the first chair that I encounter and gasp,” replied Mr. Harker, suiting the action to the undertaking. “But I expect that your daughter is quite ready to take you for a walk up to the top of Myn Tor or to chase butterflies about the garden for an hour or two.” He produced a purple silk handkerchief, embellished with a chaste design of pink and yellow dragons, and fell to mopping his neck systematically.

Mrs. Coppinger smiled indulgent appreciation as her gratified glance took in the delightful scene. How satisfactory and agreeable everything was! How nice to be able to provide this sort of thing for all their pleasant friends whenever they cared to come, and to have in the background really capable servants who, without any trouble to oneself, performed what was expected of them and knew their places. How different from the old Harringay days! Foxgrove Court! It was quite what she had always felt she was cut out for. And the conversation was invariably so amiable and in such good taste. She rarely had occasion to feel snubbed now.

“Shall I send out some claret-cup?” she suggested helpfully. “I dare say after your tremendous exertions you might find it refreshing.”

“I am sure that Mr. Harker would — he’s done most of the running,” said Walburga, with a benevolent grin at her limp antagonist.

“I should!” assented Mr. Harker emphatically. “Without any doubt or reservation whatever, I should, and I look forward to pledging your championship form in a quart of anything cooling.”

“Thanks, but I’m going in now. I’ll tell any of the others I see what they will find here — if they hurry up!”

“I am glad to know that it will be so very much appreciated,” laughed Amy. “I will have the things taken away from here” — she indicated a small rustic table, where Peter had been making a pretence of writing letters earlier in the day in order to keep guard over the Groo-Groo—” and then there will be room for the tray. How would it be to move it into the shade close to the railings?”

“That will do first rate,” agreed Harker, lending a hand as the table was lifted into the shadow of a copper beech that overhung both the lawn and the enclosure. “Now Trescote can keep his eye on the Groo-Groo while he reclines here at leisure. And that reminds me: you might leave the ink and paper, if you don’t mind, Mrs. Coppinger. We two legal conspirators have a little business to discuss and we may want to draw up some details. I’ll bring in the inkstand later.”

“That will be all right; it really belongs to the Bird Room. I only thought that it would be in the way, but I dare say you can find room for the other things as well.”

“I can!” retorted Harker, giving point to the witticism by stroking his waist-line. “There! I am driving Miss Coppinger away with my ill-bred humour.”

“Oh, no; she said she was going already,” put in Amy, anxious that there should be no misunderstanding. “Come along, dear, you shall help me to see about it,” and she linked her arm into Walburga’s as she set out towards the house.

But Walburga, fearful of having her cheek patted, probably with a reference to her splendid colour, if Mr. Moon should come within hearing, slipped a tennis ball and had to disengage to recover it.

“Give you your revenge any time, you know,” she called back to Mr. Harker, pausing to slice the ball towards the porch so that she would have to follow it. “Just cooee.”

“Thank you, but I don’t feel in the least revengeful,” he responded. “I am singularly at peace with all men.”

“What was it that you two were saying about me just now?” inquired Mr. Trescote, turning away from his lengthy contemplation of the deserted enclosure — for the Groo-Groo seemed to have been emulating Achilles’s celebrated act of detachment — and taking a seat near the table. “Something nice, I’m sure.

Harker got in a cool sideway glance at his professional brother while the London man was busily engaged in the manipulation of a cigar cutter; then he closed his eyes again in an affectation of lazy comfort. Upon my word, he thought, the fellow verges on the impossible. He has practically foisted himself upon the Coppingers willy-nilly, and what he is here for is as plain as the tail on the hind-quarters of a bullock, while all the time he gives himself the airs of a gracious lord of the manor. Well, business was business, but wariness was going to be his watchword.

“Oh, just that matter of Coppinger’s I spoke to you about,” he replied carelessly. “I thought we might have an opportunity to discuss it.”

“Ah; I remember,” conceded Mr. Trescote, after holding up the conversation until he had got the Havana going to his satisfaction. “Well, what is it exactly that the good man complains of?”

“Complains!” repeated Harker with a short laugh of personal derision. “He complain, Trescote; is it likely? A man who is so infatuated with his pursuits as you can see that Coppinger is, would scarcely complain of being legally bound to them, would he?”

“Excellent fellow. But what have we got to talk about then?”

“I said that he is quite content. But a man’s obligations don’t end with himself, my dear sir. His wife, his family, his friends — they have claims, and they consider that they have every reason to complain. Remonstrate with him about spending practically his entire income and giving all his much-appreciated society to his fascinating hobby, and what answer do they get?”

“I haven’t heard,” confessed Mr. Trescote, betraying a reprehensible tendency to yawn.

“He takes his stand behind the legal obligations and snaps his fingers in their faces. ‘You reproach me with spending three-quarters of my income in this way,’ he says in effect; ‘very well. Will you guarantee that I shall be fulfilling the conditions of my dear old uncle’s will if I spend only half, or a quarter, or an eighth, or what? Give me something definite to go on.’ What can they say? What can I, who have to protect his interests, say?”

“Quite so,” assented the wholly unmoved listener. “I understand, of course. You’ve effected your representation, Harker, and I’ll make a note — I’m bound to take note — of it.” He reluctantly disturbed himself to the extent of leaning forward to the table and picked up a sheet of paper and dipped a pen. “But as for pledging the Society to any definite line of undertaking in the matter, why that’s altogether — 

Presumably the pen had caught up a hair, for Mr.

Trescote, after trying it, drew a broad line across a newspaper lying close at hand, and then looked at what he had done with interest.

“This is rather amusing, Harker,” he remarked, tossing the journal across to his confrère. “Apparently they use old Ralph’s special make of ink in the family inkpots. Is it at all familiar to you?”

“Peculiar colour,” said Harker, studying the line. “No, I can’t say that I — and yet — yes, yes, I’ve certainly seen that queer shade somewhere.”

“Ralph Coppinger’s will?”

“Egad, that’s it; I remember now. And I think we have it on one or two other papers.”

“It was an old idea of his: a special private ink that he used for important documents and for signing the larger cheques — anything, I think, above — er — twenty. Strangely enough, that ink was the foundation of my not unprofitable connexion with the old sinner.... Did you ever hear of William Mills?

Harker shook his head with lukewarm interest and tossed aside the newspaper. He would work back to his client’s affair when he got an opening, but there was nothing to be gained by pressing it unduly. Meanwhile the chair was comfortable and the claret-cup must certainly be getting nearer.

“No, of course you wouldn’t,” continued the other man, lolling back likewise and closing his eyes reminiscently. “It must be getting on for twenty years ago, and there was nothing unusual in the case. Between ourselves, old Ralph Coppinger was an appalling skinflint in his business. He combined it with philanthropy: used to employ a gang of ‘His first fall’ men in positions where they hadn’t the remotest chance of robbing him of anything above one-and-six if they did fall again, and gave them half the wages that he would have had to give anyone else to do their jobs, on the ground that he was employing them out of charity. William Mills was a cheap clerk in his office.”

“Was he one of the — ?”

“No; not then. He hadn’t fallen, but old Ralph paid him on the same lavish scale as if he had, because he argued that he soon would on those wages. He was quite right. William turned out to be a young fellow who possessed the pen of a ready writer. He forged a cheque for thirty pounds — but in his ignorance of his employer’s peculiar business methods he used the wrong ink.”

“And did the philanthropist prosecute?”

“Yehs, yehs.” Mr. Trescote’s thin, penetrating voice rose in emphatic diction as he humorously assailed the memory of his erstwhile patron. “He always prosecuted any of his own people as a timely warning to the others. Always pressed for the heaviest sentence, too, though he sometimes took on the men again when they’d served their time — at reduced wages, of course. I got Mills eighteen months and old Ralph was as pleased as Punch. Should have got him penal servitude if it hadn’t come out that he was keeping a widowed mother and all that sort of heart-throb on his seventeen shillings a week.”

“Oh, come,” said Harker. “He couldn’t.”

“Well, perhaps he couldn’t. I suppose he did his best, but it appeared that they had the brokers in for thirty pounds. That was another point in his favour.”

“Then I doubt if your William Mills went tamely back into the counting-house again,” hazarded Harker.

“I don’t know; I don’t know. Not into Ralph Coppinger’s, certainly. No, no; forgery was the old man’s special nightmare, and Mills seems to have had a style naturally like his own. I’ve wondered once or twice what did become of him: a humble but providential pawn in my own career. He can’t have become a really great forger or we should have heard of him again. Probably changed his name and identity and took to a less artistic branch of crime.”

“Very interesting,” conceded Harker. “But you were saying something about putting my point re Peter Coppinger before your Institution—”

“True, true.” Mr. Trescote picked up the pen that had occasioned this digression, but again the reminiscent mood intervened between the frank discussion of concrete detail that Mr. Harker so desired.

“Do you know, Harker,” he protested indolently, “my Society consider themselves devilishly ill-used from beginning to end in this matter. They made old Ralph an honorary F.B.I.O.R. and vice-president to boot, on the distinct understanding that he was leaving them all his money.”

“Oh, so that was it?”

“Between ourselves. But don’t misunderstand me, Harker. Of course a coveted honour like that could not be made dependent on a sordid bargain. It was not; there was no arrangement. But here is the will that Coppinger deposited with me, and, well, his election took place at the next meeting of the Council.”

“Very natural indeed,” admitted Harker, taking the document that Mr. Trescote produced from his breast pocket. “No one could call that wangling. Written throughout in this purple ink, I see. Yes; it’s very like the other.”

“Then,” continued Mr. Trescote with feeling, “twelve months later he quarrelled with the President. Quarrelled, if you’ll believe me, Harker, over nothing more or less than an infernal cuckoo’s egg, and in a huff he turned this precious thing into a sheet of mere wastepaper.”

“The same two witnesses, I see,” remarked the other, turning to the attestation. “Drash and old Yarrup.”

Mr. Trescote’s manner, without any noticeable violence to his semi-somnolent mood, became easy, offhand and slightly confidential.

“Yes,” he commented, “so I gathered. What’s become of old Yarrup, by the way?”

“He’s dead,” replied Mr. Harker, still interested in the paper. “Died within a week of his master, poor old fellow.”

“Unfortunate. And this other man, Drash. I don’t seem to remember him.”

“He was a sort of on-and-off odd man here. He’s our village idiot now. No, Mr. Trescote,” he added dryly, “you won’t be able to get anything out of him, I can promise.”

“Really, Mr. Harker:— ‘Get anything out of him!’” protested the inquirer with a splash of virtuous indignation. Then he waved the outburst aside, as if between two initiates it wasn’t worth while keeping up any pretensions. “Well, well, I don’t mind admitting that in the circumstances I thought it might be interesting to ask these two men how many wills they actually did witness. But do you mean that Drash was non compos at the time he acted as witness?”

“Oh, dear no. Far from it. Purely a business proposition — idiocy — with Drash, so far as I understand it. He was never really fond of settled work, you see, and so when our old village idiot — Tozer — came into a little money and was claimed by his relations in Cornwall, Drash imperceptibly slipped into the position. He makes a very good village idiot, too.”

“Well, it’s all confoundedly inopportune, you know, Harker,” fussed Mr. Trescote. “You see my Council’s point? The second will was admittedly made in a moment of pique and irritation. It was, so I understand, found, purely by chance, behind the hall barometer, where it had been casually stuffed to keep the instrument in position.”

“That is quite correct.”

“Then it’s obvious what had happened. Six months after executing the second will — the one you stand by — Ralph Coppinger made up that most unfortunate quarrel with our President. By that time he had almost certainly forgotten what he had done with your will, and when he wanted to destroy it, in order to reinstate the one I hold, he couldn’t find it. He was, one must admit, Harker, when all’s said and done, a most muddle-headed old jackass. We consider it morally certain that he intended making a third will to put matters right again, and quite probably he did make one.”

“If so, where is it?

“Ah, where? That’s the point, isn’t it?” It may have been quite unconnected with the speculation, but Mr. Trescote’s ranging gaze played upon the elevation of Foxgrove Court, a stone’s-throw across the sward, as if something might be worth while investigating in that direction. Into his field of vision strayed the chaste figure of Willet, carefully picking her way — it would be too humiliating an experience for so exact a handmaiden, in the crude vernacular, to “come a cropper” — with a trayful of jugs and glasses.

“My God — fodder again!” murmured Mr. Trescote caustically as he surmised the occasion. “These new people seem to think that hospitality consists in following one round and round the place with stacks of refreshment.”

“And a very bright thought too, when it takes the form of iced cup and one is bone-dry,” retorted Harker.

“Oh, is it that?” said Mr. Trescote, relenting. “Well, perhaps—”

“Sorry you can’t have any,” grinned Harker. “Of course it would ruin the aroma of your exquisite corona.”

“Yes, I suppose it would,” admitted the connoisseur.

He got up elaborately from the low wicker chair and passed round the overhanging branches of the beech tree to have another look into the enclosure. Straight on the heels of his disappearance Harker heard a sharp exclamation of surprise and the calling of his own name to come and see something.

“What’s up?” he asked, joining the other man with no great interest. “Oh, the blessed old Groo-Groo come out at last, you mean?”

“But it’s most extraordinary,” protested Mr. Trescote. “I could scarcely ever get within sight of the bird before, and now it must have been just behind us at the railings.”

“She-bird, I understand,” commented Harker. “Curious, like all the others. Well, I don’t fancy that it can have heard any ill about itself, so far as I remember.”


CHAPTER XVII

BURMAN CHEAM COMPLICATES IT
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WHATEVER THE GROO-GROO had heard, Peter — never far distant from the enclosure when danger seemed to threaten in those momentous days — had realized that something disquieting was taking place, and he hastened across to join the two men at the beech tree. Prudence warned him to keep clear of a situation that might easily develop to his undoing, but loyalty called on him to fly to Whitwish’s aid, if by any mishap that adventurous wight had got himself into a fix from which he required extricating. Needless to say, Peter flew to the sound of the guns, quaking at heart but indomitable in spirit. It did not tend to reassure him to notice that the Groo-Groo was considerably nearer to the rails than they had agreed was prudent, while the discovery that Mr. Trescote had brought a pair of field-glasses to bear upon the captive kindled the direst forebodings.

“I suppose,” Harker was saying as Peter came between them, “I suppose that an event like this will furnish you with material for a dozen scientific articles, eh, Trescote?”

“Good Lord, yes,” replied Mr. Trescote. “Why, I’ve known a fellow run to fifteen or twenty pages because he’d heard a corncrake a week earlier than anyone else had.” Then noticing his host’s presence he added, perfunctorily and with the touch of supercilious condescension that he affected whenever Peter’s scientific status was involved, “But I think that etiquette demands that Mr. Coppinger should be left to reap the literary first-fruits of his extraordinary good fortune.”

“No, no,” deprecated Peter, “I’m not one of those new-fashioned flash-light and fountain-pen naturalists who dash off an illustrated paper before breakfast. Give me observation, sir; long, quiet, uninterrupted study of my subject. It may be months — or years — before the world hears from me anything definite about the Groo-Groo: indeed it’s bound to cause so much controversy and bitter feeling that I’m rather inclined to make a posthumous business of it and let ’em fight it out when I’m not here to be dragged into the trouble” — a statement that caused Mr. Harker to regard his friend at first with mystified astonishment and then to retire for a few moments under the excuse of refilling his tumbler.

“All the same, don’t let me influence you, Mr. Trescote,” urged the modest gentleman. “Why not go in and write up your observations straight off, while they are fresh in your mind? You will have the morning-room to yourself and not be interrupted—”

“Well, as to that, if you have no objection to my anticipating you, I should certainly like to supply our ‘Transactions’ with a short note on the remarkable formation of the bird’s foot. It’s opposed to all—”

“Foot — which foot?” demanded Mr. Coppinger warmly. “What’s the matter with either of the Groo-Groo’s feet, Mr. Trescote? Come, sir, what are you suggesting?”

“Why, as I was pointing out to Harker here just before you came, in all the descriptions that we have—”

“But, good heavens, what an extraordinary thing!” interrupted Harker. “The bird is actually trying to conceal its feet. Look, watch it,” and indeed there could be no doubt that, whatever deduction the observers might extort from the circumstance, the sagacious creature was endeavouring to hide its criticized members by shuffling them under a little straw that lay convenient.

In the universal silence of amazement the world seemed to be rocking beneath Peter’s feet. Then his mind cleared for the emergency under the spur of his fine new fighting quality, even though his voice may have bleated a little as he hastened to take up the challenge.

“Of course the bird is trying to conceal its feet,” he retorted. “So would either of you two try to conceal your feet if they were made the subject of general adverse discussion. The Groo-Groo is naturally one of the shyest and most retiring of living beings, and it probably has a shrewd suspicion that its feet are apt to be laughed at by the shallow-minded.”

“Shy!” scoffed the rival expert. “Why, my dear good man, every authority will bear me out that the Groo-Groo is admitted to be the boldest and most unconcerned of its species.”

“Now, look here, Mr. Trescote,” said Peter, gathering confidence as he thought of something unpleasant to say back, “I’ve read your monograph on ‘The Spotted Flycatcher as a Germ-carrier’ — at least I’ve tried to — and I won’t impugn your authority as a judge of spotted flycatchers. But permit me a similar distinction when it comes to a question of Groo-Groos. I may safely claim to have made a closer study of that neglected branch than I have of any other bird-life. Possibly” — with conscious humility—” possibly I’ve neglected many of the more trivial by-paths of ornithology in order to master Groo-Groos. Apart from its pugnacious outbursts, the bird is irredeemably shy and distrustful, and never more so than when it sees that it is being adversely criticized.”

“But what gets me, Coppinger,” put in Harker, hoping to avert a wrangle, “is how on earth the bird should know that we were talking about its feet.”

“Know?” said Peter, brought up suddenly against this difficulty for which he had thought out no answer; “of course it knows. It’s — it’s a far more intelligent bird than has been generally supposed, let me tell you.” And then a great idea came to him. “We can easily put it to a test. Just fix your eyes steadily on the bird’s head and — and say unpleasant things about it.”

“Well it certainly looks as though a good moult would improve its appearance,” declared Mr. Trescote readily.

“It’s difficult to think of anything to say at a moment’s notice,” contributed Harker, “but, frankly, I don’t like the bird’s expression.”

“And I say that it would get the booby prize for good looks at a village cage show,” called out Peter. “There now; what did I tell you? What did I say, eh, eh?” and, explain it how they might, there was no doubt that Peter had scored heavily, for with every mark of abject shame the unfortunate bird hung its discredited head and then slowly raised a flapper to hide its derided features. Even the instinctive hostility of the London lawyer was not proof against this remarkable demonstration, and he lifted his hat ceremoniously as he turned to face his host in generous retractation.

“Mr. Coppinger, on behalf of the Grand Council of the British Institute of Ornithological Research, I salute you!”

Mr. Harker was equally impressed if less formal.

“Coppinger, you are the most incomprehensibly modest of scientists,” he declared aloud, and then he added privately, “or the most unmitigated of humbugs! Damme, if I know which though!”

“Some other time,” said Peter tolerantly, “we’ll clear up that little matter of the bird’s foot that has been troubling Mr. Trescote. Just now I think I’m wanted.”

True enough, Walburga had appeared on the terrace with a strange young man in attendance, and was looking in their direction. The Groo-Groo had taken the opportunity afforded by Peter’s timely diversion to withdraw itself and its dubious extremity into the retirement of the little pen where it was secure from observation. Peter felt that he could safely leave it — at least he hoped so — if only Whitwish wasn’t so headstrong ——  — 

“Here’s Mr. Cheam, Father,” said Walburga, presenting the stranger. “He saved my life once. I can’t find Mother, so will you look after him?” and without further hint or interest the unsatisfactory young woman turned off and went back towards the house, humming gaily after the manner of the subtle when they wish to express indifference.

“Oh, no, it wasn’t really quite so near a thing as that,” protested the bronzed young man, thus suddenly thrown on to Mr. Coppinger’s hands for entertainment. “Miss Coppinger makes too much of it.”

“Well,” observed Peter, staring rather blankly after the disappearing figure, “I don’t see how she could very well have made less.”

“I mean,” stammered Burman Cheam, “it wasn’t much of a thing to do.”

“Perhaps not,” admitted Peter. “Still, I’m glad you didn’t let that put you off doing it. Now, did you bring your traps with you from the station, Mr. Cheam, or shall we send down for them?”

“I had them taken over to the ‘Bell and Anchor.’

I thought of putting up there for a few days — while I — well, while I explored the surroundings.”

“Oh, nonsense, nonsense. We can’t allow that at all. Mrs. Coppinger wouldn’t hear of it. She’d be — no, I don’t know what she wouldn’t be if you didn’t join our little house party while you were staying in the neighbourhood. Ah, here she is. Now you shall hear. Amy, Mr. Cheam talks of putting up at the ‘Bell and Anchor.’ I tell him that we shall all be deeply hurt if he doesn’t have his things brought up here instead at once.”

“Yes, indeed,” agreed Mrs. Coppinger, with a pathetically brave attempt to smile her enthusiasm.

“That is, if Mr. Cheam actually can put up with that simply awful bedroom, and if he doesn’t mind—”

“Oh, I’m used to mugging along anywhere,” said Cheam brightly. “So if you really think that you can do with me—”

“I’m sure of it, sure,” insisted Peter. “Persuading people to stay here is Mrs. Coppinger’s pet amusement, and you are an especial favourite of hers.” As this flattering statement failed to elicit any response, he felt constrained to apply a little diplomatic prompting. “Eh, dear?”

“I don’t think that Mr. Cheam will need to be told that,” replied Amy in a rather far-away voice for so cordial an implication.

“I hope not; I hope not,” assented Peter. “Or,” he confided to himself ruefully, “I’m afraid he’ll be disappointed, confound it!”

“Then I shall be only too delighted,” said Burman Cheam. He was far too excited by seeing Walburga and the prospect of living in the same house with her to notice anything lukewarm in her mother’s manner. “It’s most awfully kind of you.”

“Pooh, pooh! It’s all the other way,” insisted Peter. “That’s settled.”

“I’ll see about having Mr. Cheam’s bag brought up then, if he really will stay.” Amy lingered a hopeful moment, but there seemed to be no doubt now about Mr. Cheam staying.

Peter, who had his own views on the subject, took care that there should be no back-sliding.

“My dear, we’ve succeeded in persuading him between us. What’s your ship, Mr. Cheam? I suppose that I’ve been told, but I must have forgotten.” So Amy went back — rather pensively, it must be admitted, considering that she was engaged in that delightful occupation, giving orders for someone to do something — while Peter started out to entertain the new visitor until his bag arrived.

“I’ve been a couple of years on the Banbury Cross, but this last voyage I had to wait a fortnight at Buenos Ayres to join another of our boats that was short of officers — the Coventry Cross,” replied Burman.

“The Coventry Cross?” The name struck Mr. Coppinger as ominous, though he could not for a moment trace his impression. He stopped short, repeating the words and trying to piece the connexion “The Coventry Cross?” Then he got it. “Oh, my lord Harry! That’s the boat that brought the — Here! Mr. Cheam — just a minute—”

But it was too late. While Peter had stood there thinking, his visitor had strolled on and then something straight ahead had taken his attention. Curious about the latest arrival, the Groo-Groo had ventured out into the open again, and at the sight Cheam hurried down to the railings to make sure that he was not mistaken.

“Why, you’ve got one of those rum old birds here, as well, Mr. Coppinger,” he called back, in a voice trained for carrying. “We were bringing a Groo-Groo over on our last voyage, only” — it was no good Peter gesticulating wildly; Mr. Trescote and Harker could not have failed to hear even if they had tried, and they were certainly not trying—” ours died!”


CHAPTER XVIII

WHITWISH HAS A HARMLESS FANCY
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IT IS, FORTUNATELY, one of the effects of a bomb explosion to produce a moment of pause and stupefaction in which the readier wit can decide upon a course of action. With the possible exception of the convict, Peter had the readiest wit of anyone within hearing, simply because during those hectic days it was a matter of sink or swim with him at every turning. Before the two lawyers had fully grasped what this new-comer’s remark implied, Peter slipped in between them at the railings and bestowed on Burman a grimace of such cryptic complexity that, even if it left the recipient in a hopeless fog as to the exact requirement, did at least warn him that for some reason or other he was being called upon to exercise special caution.

By this time Mr. Trescote had grasped what Cheam’s remark logically indicated, although he was not prepared to accept it as evidence in any particular direction. Still, it plainly could not be left at that.

“But, my dear sir, what you say is sheerly impossible,” he objected. “There is only one known 

Groo-Groo in existence and it stands before you. Died! Can you favour us with the circumstances?”

“Died,” cut in Peter, without giving the sailor the fraction of a chance of replying; “yes, to be sure; Mr. Cheam is quite right — in the sense that he means, of course. The Groo-Groo frequently died — apparently, that is, I need hardly tell you. It’s — it’s the marvellous instinct of self-preservation that the bird possesses. Just as the ostrich buries its head in the sand, or the what-you-may-call-it pretends that its wing is broken, so the Groo-Groo feigns absolute lifelessness on the approach of danger. It’s so characteristic of the creature that it’s a commonplace when speaking of it to say, ‘Oh, yes, the Groo-Groo dies,’ just as you would say of a chameleon, ‘It’s always changing colour.’ You might roll one over with your foot when it’s like that and it wouldn’t betray itself by a tremor.” He turned to the mystified young man beside him and favoured him with another contortion of agonized warning. “Not a tremor, Mr. Cheam, eh?”

“Wouldn’t move a muscle of its face,” corroborated Cheam, with admirable self-possession. Well, he was thinking, this old josser is dear Walburga’s father, and if he is out to pull these other two fellows’ legs, he, Burman Cheam, would be quite willing to oblige him.

Peter turned to the two on his left and nodded, as much as to say, “There, what did I tell you?” It was going better than he could ever have expected.

“Extraordinary!” murmured Harker.

“Extraordinary indeed,” confirmed Mr. Trescote. “Extraordinary in any case, but on board ship what earthly danger would there be that the ruse could protect the bird from?”

“Ah, that’s the way with instinct, Mr. Trescote,” said Peter wisely. “There we are up against the fundamental. It’s become a fixed habit with the bird, and it falls back upon it in any extremity, regardless of whether or not it is the right sort of danger. Now I suppose you may have had dirty weather on and off during the voyage, Mr. Cheam? Storms brewing and all that sort of thing you sailors encounter?” To emphasize the requirement, Peter endeavoured to give this new confederate a gentle, surreptitious kick on the ankle, but, misjudging the distance and being rather carried away by the vigorous emotion of the moment, he came unpleasantly near to laming him.

“Yes; one or two nasty blows,” owned Cheam, bearing it all heroically for Walburga’s sake.

“There you are, you see. There was danger. The bird scented the danger and, taught by nature — illogically, I grant you — fell back upon its one protective instinct. You are a close observer, Mr. Cheam. We shall make a naturalist of you yet.”

“Well, I wouldn’t call it exactly that,” replied Cheam with meaning.

“By the way — let me introduce you,” said Peter. He hoped that this ceremonial rite would break off the conversation from its dangerous topic, and, by finesse and a little useful obtuseness, he succeeded in drawing all three men away from the railings and round on the safe side of the screening beech tree. But, as he plainly saw, Mr. Trescote, at all events, was itching to get Cheam aside for a quiet talk on the subject of the Groo-Groo’s behaviour during the voyage. Peter was resolved that this should not happen until he had himself explained the position to the sailor and pledged him to secrecy. There was no other possible course: Cheam must be told everything.

Upon this polite skirmish for position fell the inquiring voice of Amy. She had come out on the terrace, and from that slight eminence she was well placed for seeing what was going on beyond them. Her interest in the objects of Mr. Coppinger’s “devotion” might be slight, but she quite understood that this latest acquisition meant considerable prestige.

“Oh, Peter,” she called across to him, “is anything the matter? The Groo-Groo is behaving so very strangely.”

There was a questioning look all round, and then everyone was at the railings. A harrowing sight met their concerned eyes. Close by its inner pen the unfortunate Groo-Groo lay extended, stiff as a stricken warrior, with beak and its maligned feet pointing skyward. Its flappers, folded meekly together on its breast, completed the grotesque suggestion of a sculptured effigy.

“The bird must be ill,” said Harker, the first to give expression to their common thought. “Seriously ill by its appearance.”

“Yes; I’m afraid this looks like being a misfortune for you,” confirmed Mr. Trescote. “These big fellows are the very devil to do anything with when they once get seedy.”

“Oh, I don’t know that I should worry,” put in Cheam, with more expression in the tone than on his guileless face. “The Groo-Groo’s only dying. It often does, you know! Mr. Coppinger understands all about it.”

“Good heavens,” exclaimed Harker, looking sharply from one to another as he became slightly suspicious that somebody — possibly he himself — was being made a fool of, “you don’t mean to say that this—”

“Pretending!” ejaculated Mr. Trescote. “Well, this is very remarkable indeed.”

Peter felt disposed to agree with him as he dimly wondered what would be Whitwish’s next antic. He managed to catch Cheam’s eye and telegraphed to him a mute appeal for sympathetic indulgence. Then he turned to the old business of explaining things “The very trick I was telling you about!” he exulted. “You see the thoroughness of the deception, don’t you? Why, I really believe that it took you both in, although I had just warned you. How fortunate that it should have happened now. What an object lesson!”

“Yes, but damn it all, Coppinger, I don’t believe the bird does it for any blessed reason,” protested Harker tartly. “What possible danger can it be exposed to here?”

“What danger!” For one rebellious moment Peter felt like letting himself go in sinister implication; then he quelled the fatuous impulse. “Ah! There you come up against nature in her subtlest mood. We may anticipate nothing, but, depend upon it, the Groo-Groo has a delicate premonition of something or somebody—”

He stopped because no one seemed to be listening. All appeared as if fascinated by the person and movements of a small inconspicuous man who had quietly come within earshot of their conversation. He was apparently reading from a little book as he walked, and his eyes were fixed on it in scholarly abstraction, but by the very stealthy avoidance of all observation, he had a fatal gift for attracting as much notice as if he had been accompanied by an escort of trumpeters. Needless to say, it was S. Holmes, hot on the track, and it was at once as obvious to all as if he had led a brace of bloodhounds that S. Holmes was keenly sleuthing. In the dead silence that greeted his passage he crossed the sward, still studiously engrossed, and had almost reached the shrubbery when his preoccupied footsteps led him into a snare of fallen dead branches. It is no easy thing to walk on, reading in absolute detachment, while every step accounts for a dead stick with a report like a rifle shot, but, inspired by his high professional standard of imperceptibility, S. Holmes did it, and he disappeared into the shrubbery in good outward order.

Under cover of this diversion Cheam got within whispering distance of Peter, and with his face turned from the others, dropped a good-natured, if privately amused, warning:

“I don’t know anything about your Groo-Groo, sir, but our Judy couldn’t get up again when she was once down on her back.”

“Oh, the dickens!” muttered Peter. “Mr. Cheam — just a word in your ear. For heaven’s sake don’t talk to a soul about any Groo-Groo. It may — it may mean ruin. I’ll tell you all, the moment I have a chance.”

Cheam nodded and took the opportunity to stroll away in the hope of finding Walburga. It may be briefly stated that he did find her, and was thereupon so unmercifully snubbed for his pains that he swore he wished he had never come.

“This is an opportunity I’ve often longed for,” said Peter, joining the others. “There are some points in connexion with the bird’s dissimulation that require clearing up. Will it carry on the deception to the point that it would in the wild state, and allow me to touch it? We shall see that in a minute.”

“You are going inside the enclosure?” inquired Mr. Trescote. “I wonder if it would be possible for me to venture in with you?”

“Why not?” said Peter stoutly; then his face fell — the man was becoming an absolute actor and taking a pride in it as well. “No, no. You are my guest, Mr. Trescote. There is a certain risk to myself — slight, I admit, so long as I keep the whip-hand — but if I am torn to pieces it will involve no one in a lifelong remorse. Whereas if you fell I should feel that your blood—”

“Perhaps you are right,” admitted Mr. Trescote with noble resignation. “Personally, of course, such a consideration would not affect me a stiver, but I shouldn’t like to think that what might happen to me would make the spot always distressing to you in future. Is there anything we can do to help you?”

“Yes, you might lend me your field-glasses,” replied Peter, with the happy inspiration of baffling too close a scrutiny, and the offerer could not very well draw back then, although he was so short-sighted that the loss practically put him out of action.

Peter opened the little gate of the enclosure and let himself in, carefully relocking the spring fastening against intrusion. He made some slight show of reconnoitring through the glasses and then approached the recumbent figure, working down so as to keep himself well between the observed and the observers.

“Whitwish,” he hissed between his scarcely-moving lips, “what’s all this tomfoolery about, sir!”

“Sorry, governor,” came the equally guarded reply, “but I’m blest if I haven’t turned turtle. Would you give me a bit of a heave at the head end, and I think I could do it.”

Peter put his hand under the feathered head and lifted. This, happily, was effective: the bird came to its feet, shook itself very realistically, waved the absurd flappers that nature had reduced its wings to, and began to sidle off with the offended air of outraged dignity that is the only alternative to laughing away a mishap. As the convict had once truly said, he was naturally good at that sort of thing.

“Get into the pen and I’ll come after you,” instructed Peter, driving the Groo-Groo with “Shoos!” and outstretched arms before him; and when Whitwish, who took a pride in making the thing effective, tried once to double back, Peter was equal to the occasion, and with a loud, “No, you don’t, sir!” rounded him up and drove him on again.

“Don’t be too hard on me, sir,” pleaded the offender — he was safely penned and Peter was standing by the door, where he was in a commanding position against surprises. “I only wanted to attract your notice.”

“You succeeded,” replied his protector grimly. “If I had a weak heart you’d have attracted an undertaker. I never had so many jumps since T played leap-frog as a boy. What is it that you think you’re doing, Whitwish?”

“It was that plate of food upset me, sir. It nearly made me cry to see it going away again, and I guessed that you might have a bottle of beer somewhere. I felt that I must get a word with you somehow. Why shouldn’t you bring a pet bird a plate of tit-bits if you like, sir?”

“You live on raw fish,” said Peter. “That fellow Trescote would spot something in a minute. We must fix up a better way for to-morrow.”

“To-morrow! Don’t think me ungrateful, sir; you’ve been a wonder, but, if you remember, there was a little contretemps about breakfast, and you said—’

“Oh, my lord Harry, yes,” ruefully admitted Peter. “I could only get you a handful of biscuits and a cup of cold tea, could!”

“‘Thin Marie’ they were called, sir — thin by name and thin by nature — and there were eight of them. I’m not actually a heavy feeder, but it’s getting well on in the afternoon now, and the thought of that plate of meat food going back—”

“Look here,” said Peter, diving into his coat-tail pockets, “I picked up a couple of bananas and a roll, as a last resort, as I came through. If you can fancy those—”

“Fancy bananas!” repeated Whitwish hungrily. “Why, bless your heart, I could relish a bag of monkey-nuts.”

“And I’m sorry about the beer, but I remembered this flask. It’s nearly full of port wine—”

“Say no more, sir,” protested the accommodating fugitive. “You’ve hit on what’s always been a favourite meal of mine. I’m all with old Omar:

‘ Here with a loaf of bread beneath the bough, A flask of wine, a couple of bananas — and thou.’

I dare say you’ve heard something like that before, sir?”

“No, I can’t say that I have,” admitted Peter. “When I take you to the Bird Room to-night I shall try to arrange for something more substantial. Now I’m going back to find Cheam. I ought to tell you — there’s a young fellow come to stay here, a sailor who was on the ship bringing over the real Groo-Groo, and I shall have to let him into the secret.”

“You don’t say so — on the same ship. That’s the long arm, isn’t it, sir? Anyway, if he’s a sailor he’s bound to be a good sport.”

“If you mean that he won’t betray us, I’m pretty sure of that. Now you’ll be all right for the time?”

“Right as a pen-nib, sir. — Oh — talking about writing, there’s one thing, if I might. I have an idea to get a letter ready for sending to a pal as soon as I am clear. I heard them say that the inkstand out there came from the Bird Room. If you didn’t mind seeing that it goes back before to-night—”

“You’ll find that all right. There’s plenty of ink and everything of that sort lying about there.”

“That particular inkstand, if you don’t mind, sir,” persisted Whitwish tenaciously. “I have a fancy to use it after hearing their talk. I should take it as a favour, sir.”

“It was my intention to replace it after I had done here, and I shall certainly do so.”

“It’s just a sort of touch for luck, as you might say, that I have,” apologized Whitwish. “Superstitious some would call me. Plenty of paper, isn’t there, sir?”



“Enough to last you all your life,” said Peter. “Old Ralph left stacks of it in the desk there that I haven’t touched. But look here, Whitwish; you’ll have to be more careful how you move about at night.

There’s a sort of private detective come on the scene—”

“Measly, rat-faced blighter I’ve seen nosing about?

“Yes, very likely. Holmes, he’s called — S. Holmes, he tells me.”

“S. Holmes!” scoffed Whitwish. “I thought I knew the little stinker. Regular copper’s nark, if ever there was one. I wouldn’t half give something to come across him in the gloaming.”

“And that reminds me,” said Peter, going. “I must hunt up Mr. Cheam and get his promise.


CHAPTER XIX

IT COMPLICATES BURMAN CHEAM
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PETER HAD VERY little to tell the two lawyers when he returned from his investigation. Harker was not particularly interested in details, and Mr. Trescote put his host’s reticence down to scruples of personal rivalry — very natural, too, in his opinion. Peter picked up the inkstand with a word about replacing it and carried it to the Bird Room, as he went round that way looking for Mr. Cheam.

He finally discovered the sailor pacing moodily to and fro beside a privet hedge that bounded the lawn tennis court on one side. It was not the happiest moment to choose for making his astonishing disclosure and for pressing a confidence that might ultimately land the recipient behind the walls of a prison if things took an ugly turn, but Peter was not in a position to pick and choose his occasion. It had to be done before the unsuspecting Cheam opened his mouth once too often.

“Now, Mr. Cheam, I’m going to make your hair curl,” he said, jocosely taking refuge in one of his stock phrases, and, falling in with the young man’s step, he began to pace the walk beside him. “You must have been astonished at the remarkable way I’ve been compelled to behave before you. I will say that in the circumstances you backed me up beyond all reasonable expectation.”

“I must admit that I was puzzled,” confessed Burman. “Is it a sort of secret that there were two Groo-Groos?”

“There weren’t,” replied Peter. “There isn’t any Groo-Groo. What everyone takes to be a bird is really a fugitive from justice — I mean from injustice.”

Fairly launched into the middle of his story, Peter found no difficulty now in going back to the beginning and making the thing coherent. Burman’s adventurous spirit was soon caught by the glamour of the occasion. Five minutes before, smarting under Walburga’s inexplicable behaviour, he was assuring himself that the girl was just an ordinary shallow coquette, and he had already dismissed her father as a ridiculous old dotard. Now, as they talked, he began to find something likeable and rather heroic in the unpretentious little champion whose one idea seemed to be that it was up to him to protect, at any hazard, the fugitive who had crept in, beaten and cornered, and thrown himself upon his mercy; for, tactfully ignoring the hedge-stake interlude, that was the view that Peter’s narrative presented. A scrape like this was meat and drink to Cheam, and he quite forgot his bruised heart as he launched into a lively account of his own experiences with the genuine and original Groo-Groo—” Miss Judy” as the ship had from the first elected to call her. There were one or two ludicrous touches that made Mr. Coppinger laugh heartily: and the woebegone man had scarcely even smiled for days.

“I’m sorry that I rather mugged the thing up for you,” apologized Burman, when his narrative had brought him down to his unfortunate remark at the enclosure, “but you got out of the difficulty splendidly, Mr. Coppinger. Your presence of mind was really something colossal.”

“Presence of mind, eh?” was the rejoinder. “I should hardly have thought that you would call it exactly that,” and Cheam sniggered guiltily at this squaring of innuendos.

“At all events I’m an accomplice now,” he said, “so we shall be able to put it across the others no end by working together.”

“No, no; you keep out of it if possible,” advised Peter. “You are young, Mr. Cheam; I don’t want to see you turning grey before my eyes. I was bound to tell you this, or otherwise you must have said something that was safe to burst up the whole bag of tricks sooner or later.”

“But surely you don’t want to keep me out of this priceless adventure, sir?” pleaded Burman. “We might work it up into no end of a spoof game. I could think of lots of bits of business to put in that would simply have everyone gasping.”

“I dare say, I dare say; but take my word for it they come in without any putting. As for keeping you out of it, I can’t very well do that as things have happened, but I certainly don’t want to drag you any deeper into it. One favour though I must ask; it will help me enormously, and I don’t see that it can affect you: if you don’t mind I wish you wouldn’t let out to anyone at all what ship you came in, or when you came, or where you came from, or anything connected with the Groo-Groo or the Coventry Cross in short. It’s bad enough to have to fit in my fiction with one set of facts: if there are two to be dodged—”

“Why, certainly,” agreed the young man readily. “I can safely promise not to mention a single thing about it. And if only you’d let me bear a hand I could be useful in one or two other ways, believe me.

.. The set of the head isn’t quite right to anyone who has watched the real bird. I could improve on that, for instance.”

“Ay, ay,” agreed Peter. “There’s no doubt you would be helpful. One trouble is that the thing will soon begin to show signs of wear, and if we haven’t got Whitwish safely off by the time it tears badly something is bound to come out. It’s the getting it on and off that plays the mischief.”

“Does he sleep in it?” asked Burman.

“No, he won’t. I suggested it, to save the makeup, but he won’t keep it on all night. He says that he has had to put up with a plank bed at a pinch once or twice, but he could never stand a feather one.”

“I say, that’s rather bright for a convict, you know — a plank bed at a pinch, but not a feather one.”

“Is it?” conceded Mr. Coppinger tolerantly. “Well, what can you expect? We must make allowances for the poor fellow’s training. However, undoing and doing him up again necessitate the Bird Room, so I’ve given out that the enclosure is too cold at nights, and when it’s dark I smuggle him across there, and there, of course, he ought to stay until I take him back the same way in the early morning.”

“But do you mean that he doesn’t stay there?”

“I do, Mr. Cheam. He does not. As a matter of fact, he takes over the charge of the house from the moment I retire, and he goes round regularly like a night watchman until I’m up again.”

“An escaped convict! But, Mr. Coppinger, consider, sir. Is it safe? I don’t suppose that in an old place like yours the doors and windows are very securely fastened, and you have ladies sleeping in the house—”

“That’s the very argument he uses. He says that what with the number of convicts breaking out just now and the amount of protection afforded by the average rural police, I’ll feel safer if I know that there’s a reliable man about the premises at night.”

“Oh, my Aunt Jane!” was wrung admiringly from Burman.

“It’s no good my saying anything against it. He’s obstinate when he gets a fixed idea. Besides, I do feel safer. I can go to sleep in confidence. It’s the days that are wearing me out, Mr. Cheam — the sudden shocks, the hairbreadth squeaks, the wild alarms. I’m afraid of what I may see every time I approach the enclosure. And yet I must go and look whenever I get the chance. I’m going there now.”

They had strolled on from the walk beside the privet hedge, and their footsteps were leading them back towards the house again. It occurred to Cheam that he would like to have another look at the Groo-Groo in the light of his new information, and he was on the point of saying so to Mr. Coppinger when, glancing back, he spied the white dress of Walburga flickering in and out among the foliage, as she sauntered at a discreet distance after diem, with the obvious intention of avoiding an encounter.

“Perhaps, after all, it would be better for us not to be too much in evidence together, near the enclosure,” he craftily suggested. “Might put them up to thinking something.”

“Ay, ay,” agreed Peter, quite pleased to find that Cheam was discovering an element of caution. “We must take every care.”

“Then I’ll take a turn back and let you go on alone,” said Burman, and as Walburga was not prepared for the suddenness of this manoeuvre, her only alternative to meeting him face to face was the unthinkable one of ignominious flight.

“Since we have met, Miss Coppinger,” remarked Cheam, in the most approved bleeding-heart-but-no-matter strain of an ill-used hero, “I wonder if you could spare me a few minutes of your valuable time, snatched from entertaining more favoured visitors?”

“If you have anything that you think requires saying to me, Mr. Cheam, I will endeavour to give you due attention. But if it has to do with any domestic details, my mother—”

“It has not, thank you. It is only this: I came here under the delusion that we should meet as friends — real friends. You received me with marked coolness; ever since you have — well—”

“Avoided you? Quite true. I should have avoided you now only I quite recognize that we are bound to have the row out sooner or later.”

“The row! I hope not. I have no intention of indulging in vain recrimination. I am sure that so far as—”

“Oh, all right,” interrupted Walburga pessimistically. “Let’s go on and get it over without having another row about what we’re going to call the first one.”

“Walburga,” said Cheam sadly, trying to fix her compassion by a mournful eye, “isn’t there some misunderstanding that we can clear up before it is too late? I am sure that you are mistaken if—”

“Of course you are sure that I am mistaken,” crowed Walburga exasperatingly. “You wouldn’t be a man if you weren’t. I suppose it would never occur to you that you may have been mistaken?”

“I begin to think that I must have been,” replied Cheam, determined that he, at least, would remember to quarrel like a gendeman, “mistaken in one I thought a friend. Otherwise I should hardly have been so simple as to hurry here—”

“Did you hurry here?” struck in Walburga, with the alertness of a duellist thrusting as a weakness is discovered. “Did you?”

“Most certainly I did. The moment I was free.”

“Ah, free!” she commented, contriving to throw volumes into the implication. “Free of what? Free of whom? Didn’t you arrive with the Banbury Cross a fortnight ago, Mr. Cheam?”

“No,” he protested quickly, “I — at least, that is to say” — as he suddenly remembered the burden of his promise, and tailing off rather weakly, “I don’t think that is quite the point.”

“No? Then will you tell me what ship you did come by, Mr. Cheam?”

“Awkwardly enough,” replied Cheam, striving to combine frankness with dignity, “it’s impossible at the moment for me to mention it.”

“How very inconvenient!” sympathized Walburga. “And yet how natural! Then how long have you been in England? — Oh” — as the unfortunate Burman stood mute before her—” is that just as awkward?”

“Look here, Miss Coppinger, I am under a promise that I am quite sure you would approve of if you knew the circumstances. In a few days I expect that it will be settled, and then I can explain things. On any other subject I would satisfy you down to the smallest detail.”

“All right,” said Walburga, with a businesslike air of decision. “That’s your proposal, remember. I didn’t ask for it, but you shall have your chance at explaining. Five minutes ago, when you were promenading one side of a privet hedge with someone, did you say, ‘There was quite a crowd to see Miss Judy off at Buenos Ayres, but from the first she was very seedy, and she wouldn’t have anyone near her but myself?’”

“You’ve been listening!” he exclaimed indignantly. All the fine tradition of the sea was outraged at the thought of a lady eavesdropping. “Oh, Walburga!”

“Indeed I haven’t been listening,” she replied with spirit. “And please don’t call me ‘Walburga’ any more.... As a matter of fact, if you stand right close up against the hedge you can’t help hearing what anyone says for a few yards each side of you.”

“And you stood right close up against the hedge?”

“I had lost a tennis ball there. The point is — did you say it?”

“I dare say I did.”

“And when you next passed the place where — where I was looking for the ball, did you make use of these disgusting words, ‘On the fourth day out from Rio, as her own attendant had gone sick, I sponged her down from head to foot with a weak solution of Condy’s fluid?’ Can you deny it?”

“No,” said Cheam, dragging his footsteps, “I can’t deny it. Is there any more — or had you found the ball?”

“A mere trifle: ‘You may imagine my surprise, then, to come across her three days after reaching England.’ Do you still wish to satisfy me, down to the smallest detail, of the Arcadian innocence of that remarkable chain of circumstances?”

“I despair of it. It all belongs to the same thing, and my lips are sealed.”

“The same awkwardness? Hm’m! Well, Mr.



Cheam, you are our honoured guest, but you will understand that for the future we had better have as few of these pleasant little tête-à-têtes as possible. So long as you stay here I shall do my best to make you thoroughly welcome, but if you consult my wishes I can assure you that I don’t want to detain you for a single minute longer than is necessary from the society of this — this degraded, Condy-sponged, South American negress that you found so attractive!”

“Negress!” shouted the exasperated Cheam. “Miss Judy? Well, by God, Walburga, but that puts the final lid on!”

“It was quite a good row while it lasted,” reflected Walburga, using her eyes for the dual purpose of damping a handkerchief and watching Burman’s rapidly disappearing figure. “I hope he won’t do anything drastic for, after all, I suppose I may as well make up my mind that I’m soppy on the blighter.... I wonder who the foul creature really is since she doesn’t seem to be a dago?”


CHAPTER XX

CRICKET, YET HARDLY CRICKET
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WHEN EUSTACE MOON, after playing a stressful set with Walburga, had taken in the rackets and balls at her suggestion, he went down towards the court again in the hope of finding his late opponent, and, if possible, of resuming the conversation at a point where — as it seemed to Eustace — it had been rather inexplicably short-circuited by a curious lack of intuition on Walburga’s part.

No one would describe Miss Coppinger as being dull or slow-witted — Moon repeatedly assured himself that she was immeasurably his superior in every mental attribute — and yet she had seemed quite unable to follow the significance of remarks of his: considered indications of his feelings which he would have thought must have made the situation clear to a young lady of even average smartness. Some would doubtless have led him on to a more specific declaration, others have given him to understand that his avowal was unwelcome; Walburga didn’t seem to appreciate that there was anything impending and yet, from some indescribable cause, Moon could make no headway. It was a business of which, as he was only too conscious, he made pretty heavy going, and if he allowed the occasion to slip wholly by he would have to begin all over again at a double disadvantage.

The tennis lawn was deserted except by a couple of thrushes bickering over an unfortunate snail. Moon had expected to find Walburga still there, and for a moment he wondered whether his errand had only been an excuse to get rid of him — an unworthy suspicion which he at once dismissed. Probably, as he had been rather a long time away, she had followed by another path. He set out to return in like manner and thus came unexpectedly upon her, seated in an arbour overhung with a leafy creeper. By an inspiration, Eustace realized the modest invitation of the move. She guessed that he would seek her and had thus indicated — how delicately! — a spot more in keeping with the development of his proposal than was the open garden: a retreat that he might otherwise have been too diffident to lead her to and she too decorous to suggest.

“I wonder if I might bring you a glass of lemonade?” he inquired solicitously. “I did not realize before that you might be subject to ordinary conditions like us mere mortals, Miss Coppinger. If you are warm it would be refreshing. I believe I saw some put out as I came along.”

“I suppose there is no beer?” she asked. “No; Mother would think it too vulgar.” Walburga certainly looked flushed, but it is doubtful if the very mild exertions that the set with Mr. Moon had called forth on her side were responsible.

“Oh, I am sure that you would find lemonade much more suitable,” replied Moon. He was slightly shocked that she should express such a preference, but put it down to inexperience and, possibly, high spirits. Surely she did not really ever drink beer? She must have said it just to tease him.

“Thanks,” sighed Walburga when he returned with what proved to be the milder beverage. “I hope you had a good swig yourself when you were getting this. That set seems to have taken it out of you.”

“I’m afraid that I am not much good at it,” he admitted. “Do you wonder why I played?”

“Well, I did rather wonder once or twice during the set,” she frankly acknowledged. “But all you want is practice.”

“Possibly you have forgotten the remark, but a day or two ago you happened to say that you regarded the man who played no athletic games as — I think I have the expression correctly—’ an utter outer.’ That is a description that I am anxious to avoid.”

“But lawn tennis isn’t a game for a man to play,” demurred Walburga loftily. “It’s just a pastime for young ladies. Why, whenever you think of a lawn tennis champion it’s sure to be a woman — that shows.”

“And I thought that I might have pleased you by playing!”

“Well, you certainly amused me. But did you never play either football or cricket?

“Yes, yes,” confessed Moon with a slight reluctance, “I really have played cricket. I won’t say that I was ever very much at it, or that I could do even that much now, but I certainly used to play at one time.”

“That’s better, anyway. I suppose you learned at Eton — or did you go to Harrow?”

“No; it wasn’t exactly at either. It was at — another place. Must we always talk of things like cricket though, Miss Coppinger? There is another subject—”

“But I’m frightfully glad that there is something we can both enjoy discussing,” interposed Walburga. “There’s this about a game like cricket: you can go on talking about all the matches you ever played in, years afterwards, and they’ll be just as entertaining to anyone else who is really keen about it. Why, look how interested I am.”

“True, true. But cannot I interest you in something that means far more to me—”

“By the way, were you a bat or did you go in more for bowling?” demanded Walburga blithely.

“I — I hardly know now,” stammered the luckless Eustace. “I think I was generally made to do the fielding.”

“Of course you would be. But you must have batted as well, even if you went in tenth wicket. And at some time or another you will surely have tried your hand at bowling. How did you come out in the averages about?”

“Averages?” he pondered. “I wonder if we wore those? Oh, I gather what you mean. I was forgetting. The figures, of course. Would 3.75 be right, I wonder? I seem to remember something like that.”

“It would be pretty top-hole bowling, wouldn’t it, but rather rotten batting?” she replied suspiciously.

“I think it was catching,” said Eustace simply.

“Catching? — Catching? — I never heard of such a thing.” Was the man an absolute mutt? Surely at any public school he must have — or, incredible thought, could he be out to take a rise from her?

“Don’t they have that now?” he continued. “Perhaps in a girl’s game they hardly would though.”

“Oh!” exclaimed Walburga, almost breathless. Then, further to explore his curious knowledge, “Where did you usually field?” she asked carelessly.

“I was generally the pig-sty wall,” slipped from him before he knew what he was saying. Such is the power of almost-forgotten association.

“The pig-sty wall!” she repeated. “What on earth do you mean? Why, I don’t believe that you have ever played cricket at all, Mr. Moon. Now, have you?”

“Oh, yes, I have,” he protested. “Only, you see, Miss Coppinger, it didn’t happen to be the classically correct game that you are used to. Shall I tell you?”

“Yes, do,” she replied.

“I said the pig-sty wall: that was one of the fielding stations. The other points were ‘the apple tree, ‘the hedge gap,’

‘the blackberry clump,’

‘the strawberry bed’ and ‘the water cistern.’ There would be some competition, according to the fruit season, for the position at the apple tree, the blackberry bush and the strawberry bed. Even the hedge gap and the water cistern might have advantages at times; but no one wanted the other station. I was the weakest, and I went to the wall — the pig-sty wall.... I have had many disappointments since then, Miss Coppinger; it hasn’t been altogether a happy or successful time with me so far, and it has sometimes occurred to me that while luckier men have dropped in for the apple trees and strawberry beds of life, my fate has always been — the pig-sty wall!”

“I’m sorry,” murmured Walburga. Perhaps she said it too kindly, but the spectacle of this large, heavy, devoted suitor... was queerly moving. At any rate, Eustace Moon would never gallivant with negresses, black or white; oh, curse them!

“Ah, but you can be more than that,” he pleaded. “You can change it all for ever. I know that I am not sharp or brilliant, Miss Coppinger, but there are moments when even the dullest man realizes the romantic stirrings of poetic depths within him. I feel that I can become anything you ask me; do anything you want. A single word is all I ask for now. Is it to be the strawberry bed at last, Walburga, or.”

 — there was no shirking the alternative, and it says much for Moon’s sincerity that he made it sound really tragic—” or the pig-sty wall for ever?

Yet Walburga hesitated and thereby perchance was saved. Everything was in Eustace Moon’s favour at that moment — the languorous afternoon with the scent of flowers and the droning of many bees; the appeal to her pity for an unappreciated lonely soul; even his dull solidity, speaking reassuringly of immeasurable depths of not too exciting devotion; and, certainly not least, Burman Cheam’s outrageous negress and his too obvious fickleness. Yet Walburga still hesitated, and as she did so, to turn the scale fatally and irrevocably against him, Mr. Moon went plump down upon his two knees at her feet and gazed imploringly upward.

“Don’t be absurd,” she commanded sharply. “Don’t you see how ridiculous you make us both?”

But Eustace could not see: that was his calamitous drawback. He felt deeply and slowly, and he thought that it was due and appropriate homage to go upon his knees when proposing. As a matter of fact, he had always done so. To melt the hard-hearted girl he endeavoured to seize Walburga’s hands, and began to pour out a rather less measured but still dignified appeal. So deeply was he stirred, indeed, that he entirely failed to mark a conflux of approaching sounds in which hurrying footsteps, shouts, imprecations and strange calls were promiscuously blended. Not so Walburga, however, and the sudden discovery that she was penned in an angle of the seat by reason of 

Eustace’s obsolete methods combined with his formidable bulk, lent actual panic to her voice.

“Get up, get up!” she screamed furiously. “Let me out, can’t you? Don’t you hear them coming?”

“One word, Walburga; just one word of hope,” pleaded Moon fatuously. “Then I can live—”

Walburga cared very little at that moment whether he lived or not. “They” were certainly coming: for some nightmarish reason everyone about the place, to judge by the outcry, appeared to be concentrating on the arbour. And then, just as in a nightmare anything may happen, something incredibly bizarre did happen: the creeper which formed the only effective wall of the arbour was bodily torn down all along one side, by a frantically terrified little man in a vain attempt to climb upon the roof, and the confidential tableau staged behind was instantly disclosed to the astonished eyes of every member of the Foxgrove party — all, it seemed, miraculously attracted to the spot.

It was useless to expect the ground obligingly to open at her feet. With a hefty forward thrust of both hands clapped on his shoulders, Walburga sent the Honourable Eustace sprawling on his back, leapt over his prostrate body, and disappeared like a flash of light into the friendly obscurity of a banked mass of rhododendrons.


CHAPTER XXI

A GAELIC INVASION
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“LOOK HERE, MR. Cheam,” protested Peter warmly, as he encountered his scarcely more than just arrived guest on the terrace, “what’s this that the wife tells me? She seems to think you’re going.”

“Yes, I’m afraid I must,” Burman replied. “Unfortunately I find that something important has occurred—” He was fresh from his encounter with Walburga, and he had not yet thought out the necessary untruth. Luckily, Mrs. Coppinger had not required one; but he felt some delicacy about telling Peter that he was going because their conspiracy had resulted in Walburga jumping to the conclusion that he had been consorting with a negress. In any case, the trouble went farther back than that, since Walburga had been noticeably cool before the ill-starred conversation about Judy, and, what with one thing and another, Cheam wasn’t at all sure that he wanted to stay any longer.

“Oh, but you can’t go now, my dear chap,” pleaded his host. “Don’t desert me, there’s a good fellow. I’ve had three telegrams and seven letters already from people who are all coming to see the Groo-Groo. Without you I should be a veritable Daniel in a den of experts. I’m relying on you to serve as a sort of buffer between fact and fiction. Come and have another look at the bird now and tell me what you really think about it.”

“But we said—” objected Burman.

“Trescote’s taking a nap out there under his bandanna. Harker’s reading Punch, and anyway, he isn’t much interested in Groo-Groos. There’s no one else about that matters, and we can go round to the other side of the enclosure and I’ll get Whitwish to come up to the rails.”

Peter was only anxious to put off the evil hour of Cheam’s departure, and perhaps at heart Cheam was not really unwilling to be kept. If to be near Walburga and see what was going on bit like the touch of acid, to be away from her and not see what was going on felt like being frozen inwards. On the whole, it did not seem to matter very much which.

Avoiding the proximity of the copper beech where the two lawyers were still lolling away the afternoon very pleasantly, Peter brought his accomplice round to another part of the enclosure, pausing now and then on the way to point out some detail of interest — anything from a view to a vegetable — to give a convincing air of casualness to the saunter. For some little time Whitwish could not be induced to leave the congenial obscurity of his shelter, but at length Peter got his private signal understood, and the bird began to peck its leisurely way towards them.

“I must say he isn’t at all bad,” admitted Burman. “Superficially the thing is good enough to take in anyone who isn’t looking for something wrong — and why should anyone? That’s where you have the pull it seems to me: no one’s going to start thinking.”

“But you say that you could improve it?”

“I could certainly suggest a few touches. Now that I get a better view I see that the feet are a long way out of what they should be.”

“Ay, ay; they’re the very deuce to get proper. And Trescote has spotted something queer about them already. I tell Whitwish to keep them out of sight as much as he can, but the fellow’s headstrong. Look here, Mr. Cheam, I wish you’d stay over and give us a hand with the feet to-morrow morning.”

“If you remember, I offered,” replied Burman. “But I thought that you wouldn’t let me come in it.”

“I know, I know,” admitted Peter. “I oughtn’t to, of course, but I get nervous if people seem suspicious, and now you corroborate what Trescote has said already. Perhaps it wouldn’t matter very much if you did no more than give us a sort of consultation, eh? To-morrow morning we could ——  ——  ——  — —”

“Sssh,” warned Burman, who could spare an occasional glance from the Groo-Groo to see if anything like a white frock was appearing. “Someone’s coming.”

Peter followed the direction and his heart sank as he saw Amy piloting a sufficiently remarkable-looking stranger towards them. Putting several twos together it was pretty certain that this was one of his recent correspondents, and it was not difficult to make a guess at which. Only one had written on a post card.

“This looks like trouble brewing,” whispered Mr. Coppinger into his young friend’s ear. “Stand by me, Cheam, or this fellow’ll have me in the tureen.”

“Why?” asked Burman, staring. “Is he a Patagonian? He almost looks it.”

“No; I think he must be the Aberdonian,” replied Peter. “But they’re just as knowing.”

Smiling very happily, Amy tripped up with her convoy. More going on!

“Mr. McGlasham has come all the way from a dreadfully unpronounceable Strath-something to see the Groo-Groo, Peter,” she announced. “He says that of course you will have heard of him.”

“To be sure,” agreed Peter. “From him, that is to say. Well, sir, here’s the bird in question: as large as life and twice as natural,” from which it may be correctly inferred that Peter was becoming more or less rattled.

“I should pitch it a bit more high-brow for this lot, if I were you, sir,” dropped Cheam, under cover of the group being augmented by the other two men, who, at Mr. Trescote’s suggestion, strolled up to see what was going on. “I doubt if cross-talk will go down among them.”

“Mr. McGlasham,” continued Amy, turning to the others with pleasurable importance, “is the greatest living authority on Groo-Groos in the world.”

“My Harry, Cheam, that does it!” muttered Peter, gripping Burman by the coat-sleeve. “If you go now, I bolt with you.”

A derisive crow of protest marked Mr. Trescote’s opinion of the distinguished visitor’s qualification. It was too emphatic to be turned off as a cough, nor, to be just to him, did Mr. Trescote stoop to the evasion.

“Well,” declared Amy, distributing her smiles impartially all round — even including Burman since he had announced his intention of going—” I have Mr. McGlasham’s own word for it, and he should know.”

“South o’ Berwick-on-Tweed, ye’ll bear me witness that Aa said, leddy; south o’ Berwick-on-Tweed, for Aa amna boastfu’.” He turned to regard his challenger with a dourly baleful eye, and the Groo-Groo took the opportunity of the general distraction to creep prudently away. “But I ken ye well, lawyer Trescote, an’ ye canna fash me. Ye’re a sair cantankerous body, oor jealous and lairgely wrongheaded.” Without making any noise, he relaxed the hirsute pattern of his face to express participation in the laugh that greeted this sally — even Mr. Trescote professing to be amused by it.

“At any rate I’m glad that you thought of paying us a call, Mr. McGlasham,” put in Amy. “It will be such a great privilege for Mr. Coppinger to talk to you.”

“Ou ay,” admitted the visitor. “It will be a graand preevilege.”

“We shall be having tea in a few minutes now,” continued Amy, “but I hope that you can stay to dinner?”

“Ou ay. Aa can stay a’ richt.”

After that, no one felt inclined to ask Mr. McGlasham what his subsequent plans might be, and they all continued to look expectantly across the deserted enclosure; until presently Peter found that they were looking expectantly at him.

“What do they want?” he muttered to Burman.

“I think they expect you to produce the bird,” was the restrained reply.

“Now, Peter,” said his wife encouragingly.

“Come, Coppinger, I believe that you can get the creature to dance a hornpipe if you want to,” declared Harker. “Open our eyes.”

“I am confidently relying on you to send McGlasham back across the border minus his championship,” urged Mr. Trescote.

“How ought I to call it, Cheam?” whispered Peter. “Like a duck or a hen?”

“I’m blest if I know,” confessed the sailor. “Judy always used to come without being called.”

There was no help for it. With his reputation at stake, Peter saw that it was essential to do something. “Chuck, chuck, choook; chuck, chuck!”

“Ha, ha!” fleered Mr. McGlasham pungently, “Aa’m thinkin’, Meester Coppinger—”

“Yes,” prompted Mr. Trescote with suave malice, as the appearance of the Groo-Groo’s head round the doorpost caused the scoffer to break off short, “yes, Mr. McGlasham. What are you thinking?”



“Joost thinkin’,” replied Mr. McGlasham meditatively. “Thinkin’, thinkin’.”

“I wish he wouldn’t think,” confided Peter to his accomplice. “I don’t half like it.”

“What astonishes me,” remarked Harker, as Whitwish performed a very natural representation of a bird emerging suspiciously from its pen and regarding a group of human beings with curiosity, “is that a creature so intelligent as the Groo-Groo seems to be should have had no more sense than become extinct.”

“Yes, indeed,” assented Mrs. Coppinger; her only thought, poor lady, to make herself agreeable all round.

“That’s on account o’ your total and eentire ignorance o’ the subject,” politely explained Mr. McGlasham. “Owing to the polyandrri o’ the female Croo-Croo—”

“But, my dear McGlasham,” interrupted Mr Trescote, “excuse me putting in a word, but surely it must be known even to you that the Groo-Groo is now universally admitted to have been strictly monogamous.”

“An’ I tell ye, lawyer Trescote, that there’s not a jot o’ evidence—”

“I know what you are going to say, my good sir, but the authorities you are relying on were discredited fifty years ago. If that is all you know—”

Four peacemakers flung themselves into the discussion, and their four voices went up in unison:

“Perhaps we had better ——  — I beg your pardon!”

“Look here; as I began the — Have it your own way then!”

“It doesn’t really matter — Oh, well, go on!”

“If I may be allowed — Sorry!”

“Mon! Mr. McGlasham’s inspired tones rang out above the din, and compelled attention as honest conviction (if loud enough) ever does—” Mon, Aa’m prepairred to stake ma immortal soul that the Croo-Croo—”

“Look here, McGlasham,” struck in Mr. Trescote, just as incisively, “we can easily settle this. We’ll lay half a crown a-side that the Groo-Groo—”

“Na, na,” protested Mr. McGlasham very hastily, “Aa’l nae risk good siller on a mere birrd.”

“Well, after all, is it quite fair to rake up a thing like that in the circumstances?” said Harker — very sensibly, it appeared to Amy — as the two chief disputants seemed to be at a deadlock. “Whatever she’s been in the past, the poor bird, we understand, is the last of her race now, and she’s got to lead the single life henceforth.”

“I am content to leave the decision in Mr. Coppinger’s hands,” volunteered Mr. Trescote liberally, “after to-day I regard him as our greatest living authority on the subject.” And having registered this shaft, the lawyer executed a slight gentlemanly grimace in his opponent’s direction.

But, surprisingly enough, Mr. McGlasham allowed the taunt to pass unheeded. Something unexpected had certainly caught his attention for, with all his faculties engaged, he had pressed right up to the rails and now stood there, gripping a support with either hand as he followed every movement of the bird in rapt absorption. An occasional absent-minded, “Ou ay,”

“Verra likely,”

“Aa daresa,” or “Mebbe” — dropped under the delusion that he was thereby taking part in a conversation which he imagined still to be going on — testified to the completeness of his detachment. Then, satisfied on some point, with a loud triumphant “Ha!” he allowed the tension to relax and turned to enlighten the others.

“It’s all up, Cheam,” quavered Peter, to whom the exultant cry could have only one meaning, “he’s spotted something. We must all make a bolt for it now — What’s that he’s saying?”

“Meester Coppinger,” was what he was saying, “Aa congratulate ye!”

“We all congratulate him,” insinuated Mr. Trescote, who was by no means disposed to allow McGlasham to constitute himself the spokesman of the occasion.

“An’ allowing, as we may hae reason to hope, that there is another existing Croo-Croo, of a sex not cencompatible wi’ the continuance o’ the race—”

“What now, Cheam, what now?” muttered Peter. “He’s driving at something, you know.”

“Aa hardly bind masell to a day or twa, but if a’ goes well ye may expect about next Monday week—”

“No, no!” protested Peter, catching the drift of the monstrous implication, “there’s nothing of the kind possible, I assure you.”

“By Jove, though,” exclaimed Mr. Trescote, who had been following the line of his rival’s indication, “I believe McGlasham may be right for all that.”

“What do they mean?” anxiously asked Mrs. Coppinger, in a delicate aside, of Mr. Harker. She hardly liked to ask as she was the only lady there, but, as she reflected, she knew Mrs. Harker quite well.

“I don’t quite get it,” replied Harker truthfully. “But perhaps you’d better — eh?”

“I was on the point of going,” she said quickly. “And, oh, Peter” — raising her voice—” the cellar door has caught again. Can you come with me for just a minute?”

“The condection o’ the birrd is self-evident to ony-one who has studied the subject — after an expairt has pointed it oot, mebbe,” continued Mr. McGlasham, addressing his group at the railings.

“There are certainly marked indications, Mr. Coppinger, that compel me to differ from you here. Now would you suggest the use of an incubator on so historic an occasion, McGlasham, or would you leave nature to take her course?

“Allowing that she lays seventeen or auchteen eggs, the size aboot o’ coco-nuts—”

“But she won’t, she can’t; she’s not — she’s not that kind of bird at all. — Yes, yes, my dear, I’ll be with you in a moment. — She’s a non-layer. It’s ridiculous, ridiculous!”

“Reedeeculous! Look at the redness o’ the birrd’s wattles—”

“Your wattles would be red if you had been put in that bird’s position.”

“Obsairve her discreet and retiring habits” — and, indeed, distrustful of so much excitement, the Groo-Groo had pecked away to the farthest confine of the enclosure—” her marked diseenclination to meet the human ee—”

“I don’t wonder at it,” retorted Peter, glad of an opportunity, now that Whitwish was safely away from observation, to get clear of a discussion so bristling with pitfalls. “I shall never be able to look the bird in the face again.”

“Peter!” cooed the amiable summons from the distance.

“Coming, my dear, coming.” He dropped his voice as he passed Burman. “Keep an eye on the situation, won’t you, Cheam?” And then as a parting shot at the others: “Eighteen coco-nuts!”


CHAPTER XXII

A JOURNEY ENDS IN MEETING LOVERS
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IT HAD NOT occurred to Mr. Coppinger that he was taking any particular risk in leaving the enclosure for those few minutes. Accustomed to the scrupulous social code that prevailed in Harringay, he would have rejected with scorn the insinuation that perhaps a guest might do something when left alone that no gentleman would ever dream of doing if his host were present. Alas, the simple-minded fellow knew little of the scientific conscience; nor did he take into account that his forcibly-expressed scepticism threw down the gauntlet for the other side’s acceptance. He had certainly left a deputy to guard his interest, but Cheam had not a very clear conception of what the trust entailed, and he was, moreover, distracted by the unsmooth current of his own affairs and troubled by the thought of what might be going on elsewhere at that moment. In the circumstances it is not remarkable that, with the best intention in the world towards his host, he began to pace the sward moodily in one direction and another, his eyes generally elsewhere in an unreasoning craving to be tormented by a distant flutter of white piqué. The bird, as he casually satisfied himself from time to time, was somewhere out of sight, and that, he deemed, removed the only element of danger.

In the meanwhile discussion of the approaching event was being carried on by the three men at the rails from the point where Mr. Coppinger’s judicious withdrawal had left it.

“Obstinate,” summarized Mr. Trescote, with a backward motion of his head to indicate their departed host. “A victim of the idée fixe.”

“Pig-heeded, Aa should ca’ it,” pronounced Mr. McGlasham severely. “It’s foo airly, but Aa shouldna wonder gin the Croo-Croo hasna already begun to secrete odds and ends to build her neest wi’.”

“That would be conclusive evidence, I suppose?” inquired Harker, who still maintained an open mind.

“You couldn’t have anything much stronger, short of the eggs themselves,” said Mr. Trescote. “At all events it would be an interesting point to settle. But I hardly imagine that the good man will allow us to go very far on that line of investigation.”

“Hoots! Why the no?” demanded the testy Scot.

“Well, you see, McGlasham, he permits no one but himself within the enclosure — very wise, very natural, in the circumstances perhaps — but in the case of a man who is so hopelessly self-opinionated it clogs the wheels of impartial evidence.”

“Then Aa’m thinkin’ that we’d best mak sicker for oorselves,” suggested McGlasham.

“And how do you propose to do that?” demanded Mr. Trescote, with a keen anticipation of what might be coming. “The gate of the enclosure is always kept locked, and the bird itself is — possibly erroneously, I admit — reputed to be savage.”

“It’s far awa on the ither side wi’ the wee hoose between us. The mon Coppinger will no be back for twa three minutes—” Mr. McGlasham cast a rapid glance round the peaceful scene as if summing up the chances. Then, with a sudden resolution, he did a surprising handspring on to the top of the fence, and in a trice he was safely over and inside the forbidden ground. “In the cause o’ scientific resairch!” he proclaimed valorously as he began to sprint towards the coveted pen.

It was too late to stop him, even if anyone there had had the inclination. But to Harker the case was merely that of a meddlesome old ass who might get pecked by an irate hen for his trouble, while Mr. Trescote had watched the upshot developing with cynical amusement. Cheam was too far away to offer any opposition, even when he grasped what was taking place, and Peter’s contribution to the situation — he appeared on the terrace just as McGlasham launched his heroic flight — was to wave his arms frantically and shout, “Come back, sir! Stop him! Stop him!” as he ran down the slope towards them.

McGlasham safely reached the pen and disappeared inside it. As he had correctly assumed, his line was hidden from the Groo-Groo, and Whitwish’s first intimation of anything afoot was Peter’s vigorous outcry. It took him an appreciable moment to discover what it all meant, but when he understood he struck out for his lair at an astonishing speed in view of his grotesquely short play of leg and his camouflaged feet. Apprised by warning cries, McGlasham emerged, his hands full of spoil, just in time, and with a weird mixture of fear and exultation on his bewhiskered face, he dashed across for the rails and safety. It was a close, sharp chase, for after such exertion Whitwish dare not press it to a finish; he was hopelessly outclassed on the level, but he might have overhauled his man as he struggled home at the barrier. As it was he contented himself with uttering the most diabolical noises at a safe distance and causing his neck feathers to stand on end in rage — an accomplishment that he had stumbled upon by accident and in which he took an inordinate pride.

“If my heart wasn’t in my mouth at your danger, sir, I should use some very strong language,” gasped Mr. Coppinger as McGlasham was hauled into port.

“You have taken an unpardonable liberty, let me tell you, and I — I feel it very strongly.”

“Our impetuous friend acted rather indiscreetly, but it was all on the spur of the moment, I assure you, and, after all, he seems to have settled a very interesting point.” As he spoke Mr. Trescote indicated the spoil that had fallen from Mr. McGlasham’s hands as he cast himself upon the palisade. This consisted of a churchwarden pipe — now broken — a tobacco pouch, a couple of books, two empty beer bottles, some bones and a copy of a London evening paper.

“Reedeeculous! Reedeeculous!” chanted McGlasham in derisive exultation. “And these twa three bits o’ things are na mair than a top layer. Whur’s yere Peter Coppinger the greatest authority on airth the noo?”

“What a very miscellaneous collection of articles,” remarked Mrs. Coppinger, who had crossed over from the house to look into all the hubbub. “I hope you found what you were looking for, Mr. McGlasham?”

“The bird evidently took whatever was left lying about within its reach,” said Mr. Trescote. “There is no other explanation.”

“Yes, yes; I often leave things lying about here,” admitted Peter. “I’ve seen her looking at them curiously more than once. I remember it all now.”

“But you never smoke a pipe, Peter,” demurred Amy.

“Oh, yes, my dear; I’ve taken to a pipe lately. And I occasionally come out here after you’ve all gone to bed and drink a bottle of beer. How everything seems to fit in!”

“It does, remarkably. Even more extraordinary is the coincidence that the Groo-Groo should have got hold of this particular work, ‘The Extinct Birds of South America,’” and Mr. Trescote held up one of the books that McGlasham had recovered.

It was rather unfortunate, but no one was likely to develop the point if only Peter had been content to leave it. That, however, in his existing state of mind, was the one thing he could not do. Under the stress of the past few days he was beginning to see an innuendo in the most harmless passage.

“Why ‘extraordinary,’ Mr. Trescote; why extraordinary?” he demanded, with more warmth than the occasion seemed to warrant. “I have frequently found it convenient to refer to that book on this very spot. Come, sir, there’s some sinister meaning hidden in your words. Out with it!”

This was the opportunity for Mr. Harker to put in his oar as peacemaker — with the inevitable consequence for one of that well-meaning body.

“For my part I don’t wonder at the poor bird wanting to refer to that particular book, with you three authorities all quarrelling about what she should be like or what she ought to do.”

“How could a bird make use of a work of reference, Mr. Harker?” demanded Peter, turning upon his friend with an expression of almost ferocious menace. “Come out into the open, sir, if you have anything to insinuate. Do you suggest that there is some unnatural feature about the Groo-Groo — something, shall I say, double-faced?”

Trust Amy to do the tactful thing if the situation was becoming the least little bit unpleasant.

“Well, dear, I think a cup of tea would do us all good,” she said, with “soothing” written across every word she uttered. “Shall we go in now and see if it is ready?”

“No, Amy, I won’t go in and see if tea is ready,” retorted Peter fiercely. “I shall stay here and defend this calumniated bird to the last drop of my blood.”

“Look here, Mr. Coppinger, you are exciting yourself unnecessarily,” whispered Cheam, taking advantage of the momentary isolation of his host — for all the others drew somewhat aside to talk about the weather, as well-behaved people will in such circumstances. “Everything is going off quite all right if only you’ll take it naturally.”

“Bless me, Cheam, have I been excited?” asked Peter, calming down at once. “I hadn’t the least idea of it. Do you know, for the last ten minutes I haven’t been conscious of a single word I’ve been saying. It’s all been like a dream to me; something between a sort of floating nightmare and what happens on the films. Perhaps you’d better keep me near you.”

“This is very interesting indeed,” remarked Mr. Trescote, raising his voice for everyone’s benefit. “In this book, the author says, ‘According to early explorers the Patagonians of the eighteenth century utilized the services of tame Groo-Groos in tracking down malefactors. The keen scent possessed by these birds made them as efficient as the most highly-trained bloodhounds.’ Isn’t there supposed to be an escaped convict at large somewhere about?”

“Yes, indeed,” confirmed Mrs. Coppinger. “We poor women are all frightened out of our wits. I wish the dreadful man was caught — I mean I’m sure he’d be ever so much happier in a comfortable dry prison than lurking in ditches and all those sort of places.”

“Well, why not bring the bird out and give the idea a trial?”

“No, no,” said Peter, distrustful at once of what this might lead to, “it’s quite out of the question. For one thing there must be something that the person has worn to give the scent, you know, so that’s knocked on the head. My dear, weren’t you mentioning tea just now? Let’s go on—”

“If you please, sir,” said the simple creature Winnie, choosing this of all moments to appear on the scene with a pair of boots held in her hands, “there’s one of those warders that was here before come to ask if he can have the pair of boots that Job found in the hedge.”

“The convict’s boots!” exclaimed Mr. Trescote, jumping to an unfortunately perfectly accurate conclusion. “The very thing. Mr. Coppinger, this is the opportunity of a lifetime.”

“It certainly is a great chance, Coppinger,” urged the sporting Harker.

“Aa see no reason why we shouldna face the mon,” put in McGlasham. “There’ll be five o’ us wi’oot the twa bit leddies.”

“But it’s no good, you know,” protested Peter, appealing to each in turn. “This sort of thing never works in practice. The man is dozens of miles away by this time very likely. In any case, the bird is much more dangerous than the convict. And that tea you spoke of, my dear—”

“It may have a queer look if you stick out, sir,” dropped Burman warningly. “So long as they keep their distance I don’t see that it matters.”

“Shall I bring you the poker, dear, before you start?” asked Amy.

“Oh, very well,” said Peter, conceding to the general voice against his inner judgment. “Have it your own way, but I can tell you beforehand exactly what will happen.” In order that there should be no doubt about this he raised his voice for Whitwish’s benefit and assumed an impressive severity of manner. “The bird will simply walk quietly round and then go back again without picking up a scent or doing anything unusual whatever. Now I must ask you all to stand well away or I won’t be answerable for the consequences.”

“Have you a strong chain, Peter?” called out Amy, retreating towards the terrace.

Mr. Coppinger felt in various pockets and at last discovered a couple of yards of string — a survival of his clerkly method.

“I need hardly say that I don’t want any protection on my own account,” he remarked, as he unlocked the wicket gate of the enclosure. “I shall lead the bird merely to reassure you. So long as you keep well away there won’t be the slightest danger.”

“Oh, I do hope that nothing dreadful will happen,” confided Mrs. Coppinger to Winnie. “He is so absolutely reckless.”

“George Banks, the policeman, is round by the kitchen, m’m, in case anything should,” reassured Winnie.

The pair of boots had been left on the grass in the middle of the little natural arena, and towards this exhibit Peter now led the docile captive. He had attached an end of his piece of string to one of the Groo-Groo’s ankles, the other end to a corner of his handkerchief, which thus lengthened the leash and gave him a firmer holding. With such a home-made line you may see, on any day of the week, an exultant urchin leading home a recovered puppy, and it says much for the reputation as a bird-trainer which Peter had acquired that no one saw anything particularly bizarre in the arrangement. At the boots the Groo-Groo was halted, and, after looking at them fixedly for a full half-minute, it turned them over curiously with its unshackled foot.

“Isn’t she intelligent!” proclaimed Amy.

“There now,” said Peter, glad to have got it over, “perhaps you will be satisfied—”

“But she must smell the boots and then make a cast round to pick up the trail,” shouted Mr. Trescote.

As Whitwish did not display any anxiety to inconvenience himself in this manner, Mr. Coppinger gingerly picked up one of the boots and held it tentatively at the end of the bird’s long beak, in an absent-minded assumption that this must represent the creature’s nasal organ. At this indiscretion the Groo-Groo turned on him a look of ineffable pathos and visibly shrugged its shoulders.

“It’s no good, of course,” declared Peter, throwing down the boot. “If you’ll all stand well away, I’ll lead the bird once round and then—”

Doubtless it would have been so and the incident would have closed on a note of merely negative attainment had not the laurel branches at that moment been cautiously parted and a reconnoitring face looked through upon the scene. Instantly, with the fatal gift for publicity that attended all his sleuthing, S. Holmes found himself looking full into the eyes of every person present. No one had heard him coming, none had seen any movement of the bushes to attract their notice, yet everyone felt an irresistible impulse to look in that precise direction: a sort of sixth sense that endowed S. Holmes with a perennial attraction — very curious and rather disconcerting.

The bushes closed again as the face disappeared, but the mischief had been done. The Groo-Groo evidently had also seen it. Peter found himself suddenly jerked forward as the bird started off in rapturous pursuit, and, remembering the hint that Whitwish had dropped, he began to have the direst foreboding of what might happen should Holmes be overtaken.

“By Gad, she’s got a scent!” cried Harker.

“Don’t check the bird, Coppinger; give her free play. Yoicks away there, Beauty!”

Coppinger realized that he had about as much chance of checking the bird as if the lead had been a length of sewing cotton. Nor dare he let out a word of remonstrance with the others beginning to press about them.

“Who is this fellow, anyway?” demanded Mr. Trescote. “I’ve noticed him once or twice acting very suspiciously. Upon my word, I believe there may be something in it.”

Round the laurel clump went the Groo-Groo, his flat padding feet making a better pace than one would have thought likely. All joined in the chase — all, that is, with the exception of Winnie, who with an ecstatic “George! The convict! Save me!” fainted away on the terrace. S. Holmes had disappeared, of course, but the Groo-Groo seemed to have an uncanny instinct for direction, and very soon the snapping of twigs and scrunching of undergrowth announced that the trail was holding. A moment later the quarry came in sight. He was, so far, walking no faster than might a prudent man who remembers a very important appointment, and he still maintained a scholarly abstraction, but at the unearthly scream of triumph that the bird raised on sighting him, the walk became a steady trot, which gradually accelerated until everyone was involved in a breathless scramble. It was a game at which the pursuers should have been hopelessly outclassed, but S. Holmes very quickly disclosed that he was no athlete, and the Groo-Groo’s bloodcurdling cries of vengeance seemed to benumb his powers, both of thought and action. With a confused recollection from childhood’s story days of some fearsome beast that could only be shaken off by circling, the miserable man tried to put this desperate shift into practice, and with some apparent success until an extra effort brought him face to face with the pursuers. As they almost collided the Groo-Groo emitted so weirdly appalling a shriek of fury that all balance of reason forsook the unhappy victim and, seeing a rustic, creeper-hung structure near at hand he flung himself bodily at it and tried to swarm up the ropes of bine to find a refuge on the roof. Thus to an astonished and rather scandalized field was disclosed the most poignant phase of Eustace Moon’s appeal to the reluctant Walburga — an extremely mysterious visitation to the couple chiefly concerned, but, like so many mysterious happenings, extremely natural in the light of its simple explanation.

Thereafter it is more than a little difficult to determine what really happened.

The string must have broken, because someone discovered that the Groo-Groo was missing, and Peter, setting out in down-hearted pursuit, was more than overjoyed to find a contrite but by no means regretful Whitwish safely back in his enclosure.

S. Holmes must have succeeded in climbing up a tree, because it was in that situation that the tide of pursuit overtook him.

Policeman Banks must have been among those who had helped to swell the chase because it was to him, as the embodiment of authority, that Mr. Trescote somewhat officiously turned and, indicating Holmes, announced:

“There, Constable. I think that you will find the escaped convict brought to bay at last.”

Finally, Holmes must have had some slight reserve of breath left from his exertions, because at this he looked down, miserably vituperative, on the watchful circle of his captors, and delivered his soul of bitterness: “You silly lot of blithering fatheads — me the convict! — I’m the man that’s down here to show you how to track him, and now you’ve pretty well blued the business!”


CHAPTER XXIII

GETTING NEARER
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TWO DAYS PASSED — days so devoid of incident that P.C. Banks found himself hard pressed to discover excuses for being so much on duty in the Foxgrove kitchen, and Mr. Coppinger’s hair began to turn brown again. Yet beneath the tranquil surface sound spade work was going on in various quarters. There was not a bar-parlour within three miles of Plymorchard that S. Holmes had not mysteriously appeared in, sleuthing for clues, so that for months afterwards little children living in quite remote moorland villages might be seen gravely measuring each other’s footprints as they engaged in the new and fascinating game called “playing at tecs.” The inspector, Warder Stubbs, and other myrmidons of law and order came and went like things seen at occult séances, and solitary tourists, especially the negligently-dressed and hatless, led a harried life while passing through the “escape zone.” Mr. McGlasham had gone north again, the ingenious system of railway travel which he had worked out only enabling him to spend one night at Foxgrove. Eustace Moon was consolidating his position in 

Walburga’s eyes by means of wall-practice, and Burman Cheam was alternately playing fast and loose with his. Mr. Pritchard, believing that he now had his employer in a fix, had written to say that, as his services did not seem to be appreciated, he would take six months’ salary in lieu of notice, as per his verbal agreement with the late Ralph Coppinger, Esq. Mrs. Coppinger hadn’t noticed anything particular, Miss Willet had transferred her convictions from the Methodist New Connexion to the Particular Baptists, and Winnie, after enjoying a good cry, had had several rather severe attacks of the giggles.

It was yet early morning, but in the Bird Room three men were already afoot — or, rather, two men and a hybrid, for the convict, in the process of being invested with his daily wear, presented the appearance of a man-bird. Burman Cheam, surrounded by a litter of paints and varnish, sat on the floor putting the finishing touches on the Groo-Groo’s criticized feet. The door was locked and Mr. Coppinger stood on watch duty at the one vulnerable window. The commissariat department having been re-established, Whitwish was proving his appreciation of a substantial breakfast, but this did not seem to interfere with the use of his mouth for explaining his views on life in general.

“Mr. Coppinger, ‘ee’s tried to convert me to Socialism during our lengthy talks on matters of national interest in this very room,” he was saying. “Socialism!” — a click of the tongue expressed his contempt for this political dogma. “Setting aside the little gang that’s on the make for a four hundred quid a year job in the rowdiest club in Europe, what remains? I ask you, Mr. Cheam, who is there among them that a man of my ideas and practical experience could follow? Mr. H. G. Wells and Mr. Bernard Shaw, I suppose! If only they could get that ‘All Caine to join them they might set up a Socialistic republic on a desert island somewhere — the Calf of Man would about fit it — and show us how it ought to be done. At the end of six months’ equality ‘All Caine he’d be emperor, and Mr. H. G. Wells prophet-extraordinary to the majesty of the people, living up on the top of a column away from the vulgar ‘erd and quite taken up with the symptoms of his own miraculous self. As for Mr. Bernard Shaw, well, he’d be Superman: no ‘elp for it. Oh, I’ve seen one or two of his plays, never fear. Very amusing they are, no doubt, to them that likes that sort of thing, but not enough love-making for me.... Fine rotten mess they’d make of it, I’m sure.”

Burman Cheam transferred the cigarette from one position in his mouth to another, in order to get a clearer view of the Groo-Groo’s toes, and went on varnishing.

“It must be simply hell to you, Whitwish, to be wearing a sort of muzzle all day,” he remarked.

Whitwish performed a surprisingly effective gesture of remorse with one of his flappers.

“I’m done, sir; I’m done. I’m easily led on, that’s all. It always was the same and it’s been the ruin of me.”

“What is your particular line of business, by the way, if it’s a permissible question in the circumstances?” asked Cheam. “Something rather neat, I should imagine. Forgery?”

“Forgery!” exclaimed Whitwish, with a suspiciously sharp glance first at one and then at the other. “Lumme, no! Whatever put such a silly idea into your head, sir? Why, it’s as much as l can do to sign my own name even. My education was sadly neglected or it might have been a very different tale. As it is, I’ve always had to rely on light manual labour — billiard marking, motor driving and what not — but it’s generally been such as brought me into contact with the easy-going and wealthy, and then, if you keep your eyes open, well—”

“I see. Really a sort of modern Robin Hood — take from the rich and give it to the poor?

“Take from the rich — that’s right enough,” agreed Whitwish thoughtfully. “Well, Mr. Coppinger, if it’s any satisfaction for you to know it, as a matter of fact I was not rightly guilty of the last — episode.

“Don’t be silly,” replied Peter, without relaxing his attention from his own particular job. I never asked whether you were guilty or not, did I? You came here — that’s enough.

“One in a million — if ever there was one! “confided Whitwish to the top of Burman’s head. “Did it never occur to you, sir,” he continued, raising his voice to address his protector, “that you might find yourself in some sort of unpleasantness over this business at the finish?

“I have quite enough to occupy my thoughts from hour to hour without thinking of the finish,” was the reply. “Still, yes, since you mention it, I suppose I may get a few years’ hard—”

“Don’t you believe it, sir,” interrupted Whitwish earnestly, “they could never face the chipping. Why, sir, if it got known how they’d been had, as soon as a back was turned there’d go up such a quacking that the tale would go round of a duck farm up at Prince-town. It wouldn’t be the sort of capture they’d like to have get in the papers; it’s a regrettable incident that it will be pleasanter for all to have dropped and forgotten. Besides, if I get clear, in about three days I shall be able to prove what I tell you, and then you will have been assisting the course of justice, don’t you see?”

“Where do you want to get to?” Cheam asked.

“Plymouth, sir. I should be all right once I got there. Twenty miles away.” His clicking tongue emphasized the irony of the position. “Twenty mouldy little miles, and it might just as well be two hundred.”

“Well, look here, how would this do? Suppose we cut down a suit of mine a bit and then the two of us—”

“No, I won’t allow it.” Mr. Coppinger wheeled round from the window and spoke with an authority that permitted no demur. “I will not have you mixing yourself up with this escapade in any incriminatory way, Cheam. Anything like this” — he indicated Burman’s artistic occupation—” anything that I can take on my own shoulders if it comes out I accept thankfully, but farther than that I will not go.”

“He’s quite right, sir,” joined in Whitwish. “I know you’d do it for the sport of the thing, for you’re a gentleman after my own ‘eart, if I may say so, but it wouldn’t be fair to blarst your prospects. A sailor, I understand, sir?

Cheam, intent on the last toe, nodded.

“Ah, I ought to have been a sailor by rights, too. The romantic and adventurous vein in my nature would have found a legitimate outlet.” He sighed heavily and dropped his voice to a confidential whisper. “You’ll excuse the freedom, sir — there’s a young lady up the Caledonian Road way in my own case, I might mention — but your little affair in that direction” — a twist of his head sufficiently indicated Foxgrove Court and the absent Walburga—” isn’t exactly progressing...? Ah, a pity, sir; a great pity. I see more of what’s going on while I’m up in my enclosure there than you might think, and ‘Youth at the prow and Folly at the ‘elm’ is particularly applicable to the situation.”

Cheam rose from the ground without offering any comment on this dictum, stood back a yard or two to survey his handiwork, and then began to put away the paints and brushes that he had been using.

“That’s all right now,” he remarked, coming back to complete his operation as a “dresser,”

“but you are showing signs of wear, you know, Whitwish, and I can’t say how much longer we shall be able to patch you up safely. You’re beginning to go about the place more as if you were a pet lamb than a fighting female; you’ll have to drop that and keep at a proper distance when your make-up won’t stand looking into.” He began to handle the head-piece delicately, preparatory to fixing it, then stopped with an exclamation. “Now what in the name of sanity is this tomfoolery?” he demanded, pulling something away. “This” was a length of pale blue ribbon tied with a graceful bow.

“Only a little favour from that Miss Willet here,” said Whitwish bashfully. “I heard her say that she thought it would go prettily with my neck feathers.... Don’t be ‘arsh, sir. You mayn’t have noticed it, but my docility at close quarters has a sort of noli-me-tangereness about it that compels respect.”

“Are you ready?” asked Cheam, holding the head poised for the replacement that put an end to easy conversation.

“If it must be, sir,” assented Whitwish with resignation.

“If you are quite through, Cheam, I’ll unlock the door,” called out Mr. Coppinger. “Job is moving about, and I have an idea that he’s coming this way.”

“All clear, sir,” replied Cheam, smoothing down the feathers that concealed the opening.

Peter unlocked the door and sat down at his desk, where the inevitable pile of books and litter of scribbled paper implied his profound industry. Cheam picked up a sketching block and began to rough in the Groo-Groo’s outline. It was now understood about the place that Mr. Coppinger was definitely engaged on a work of monumental proportions, and that Burman Cheam, who had a passable gift for drawing, was to be responsible for the plates. It was a convenient fiction to put about as it offered a simple explanation for much that might otherwise have occasioned comment. Thus Job, a sly enough fellow at heart though by nature thickheaded, saw nothing curious in finding the Groo-Groo loose in the Bird Room at that hour and the two gentlemen engaged on the details of their respective departments. So long as one of them stood between the creature of uncertain temper and his line of retreat, he didn’t trouble.

“Morning, sir; morning, Mr. Cheam,” he greeted them briskly. He had long since discovered that briskness in manner indicated a cheerful disposition and a willingness to work, and, indeed, constituted a practicable substitute for the more troublesome realities if reasonably exploited. “I just picked up this here stocking over against the raspberry bed. Convict must have left it when he broke in that night. I thought I’d better let you have it at once, sir.”

“Quite right, Job,” said his employer. “Put the thing down on the floor there, will you. And look here, Job; don’t mention finding it to anyone else unless someone in authority asks you. If they get started again we shall have another epidemic of convict-eye among the servants.”

“Very well, sir. But it goes to show that he can’t be very far off at this moment, can he?”

“What?” mused Peter, falling into the curious absent-minded state to which he was becoming subject. “Far away? The Groo-Groo?”

“Why, no, sir,” replied Job, staring for all he was worth. “She’s here all right, I reckon. I was talking about the convict.”

“Of course you were,” snapped Mr. Coppinger, coming to his senses in a panic. “So was I, Job. I meant the convict. I — I said the convict. The fact is, all you people are so full of the convict — I mean the Groo-Groo — the convict and the Groo-Groo, that is — that you can’t speak of one without bringing in the other. I begin to doubt very much whether there ever was a convict here. If there was, he’s flown long ago.”

Job considered this a very happy turn of wit and laughed appreciatively.

“Flown, eh?” he repeated, contributing his own humour to the topic. “Then he must ha’ been a bird, sir!”

“How could the convict be a bird, sir? Who says that — eh, what is it, Cheam?”

“I seem to have got the right expression,” coolly interrupted Burman, thrusting his pad under Peter’s nose. “Don’t you think that’s better?”

“H’m,” said Peter, finding that the “expression” consisted of the scribbled warning, “Steady, sir! Let it go at that!”— “Yes, I think you’ve hit it.

Well, Job, as I was saying, don’t pay any attention to idle village chatter. You’ve done very well with the dahlias and I shouldn’t let little things worry you.

And, while I remember it, take your mother a nice bunch of Black Hamburgh grapes with my compliments. That will be all just now, Job.”

“Thank you, sir,” replied Job, withdrawing — fortunately without any very clear idea of what exactly had been the details of the conversation.

But to Burman Cheam the incident came as a salutary reminder of the danger that he had seen approaching. With the most heroic intentions in the world, Peter had perhaps never really had the sublime self-possession necessary for the part he was now playing, and under the strain of the situation he was certainly beginning to go to pieces. Cheam could not always be at his elbow to recall him to sober reason, and sooner or later a tangle was bound to come from which there could be no extrication.

“And when that happens,” ruminated Burman, having followed the probable sequence of events in imagination, “the poor old chap is as good as on the treadmill, and Sindbad the Sailor more than likely with him.” From which it may be inferred that Mr. Cheam did not rely implicitly on the convict’s optimistic assurance. “At any rate,” he summed up, “the obvious thing is to get Whitwish clear of the place as soon as it can possibly be brought off. With Coppinger’s approval if it fits in; if not, then jolly well without it. Some day Walburga will learn all and see how cruelly she has misjudged me.”

Possibly, stated in slightly different terms, the Groo-Groo was thinking much the same thing as it hung back hoping to get a chance to wander.

Possibly, however, it was merely speculating, as it turned the object over with an investigatory toe-nail, whether the convict’s sock (all his other attire having been burned one midnight) was worth preserving for a keepsake. Be that as it may, when Peter again thought of it, some time later, the unclean thing had vanished.


CHAPTER XXIV

THE BOTTOM FALLS OUT
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THAT SAME DAY — in the afternoon — Mr. Coppinger happened to be moodily rambling about his grounds, wondering ruefully how on earth it would all end and recalling, a little wistfully, the straitened, uneventful, peaceful days of Magnolia Gardens, when the cheerful voice of Mr. Harker hailed him from the drive. Harker always did him good — for one thing he knew that his client hated birds although even he could not be let into the Groo-Groo’s secret — indeed, that astute gentleman himself did not hesitate to admit that one of his best professional assets was a good deskside manner. It was, he would contend, every whit as desirable in a lawyer as a reassuring bedside manner in a doctor.

“Glad to see you, Harker; very glad indeed,” exclaimed Peter, shaking his hand with quite touching warmth. “But is — er — is there anything special that you’ve come about?” Heaven knew, there might be anything these times.

“That’s the very question I was going to ask you,” replied Harker. “What is it he wants me here for?”

“Wants you — who?”

“Why, Trescote to be sure. Didn’t you know that he was sending for me to come up? No? Well, really, you know, Coppinger, that fellow — !”

“Not a word,” replied Peter. “What is it about?”

“All I know is that I got this note — one of your chaps seems to have brought it — just after lunch. You see what he says” — Mr. Harker had by this time disclosed the communication in question and passed it for his friend’s inspection—” and here I am.

Peter took the sheet with a trembling hand, miserably conscious that his poltroon heart was off again on a downward journey. More trouble; nothing but menace was likely to emerge from that hostile quarter. He felt that he could not keep it up much longer; sudden unexpected calls for doughty action might still not find him wanting, but this long continual business was bound in the end to get him. And the few formal words of Mr. Tresçote’s letter did not tend towards reassurance.

DEAR HARKER, [he read] I have a very important communication to make to Mr. Coppinger and it occurs to me that he might wish you, as his legal representative, to be present.

Can you make it convenient to call at Foxgrove Court some time this afternoon? I understand that he will be at home all day and, needless to say, I shall await you.

Peter folded the sheet apathetically and handed it back again.

“I haven’t the remotest idea what it is about,” he remarked, “but we may as well go in and get it over.”

“Get it over” adequately reflected his feelings in the matter.

“Oh, come,” encouraged Harker, “we’ve nothing to be afraid of” — nice of him, the “we,” thought Peter. “I was stirring him up the other day about that suggestion of a working agreement with the Institute, and I dare say he’s heard something from them.”

“Ay, ay,” assented Peter eagerly, “that will be it, of course.” But all the time, at the back of his mind, he knew perfectly well that it wouldn’t.

They had not to look far for Mr. Trescote. He was sitting in the porch, having evidently taken up that strategic position with a view to intercepting Harker on his arrival, a piece of forethought that his host’s perambulation had discounted. Not that Mr. Trescote was in any way put out by the occasion.

“Glad that you were able to come, Harker,” was his greeting when they met. “I took the liberty of sending for him,” he continued, turning to Mr. Coppinger, “because I thought that you ought to be legally represented in view of something that I have to say.”

“Thank you,” replied Peter without spirit. “But I dare say that I could have saved you the trouble by sending myself.”

“Quite so,” agreed Mr. Trescote, with perfect good humour, “only in that case I should have had to explain the circumstances to you in advance, and that was just what I wanted to avoid. Well, shall we go in somewhere? I would suggest the morning-room.”

Peter was too crushed by the sense of impending disaster to offer any dissent, even if he felt resentment at this cool usurpation of his office as a host. He led the way in and across the hall in silence. But on Mr. Harker the portent was not lost.

“Egad, the fellow carries it pretty steeply,” he reflected. “He could hardly put on more side if he owned the blessed place.” Then in a flash came the inspiration: “Jehoshaphat! Can he have found that will he kept hinting about the other day? It looks uncommonly like it. Poor old Coppinger!”

Whatever it was, there could be no doubt that Mr. Trescote felt called upon to manage the proceedings. He closed the morning-room door, gave a leisurely — almost a proprietorial — look round the attractive little apartment, and indicated that they should be seated. His hand went to his pocket and — no, there was something else that would add to the pleasure of the occasion.

“It occurs to me that Mrs and Miss Coppinger should also be present,” he remarked suavely, “if it is not putting them to too much trouble,” and he looked towards Peter with evident expectation.

“Are they concerned?” asked Mr. Harker.

“They may be; at all events it is usual.”

“I will go and find them,” acceded Peter meekly. Even if it were to hear himself accused of fraud, false pretences and treasonable felony, it didn’t seem to matter.

“There is a bell,” suggested Mr. Trescote pointedly.

But Peter, even yet, could not divest himself of his plebeian habit of ignoring the bell if it were something he could conveniently do himself; besides, he did not relish the idea of sitting there dumbly in the same room with Trescote, waiting to hear the worst.

Fortunately both wife and daughter were near at hand, so merely telling them that Mr. Trescote had something important that he wished to say, he took them to the room. The moment had come at last.

“I find myself in rather an unfortunate position,” began Mr. Trescote from the head of the table — a position to which he had invited himself. “I am the guest of a charming family — by the way, won’t you sit down, Miss Coppinger?”

“No, thank you,” politely replied Walburga, lounging across to the window. “Not if it’s all the same to you.”

“It rather distracts one’s attention,” he retorted. “However. As I was saying, I have for several days enjoyed the remarkable hospitality of Foxgrove Court. Not treated as a ceremonial guest, I have been allowed to wander about the place at leisure and to come and go as I pleased. I refer to that because it has a bearing on what I have to say.

“But at the same time I do not forget that I am the legal representative of the British Institute of Ornithological Research and its interests must be paramount. And apart from this there are the ordinary principles of justice and, in fact, the legal obligations incumbent on every citizen.”

Amy smiled encouragement to this. It sounded very nice and proper.

“As one or two of you may know — Mr. Harker certainly — I have never disguised the fact that I always held the strongest possible belief in the existence of a third will made by the late Ralph Coppinger. He executed one which I hold — or, rather, I did, for I seem unfortunately to have mislaid it, but I have no doubt that it will turn up — endowing the society which I represent with practically the whole of his possessions. The later document, under which you benefit, Mr. Coppinger, was the result — as its date proves — of a moment of pique and recrimination. That quarrel was soon made up and forgotten, and there was then no earthly reason why Ralph Coppinger should not revert to his original intention of perpetuating his name by means of the Coppinger Ornithological Research Foundation. Still, I would naturally have preferred that the actual discovery should have come by some other hand than mine.”

“Then you have really found another will?” put in Harker.

All this imposed an entire rearrangement of ideas on Peter. He hadn’t been thinking of wills or anything of that sort. A new will? Different, of course. That probably meant the end of Foxgrove Court and fortune — Trescote’s preamble as good as said so. Well, well, in a way — if he had only himself to think of — he would scarcely regret it. He was certainly a bit old to get into harness again, but surely... somehow....

Harringay and Magnolia Gardens. The morning train, Mossphases’, his desk and stool and office coat — no, he had left that in the wastepaper-basket — lunch at a tea-shop, Hollier and Mingle and all the rest of them — how bright and up-to-date their talk had always been: he had really often missed it.

Amy’s voice — unusually quiet — recalled him. He found that, sitting there as they were, side by side, she had slipped her hand over his although he hadn’t noticed. Across the room Walburga was biting a piece of string and looking rather sulky. And though a good many months, or years, had rolled on in Peter’s mind, Harker appeared to be only just finishing his inquiry.

“We are quite prepared for any change that may be in store for us, Mr. Trescote,” was what Amy was saying.

“In view of the circumstances, that is a wise attitude to adopt,” acknowledged Mr. Trescote. He produced a long blue envelope from his breast pocket and ran it delicately backwards and forwards across his fingers as he proceeded. “Yes, Mr. Harker, I think that I may claim to have been so fortunate. Perhaps I may be allowed briefly to indicate how it happened. I have always regarded the Bird Room as the key to the situation. As we all know, during his latter years the late Ralph Coppinger almost lived in it, and he may be said quite literally to have died there. The furniture and appointments remain very much as they were in his time; indeed I have already congratulated the present Mr. Coppinger on preserving the atmosphere of an almost historic shrine so completely. I may admit now that I said it in the hope that he would throw open the place for my free examination, but the courteous hint was not taken. For some reason — doubtless to ensure complete detachment for his profound labours there — the door was sedulously kept locked, and to that extent I was baffled. However, this morning, on taking a stroll in that direction, I was agreeably surprised to find it not only unlocked but standing open. An obvious invitation to enter, and, happening to have a few letters to write, I thought that I could not do better than avail myself of the well-known Liberty Hall spirit of Foxgrove Court and use the accommodation of the desk there. It was while I was engaged on that commonplace business — I was, in fact, looking for a decent pen-nib to write with — that I accidentally” (an unpleasant cough from Walburga) “stumbled across a small drawer which — without being a secret drawer in the ordinary sense — might easily be overlooked from one year’s end to another. In that drawer — I really could not avoid seeing it — lay this envelope, endorsed, sealed and unopened as you now receive it.”

“In plain English, you used your position as a guest here to ferret about for something to turn us out by! Walburga took no pains to make her opinion sound less contemptuous than her words implied, and she perhaps spoke rather more loudly than a lady should do.

“Walburga!” mildly protested her father with a tired smile.

“Miss Coppinger has the privilege that is generally accorded to a very young person dealing with a complex situation about which she combines strong prejudice with fundamental ignorance,” said Mr. Trescote, speaking with lofty detachment. “I will now hand over this envelope to you, Mr. Harker, and await your disclosure of its contents.”

“Thanks, thanks,” said Harker a little awkwardly, and looking, probably for the first time in his life, as if he would much rather decline legal business. “Well, I suppose we had better get on with it.”

“You will notice,” added Mr. Trescote as he surrendered the packet “ — it is in fact my justification for the whole procedure — that this envelope is prominently inscribed with his special ink in Ralph Coppinger’s unmistakable handwriting, ‘My last will, revoking all others,’ and that it is signed by him and dated a bare six months before his death.”

“I see; quite so,” assented Harker, opening his pen-knife. “Well, now if you will give me just a few minutes to make sure of the wording of this, I will then read it for you.”

Mr. Trescote nodded, and looked round the room at the pictures to avoid the necessity of making conversation. Peter and Amy still sat hand in hand, rather like two good children — which perhaps they were again. Certainly it was not of the morning-room at Foxgrove Court that either was thinking. Walburga had taken up an ivory paper-cutter and was doing balancing tricks with it: a little odd that she alone had to demonstrate her calmness.

Meanwhile Harker had slit the envelope and taken out the single broad sheet that constituted the enclosure. Old Ralph had written a sprawling careless hand, and it was plain that whatever his last will might hold it did not make much ado about it. As he read, Harker raised the paper until his face was concealed from the little company about him; for an appreciable moment it remained so, then lowering the sheet he began at once speaking.

“This document, which so far as we know is the last will of the late Ralph Coppinger, is duly signed, attested and witnessed. It is holograph throughout, and written in the special ink that the testator used for important matters. By it he leaves the whole of his property, without any restriction or proviso whatever, to” — here Mr. Harker turned over the page with distressing slowness—” ‘my esteemed relation Peter Coppinger of 32 Magnolia Gardens Harringay in the County of Middlesex clerk and accountant.’”

The sharp crack was the snapping of the ivory paper-knife with which Walburga was establishing her self-possession.

Mr. Harker, rising, moved across to offer the will for his professional friend’s inspection, while that disconcerted gentleman, also rising, more than half-snatched it from him.

“Let me have the pleasure of being the first to congratulate you on this satisfactory outcome, Coppinger,” said Mr. Harker, including Amy also in his enthusiastic handshake. “And long may you be spared to enjoy it!”

“Thank you, thank you,” replied Peter, with evident pleasure. “I — I feel just a little dazed yet.” Mr. Trescote had finished his brief inspection. He folded the will and returned it to his confrère.

“Let me hasten to add my personal congratulations to those of Mr. Harker,” he said, with a reasonable show of sincerity. “In the circumstances perhaps I had better add nothing to it. The conditions which brought me here no longer exist, Mr. Coppinger; I have no locus standi. And so, as there is a good train” — looking at his watch—” up to town in about fifty minutes, with your permission I will catch it.”

“Oh, but we shall be having tea quite soon,” put in Amy.

“Not even for your very excellent tea, my dear lady,” he replied — laughing rather queerly, thought Amy. “I only have a light suit-case to pack, and in five minutes you will have seen the last of me.”

“Oh, I hope not,” she exclaimed, without a suspicion of guile. “Surely you will be in this part of the country again some time soon, Mr. Trescote, and won’t forget to pay us another visit.”

Mr. Trescote, as he frankly admitted to himself, gave her up after that. He did not, nor was he ever likely to, understand her. Still less would he have been able to if he could have followed her thoughts as she sat there thinking after the others had all gone their various ways, a slightly puzzled look on her usually serene features. Yet surely no sublimer instance of the simple faith of that admirable woman, the implicit acquiescence that everything was for the best, could be found than her final conclusion:

“It seems very strange, but I suppose it’s too late to bother. I changed them about as soon as ever we got here, and that desk is the one we brought with us from London! Uum-um” — in a mental tone of definite dismissal. “Perhaps I had better say nothing about it. It would only confuse Peter, and I’m quite sure really that it’s perfectly all right somehow.”


CHAPTER XXV

THE LID IS PUT ON
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THERE WERE SEVERAL reasons why Walburga had taken the deck-chair down the garden to the grass patch beyond the pear espalier. It was shady (on the far side); you had a reasonable chance of remaining undisturbed there; and with the least trouble in the world you could eat your fill (an unpleasant suggestion, but facts are facts) of ripe bonchretians. Walburga was fond of pears and ate them quite frankly — peel, core and all. To see her at it always set her mother’s teeth on edge, for Amy was helplessly lost unless she was provided with a knife and fork, to say nothing of a plate; indeed she was wont to say that the fruit never tasted quite the same unless it was a dessert plate. And speaking of her mother...

“Well, girlie, I wondered if I should find you here. Weaving pleasant dreams about the future?”

Walburga had provided herself with two library books, several magazines and a correspondence compendium. All these things lay unopened on the grass, however, and it was more than probable that in the usual acceptance of the term she had been “dreaming.” But how was it possible to return a complaisant answer when addressed as “girlie?”

“No, Mother. I was thinking what a perfectly rotten time I seem to be running up against.”

“Oh,” said Amy, recognizing by the portents that this was not going to be a tell-it-all-to-mother talk. “Do you know that you are getting just a wee bit slangy, dear? I don’t fancy that young men really approve of too much of it in a girl they like to think of, although they may seem to encourage it in the others. Besides, I am sure that everything is turning out very satisfactory.”

“I’m sure it is — for you. But then it always docs, you know, whatever happens.”

“Yes, I’ve noticed that,” agreed Amy thoughtfully. Providence certainly did seem to be on her side, so there must be something in it. “But I must say I wish I knew what Mr. Cheam really intends doing. It is so confusing. He has said that he was going and then said that he was staying eight times since he came here. I know that you don’t mean any harm, dear, but as you and Eustace Moon seem to understand one another now, don’t you think that you are treating Mr. Cheam just a little unkindly?”

“Yes,” ground out Walburga from between her teeth, “I am being perfectly beastly. And the worst of it is, from something Papa dropped this morning, I’m not sure now that there isn’t a ghastly mistake about the whole business. There’s one consolation, though,” she added with savage satisfaction, “if it hurts him it hurts me a jolly sight more!”



That is the worst of carrying on an intimate conversation in the shadow of a leafy barrier. Scarcely more than yesterday it was Cheam circumvented by a privet hedge; now it was Walburga’s turn to be betrayed by the espalier. Not more than a couple of yards away Burman’s head suddenly appeared through the bars of the arrangement, leaf-crowned like a Bacchant.

“Do you really mean that, Walburga?” he demanded keenly. “Sorry, but I couldn’t help hearing: I was looking for a — a bird’s nest. Is it true, my precious?”

“Tell him it’s all a mistake,” counselled Amy in a rapid whisper. “It’s a splendid opportunity to break it to him about Eustace. Let him see that it’s all settled. If he talks about going say we’re sorry but it will really be for the best. I’ll run away and leave you ——  —— —” and run away she did, but not for getting, with instinctive tact, to turn and call back, “I’ve just remembered about the rhubarb,” to show that Mr. Cheam’s appearance had no connexion at all with her sudden departure.

“No, no!” Walburga was meanwhile shrilling, to drown the whisper. “No, no; I didn’t! You mustn’t take any notice of that. I wasn’t thinking what I was saying.”

“But that’s the very time to take notice if you want to get at what a woman really means,” wisely responded Burman. “Hold on there for half a minute.”

“It isn’t fair; it isn’t fair!” chanted Walburga defiantly, but showing no inclination not to “hold on.”

“You were off-side, and you had no business to listen.”

“Well, I’m not now,” he said, coming round the end of the espalier. “You’ve got to own up, you little devil. What about it?”

“It’s no good, Mr. Cheam; it really isn’t,” she protested. “The fact is — oh, before we part for ever... Was she really so very beautiful, Burman?”

“Beautiful? Who?” he demanded blankly.

“The hideous South American negress, of course. That obscene cat, Judy.”

“Walburga” — Cheam managed to look extraordinarily solemn for a moment—” she is not so black as you would paint her. Why, you queer kid,” he cried, brimming over with delight at the relief he felt, “do you mean that that absurd business is all that stands between us? I’m dead certain I can get my promise back within an hour or two — he must when I tell him what it’s led to — and then I can put myself right. You’ll nearly die with laughing.”

Walburga doubted it. People said things like that and then when it came she smiled faintly and politely. Moreover, if Burman put himself right and she had been a ninny, it plainly put her wrong, and she never was in the wrong — or very, very rarely. “Besides, there’s Eustace Moon now,” she concluded.

“What, that fellow?” In the enthusiasm of finding how well everything was going, Cheam had forgotten all about his rival. “But you are not engaged to him?”

“No, I’m not — at least not properly. But” — a little doubtfully as she looked back over one or two recent passages—” he may imagine that I am more engaged to him than I really am.”

“Then you must undeceive him at once, Walburga. As it is — by what you say — he may think that you are. He may even go about telling people so.”

“It isn’t all that easy to undeceive him sometimes,” demurred Walburga. “He’s rather dense, you know — and I — well, I’m really sorry for him.”

“But you don’t mean to say that because you are sorry for a chap—”

“No; not that alone.... What I actually said to him was that if he...” Walburga began to discover that she was not perhaps absolutely clear on what basis the ifs and buts of her “understanding” with Eustace Moon could be honourably adjusted.

“Go on,” said Burman.

“It’s so difficult to explain things like these when you are talking to someone else. You see... No, Burman, it wouldn’t be cricket after what I think I really did say. If he believes that I am engaged to him—”

“But surely you must know whether he believes that you are engaged to him” — Burman felt the awkwardness of the discussion, but the mess had to be straightened out—” by the way things go on.”

“No, you can’t; that’s the funny part about it,” declared Walburga frankly. “There’s a — a something queer about it all.”

“Do you mean that the fellow mesmerizes you?” asked Burman, who had heard of such cases.

“Oh, no. It’s much more as if I mesmerized him. He sort of gives you the impression of struggling but helpless. But if he claims that I promised and announces it — I shall play the game. He is really very sensitive, although being so — so broad, you mightn’t think it. It would be too brutal to let him announce that we were engaged in all good faith, and then flatly deny it. He couldn’t help but think that I had done it all on purpose. No, no, Burman, I simply couldn’t do it.”

“Well, there’ll be no need to if only you put him right in time. You can do it awfully well, I’m sure, Walburga. Bit by bit, you know, without hurting his feelings.... And there the fellow is — over by the tomatoes. Look here. I’ll send him across to you and then you can get it over.”

It seemed the best thing to be done and Walburga braced herself for the coming explanation. She had no doubt at all about the disposal of her feelings — she never had had — but she had a sincere respect for Mr. Moon now, and she wouldn’t for the world hurt him. In a way... if Burman Cheam had never existed... well, it may be supposed that it is difficult to have a large, uncommunicative man (one would not regard Moon as exactly strong and silent) absolutely devoted to you for weeks without finding it a little moving. And then Eustace would have been so reliable, so comfortably solid.... In the years to come she would always think of him very, very kindly.

She watched Burman make his way to the tomatoes and then there followed a short exchange of conversation. Moon seemed to be protesting somewhat, with Burman apparently insisting. Walburga divined what it was all about. Eustace had been practising returns against the boiler-house wall and a wild drive had brought him down into that part of the garden. He was in his shirt-sleeves, the bright blue blazer that had recently appeared having been discarded for the exertion... and now he was urging that he ought not to break off for conversation with a lady without going back to replace it. But it ended in Burman prevailing. Now for it.

“Mr. Cheam has just told me that you have something particular that won’t keep, Walburga. Otherwise, I should not have ventured—”

“Yes, I think I ought to tell you at once, Mr. Moon,” began Walburga. “I have been thinking of what you said to me in the conservatory this morning —— —”

“And I have been thinking of what you said to me,” broke in Eustace, giving way to an irresponsible exaltation that was very unlike him. “I have thought of nothing else ever since. The more I think of it the clearer it becomes how much more you meant than you actually said. The modest reticence—”

“But I never meant you to think — —”

“No, no; of course you didn’t. It was my own dullness, my stupid hopelessness. You said as much as any really nice girl could, while I was too slow and diffident to claim the rest. I ought to have swept you off your feet with a flood of impassioned eloquence that would have swamped the last frail barrier of your maiden bashfulness. I shall not make that mistake a second time; I shall claim you before the whole world as—”

“You must listen to me, Mr. Moon. It is all a mistake; we can’t go on like this. If I encouraged you for a single moment to think that there could be a secret understanding between us, I was wrong. I really meant—”

“That is the only thing that was required to complete my happiness! You are quite right, Walburga. Why should we make a secret of it? I am overjoyed that I have your permission to announce it so soon, dear.”

Walburga felt at her wits’ end. Was she preordained to espouse the Honourable Eustace simply because he couldn’t understand that she didn’t want him? Short of yelling into his ear, “I’m not going to marry you, so there! Get away! Go!” nothing apparently would undeceive him. Even to the outspoken girl this seemed a painfully brusque way of declining an honourable proposal; and the farther the state of things progressed the severer would be his disillusionment. Still, something must be done: she would try speaking just a little plainer, and, fortunately, Moon now looked like being willing to listen instead of proclaiming his own transports, when, to her dismay, several people suddenly appeared quite near them. It was obvious what had happened. Amy, returning to the house, had encountered her husband with Mr. Harker. Thinking that Burman Cheam would have been dismissed by this time, and the moment perhaps ripe for an announcement, she had adroitly lured them in this direction, with Cheam, uneasily observant, hanging on their flank and, as they approached the danger point, drawing nearer.

To Eustace Moon it was like a providential happening. Walburga had just said that their secret must be told, and, as if impelled by fate, these various people converged on them to share it. He took a few steps towards them, with a backward glance of encouragement towards Walburga to join him. They ought to be hand in hand, or, at least, conveniently near together.

“This is the very thing,” he remarked aside. “Her father and mother come first, of course, and these others are sufficiently friends of the family.” When they had all but met he stopped, cleared his throat — not nervously, but with the full consciousness of an occasion — and began to address them. In the background Walburga could only gasp like a newly-landed fish and refuse to look at Burman. It had all come about so suddenly, so unforeseen had been the inopportune arrival. After all, you cannot stop a thing before you have quite realized that it is going to happen.

“Mr and Mrs. Coppinger and gentlemen,” he said with quiet dignity. “I have an interesting—”

But what could George Banks want at such a moment? He had come rather stealthily from behind the espalier where apparently he had been lurking, and he approached Mr. Moon with some obscure but definite intention. In his hands he held, albeit rather gingerly, something bright that tinkled, and with this he proceeded laboriously to handcuff the stupefied and unresisting Eustace. Then Mr. Banks wiped his face profusely with a large red handkerchief and turned towards the espalier.

“What is it that I have to say to him?” he inquired hazily. “Tell it me over again.”

“Edward Whitwish alias the Honourable Eustace Moon, I arrest you as an escaped convict from His Majesty’s prison of Dartmoor,” hissed the prompting voice from among the pear trees, and Mr. Banks said it.


CHAPTER XXVI

THE SIDES COLLAPSE
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“WHAT DOES HE mean?” asked the bewildered Eustace. He had something on his mind but he was far from being a convict. He looked at the people round about him in turn and then definitely addressed himself to Peter. No one seemed to have any explanation to offer, but of course you will have guessed already. Yes; S. Holmes, that dark and sinister figure threading his inscrutable way among the weaving fabric of the Foxgrove drama with all the relentless influence of Fate in a Greek play, S. Holmes had sleuthed a clue at last and forthwith shot his bolt with complete and deadly effect. As he in turn disclosed himself from behind the pear espalier it might be seen that he carried on his arm Mr. Moon’s neglected jacket, and that from one of its pockets there hung some six inches of mud-stained stocking — pheonstamped and tell-tale.

“What the—” demanded Peter, who rarely spoke so strongly, “the devil, sir, do you think you’re doing?”

“And I further warn you,” continued S. Holmes, with a fine unconcern towards the popular excitement, “that anything you may say will be used as evidence against you. Now, go on,” and he produced a notebook and found a blank page ready for the expected incrimination.

“But this is absurd, Mr. Holmes; ridiculously absurd and an outrage on a guest here. The man you are wanting is — at least so I understand — a thin, undersized wisp of a fellow: the exact opposite of Mr. Moon in fact.”

S. Holmes was busily engaged in making notes — presumably of the exact minute of the day, the direction of the wind, and the paced distance of the culprit from the espalier — but he found time to drop an occasional word of explanation.

“What the man we want is like I can’t say yet. I haven’t been furnished with any description of him.”

“You haven’t been furnished with a description of the man you are looking for!” incredulously voiced Peter. “Why — what — how—”

S. Holmes briefly indicated the protrusive rag with his damning pencil as he significantly turned a page.

“That is quite enough identification for me, Mr. Coppinger. Nothing handicaps one more than a hard and fast description of an individual. You might never find a man to answer to it in a lifetime.”

“Still,” interposed Mr. Harker with some tartness, “I suppose it must be reasonably obvious even to you that a convict would be a person with a fairly close-

 cropped head and a clean-shaven face — or at the most a few days’ stubble.”

“You are a lawyer, Mr. Harker; you should know that you can’t expect every little detail to fit in from the first minute,” retorted Mr. Holmes, glowering darkly across at Harker over the edge of his notebook. “There’s been no time to work the case up yet. You’ll see that we shall be able to dovetail everything in when once we set about it.”

“Mrs. Coppinger, I appeal to you,” entreated Eustace. “I assure you that I haven’t the least idea how that wretched article got into my pocket.”

“Besides, you’d scarcely expect the real convict to carry about an odd stocking as a keepsake, would you?” demanded Harker.

“That’s all right as the counsel for the defence, Mr. Harker. But it’s not what you expect that we’ve got to go on but what we actually find people doing.”

“But surely you must see, Mr. Holmes,” explained Amy with gracious logic, “that as Mr. Moon is a guest of ours there could scarcely be anything wrong about him.”

Peter, who had the best of all reasons for knowing that Moon was not the convict, thought that it was about time to settle the matter by a very simple but conclusive line of argument. He could deal with the officious foolishness of Holmes and the naïveté of George Banks later.

“But the great thing, my dear,” he said, coming forward emphatically and addressing his wife and the private detective in turn as the point developed “ — the crux of the whole situation, Mr. Holmes — is that you, Amy, know Mr. Moon personally as the son of Lord Letchworth.... Mrs. Coppinger knew Mr. Moon and invited him here long before there was any escaped convict, and she can vouch for his identity. That demolishes any mere suspicions that you may have completely.”

Nothing could be clearer. Everyone saw at once that there was no more to be said about it. Everyone, that is, except S. Holmes, who remained mysteriously unshaken, Mr. Moon, increasingly uneasy, and Mrs. Coppinger, who began to have a slightly puzzled air of trying to catch up to something.

“No, dear, no; it was not quite like that,” she felt obliged to remind him. “If you remember, it was you who brought Mr. Moon here. Of course, as soon as we had met and I found how exceedingly nice he was, I naturally pressed Mr. Moon to remain as long as he could, but until then I had never had the pleasure of seeing him.”

“But, my dear,” in turn expostulated Peter, “this is surely a misunderstanding. I gathered from something or other, that you had become acquainted with Mr. Moon at a friend’s house where you were staying. As for me, I — I really don’t know him at all. I never saw or heard of him until he turned up here last week.”

“Well, Peter,” declared Amy, very reasonably feeling that she had excellent ground for a grievance, “all I can say is that when I went into the drawing-room one day and found Mr. Moon sitting there, I quite naturally took it for granted that he was a friend of yours.”

Everyone began to look at one another. Everyone, that is, except S. Holmes, who continued to make notes with complete detachment, and George Banks who obviously felt the sun.

“Mr. Moon,” exclaimed both Amy and Peter on a common impulse, “do you mind—”

Both stopped and Amy nodded, just a wee bit crossly, to Peter.

“We’re in rather an awkward position, Mr. Moon,” confessed the chief explainer. “Would you kindly inform us whose exact guest you are here?”

“I’m afraid that I can scarcely do that,” admitted Mr. Moon. “It is, in fact, a question that I have frequently addressed to myself during the past week.”

“Well, but how did you get here?” persisted Mr. Harker, seeing that both host and hostess were speechless. “Surely you can tell us something?

“I am coming to that, Mr. Harker,” replied Eustace — and it is to be recorded that even in that trying position he managed to convey an air of large, personal dignity. “Some little time ago I had occasion to call here in connexion with a small business matter. I was shown into the drawingroom, and while I was waiting there, a lady — Mrs. Coppinger, as I now know — came in and, seeing me, very graciously at once pressed me to take a cup of tea. I stayed to tea and — and in some inexplicable but, I assure you, perfectly natural and un designing way, I seem to have stayed ever since.”

What was there to do but to make the best of it in the circumstances? Amy decided to make it.

“However we first became acquainted, I consider it a very fortunate accident,” she said. “I hope that Mr. Moon won’t desert us on the grounds that we got him here on false pretences.”

“Quite so, my dear. I hope not indeed,” contributed Peter, backing her up loyally if with rather less accentuation.

“The Honourable Eustace Moon! Ahem!”

So spake S. Holmes, and with a most unpleasant intonation. It was the first spontaneous remark that he had made, and it carried the impression — priceless to a man of his vocation — of inferring a great deal more than was on the surface.

“Do you mean — ?” suggested Harker, voicing what all the others were thinking.

Mr. Holmes did not deign any reply at all, directly. He could afford not to. From the pocket of his delightful notebook he proceeded very deliberately to select a newspaper cutting, and having made sure with leisurely unconcern that it was the one he wanted he held it at arm’s length and in a rather tired voice went on to declaim its contents for their enlightenment. It was the farthest he would go towards pandering to the craving for spectacular sensation. If they cared to listen, well and good, if not — As a matter of fact, they did care.



PEER’S SON AND ACTRESS

The latest defection from the London stage is that of Miss Tryphena Flatt, one of the eight charming “Sphinx Girls,” now appearing nightly in the phenomenally successful revue, “Turn Your Toes Out,” at the Hilarity Theatre. The first intimation of this romantic affair was contained in a letter delivered at the theatre during the course of yesterday, in which Miss Flatt stated that she had just married the Honourable Eustace Moon, seventh son of Lord Letchworth, at the Strand District Registrar’s Office, and had no intention of returning. Upon inquiry we learn that the enviable young couple left for Folkestone, en route for Paris, later in the day.

Mr. Moon — our Mr. Moon — laughed a little constrainedly. He had rather a weak, foolish laugh, Amy noticed.

“Yes, that comes at an awkward moment, doesn’t it?” he remarked vaguely. “It’s just the sort of thing he would do, too.”

“Perhaps you will explain, sir,” suggested Peter stiffly.

“Yes, of course. I’ve tried to — I’ve really been on the point of explaining for a week. Believe me, Mr. Coppinger, and you, madam, I’ve actually begun the words a dozen times and something has always intervened to stop me.”

“This is a very good opportunity to begin again,” said Peter. Doubtless he would feel sorry for Eustace later, but Amy, to say nothing of Walburga, came before him. “Nobody is likely to stop you.”

“Well, you see, Mr. Eustace Moon is one of our directors. He has always been, as I understand, a little—”

“But who are you, sir; that is the point,” demanded Mr. Harker. “Who are you?”

“As a matter of fact, my name is Blimes — Arthur Blimes — and I am a traveller. I’m with the proprietors of the ‘Quite-so’ sewing-machine — a punning title, you will observe, to meet American and cheap German competition: quite-so, quiet sew, in other words noiseless — the ‘Quite-so’ automatic check-action compensation shuttle sewer.”

“You called here to sell me a sewing-machine!” gasped Amy.

“That, madam, was the sole original purpose of my visit.”

“But you said that you were the Honourable Eustace Moon,” she protested. “You must have said so.”

“Not directly, madam; but I will admit that I allowed you to infer it. As I was explaining, Lord Letchworth has influence with our heads, and so we had to find a post for Mr. Eustace. We tried him in the office and he was no good there, and we tried him in the warehouse and he was no good there. So we made him a director. Of course he was no good there either but he couldn’t do much real harm. To make up, for he rather felt it, he suggested himself that the travellers should use his name.”

“Are we to understand,” demanded Mr. Harker, “that there are possibly dozens of these imitation 

Moons revolving in their various orbits and shedding a fictitious brilliance over the merits of the ‘Quite-so’ sewing-machine?”

“Exactly. It is a slight business fiction. We call as Mr. Eustace’s representative and so, for the time, we are Mr. Eustace, in the sense that a carman at the door may say that he is ‘Pickford,’ or a newspaper reporter announce himself as The Times. Hitherto no harm has ever come of it, and as the majority of ladies consider that they are getting better value by placing their order with the son of a lord, it works advantageously all round.”

It was impossible to doubt the sincerity of Mr. Moon’s disclosure. The lack of sleuth in S. Holmes’s attitude as good as confessed it, though he continued to display the incriminating stocking as significantly as ever. Mr. Banks would doubtless have been equally convinced had he not experienced such extreme difficulty in keeping, as he himself described it, more awake-like. A condition approaching stalemate was happily averted by the arrival of Warder Stubbs, sought out and hurried to the scene by Burman. When everyone else was arguing futilely with Mr. Holmes, this simple extrication had occurred to Walburga.

“Is that the man you’re looking for?” asked Cheam.

Stubbs scarcely troubled to glance at the person indicated.

“No; couldn’t be more unlike if you picked one,” he answered, and then he did look, pointedly — but in another direction.

“S. Holmes!” he articulated with a nasty, grating laugh, and he went off again, whistling — rather curiously Amy thought — a hymn tune.

“Remove those handcuffs, Banks,” said Peter shortly, and Banks, not unrelieved to be clear of the doubtful business, obeyed him.

“Of course if Stubbs knows no better than answer a leading question like that — !” snarled Mr.

Holmes in high dudgeon. The inference was — the casting from him of the blue coat symbolized it — that Princetown would have to do its own convict catching for the future; and, in fact, although no one noticed it thereafter (a high tribute to his adaptability), S. Holmes disappeared from the Foxgrove scene from that moment.

“Well, Mr. Blimes,” said Harker, as Eustace resumed his garment, “I think on the whole that you may congratulate yourself on getting off pretty cheaply.”

Say what you will, Mr. Moon was a good loser. There was nothing of the whipped dog about him now; there had never been anything of the peacock before. Who among them could have come through such a surfeit of misfortune — robbed of a betrothed, handcuffed as a convict, and exposed for a gross fraud, all within five minutes — and still conveyed the impression of almost unruffled dignity?

“Yes, yes,” he replied, weighing it thoughtfully, “I suppose you would think so. Doubtless that’s what you all think.... Very well, Miss Coppinger, I won’t; but you see it is to be the pig-sty wall as usual!” — an enigmatic leave-taking that puzzled Amy not a little. “And now perhaps I had better say ‘Good afternoon,’ and I beg to thank you all for your very great kindness.”

“Oh, but surely you will stay at least and have a cup of tea before—”

“Amy!” expostulated Peter.

“Well, upon my word, you know, the fellow doesn’t carry it off at all badly,” declared Mr. Harker, striving to infuse an element of cheerfulness into an atmosphere that seemed to have become universally self-conscious. “I doubt if the real Moon has anything like the presence.”

“I think it must be time for me to see about the flowers,” said Amy. “I suppose you are going to the Bird Room, Peter?”

“Well, neither of you wants me,” remarked Harker. “What about a round of tennis, young lady?”

“Couldn’t raise a four,” objected Walburga, looking for more pears. Burman was something of a rabbit but he would have to be included.

“No, I suppose we couldn’t now,” agreed Harker. “Eh! what have we here? By Jingo!”

They had Mr. Moon returning — not a partially eclipsed moon, but an alert, self-possessed, facts-at-his-finger-ends young man, who could outlast or talk down any housewife. In his hands were leaflets, booklets, pamphlets and several other forms of commercial literature, and these he proceeded to shed broadcast as he spoke, until the scene resembled a rural beauty-spot in August.

“It occurred to me,” he rattled off glibly, “that in case any of you might happen to be wanting a really reliable sewing-machine, I may as well leave a few particulars of some of our leading specialities. Our latest model, O.K. 26, I can thoroughly recommend for family and general utility purposes. A.A. 37 is a cheaper article but equal at all points to the much higher-priced American makes, while ‘Bijou Wonder 15’ is a special design which many of our most exacting lady customers find both light in touch and efficient in result for the more delicate branches of needlecraft.”

“I think I should like one of those,” said Amy, who had become really interested.

“It’s the very thing that Mrs. Harker has been talking about for months,” volunteered Harker. “You’ll book one to us, won’t you?”

“My people asked me to buy them a couple while I was this way,” remarked Burman Cheam, presumably forgetting for the moment that an elderly uncle constituted his only “people.”

“One each of the — er, largest tonnage would about fill it.”

“I need six: two of each kind,” chimed in Walburga. No one seemed to think it strange that she should require a different machine for each day of the week, but Walburga was prepared to refute anyone who questioned. “They are badly wanted in the village, you know,” she remarked at large, in convincing explanation.

Our Mr. Moon bowed slightly, as he turned to go, in acknowledgment of these strictly business favours.

“I will note your various requirements,” he said, with a nice balance of the old and new demeanours, “and the consignments will follow in due order. If you will kindly address your remittances to the head office I shall receive the full benefit of your esteemed patronage.”

Amy and Walburga were strolling slowly back towards the house, for Amy was sure that tea must be nearly ready. Amy’s arm was round her daughter’s waist and, much as she disliked that sort of thing, Walburga felt that after the business of the afternoon the least she could do was to leave it there.

“I suppose my little girl is convinced now that she knows better than her old mother,” remarked Amy sentimentally. “Anyway, dear, I hope that you are satisfied.”

“Oh, well,” said Walburga, who was on the fundamentally different plane that she never saw the good of talking for hours round a thing that had been settled; “I suppose I found out that I should never be happy without Burman.”

“H’m; perhaps not. I know that my opinion goes for very little, but from what I saw of your natures I came to the conclusion that you would never be happy with him.”

Walburga bit into her last pear before replying. It proved to be deceptive and rotten from the core so she spat the fragment out and hurled the rest at a skimming blackbird.

“Then as I am to be unhappy either way, I may just as well have him, Mother,” she decided. “I shall at least be Burman to the good in that case.”


CHAPTER XXVII

PETER STARTS AN IDEA
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BURMAN CHEAM HAD just returned from escorting Walburga as far as Plymorchard when he encountered Walburga’s father hunting for him around the garden. The salient points about Mr. Coppinger at that moment were a harassed look and an open letter.

“They told me that you had gone out somewhere,” he remarked a little vaguely. “Look here, Cheam, are you any good at French — I mean in the way of talking?”

“Only just enough to be able to say that I don’t understand it,” admitted Burman, with the usual insular diffidence about possessing that acquirement. “Why?”

“I’ve been trying with a ‘Tourist’s Travel Talk’ and a French grammar to make out the gist of this letter, and there doesn’t seem to be any doubt about it,” replied Peter. “There’s a deputation coming, Cheam, a deputation of Frenchmen. Isn’t that about the limit?”

“Well, for that matter the limit seems continually being raised,” said Burman. “What does the deputation want?”

“They want to see the Groo-Groo — that’s the deuce of it. With luck I could generally hold off a single native or two, but it will be no go with six or eight at once who won’t be able to understand me when I tell them that they’re not to. The sands are running down, Cheam. We shan’t stand the ghost of a chance against this lot.”

Taking one thing with another, Burman was inclined to admit that unless something were done, and done rather quickly, Mr. Coppinger accurately outlined the situation.

“Who are they?” he asked.

“They represent some high-sounding Paris bird society — that’s plain enough: ‘Société’ and ‘Ornithologie’ aren’t beyond me — and being over here in London on that sort of business they seem suddenly to have got the idea of working this in as well. But I don’t see why the fellow who is writing should go on to say anything about his sex, do you? Of course one knows that the French are rather—” He carried it no further, relying on this young sailor’s experience of foreign parts to know that the French are, well, rather — 

“No, does he?” agreed Burman. “What does he say about it?”

“Well, I gather that what he really means is that no ladies will be among the party. Perhaps he thinks that we are very particular down here in the country and mightn’t like the idea of them travelling about together. Anyway, there it is: ‘Mon gendre est,’ that bit here, down to ‘de la délégation aussi.’”

“Oh, ah, yes,” said Burman, glancing at the passage. “I think, after all, it’s only his foreign way of saying that his son-in-law will form one of the deputation. Shall I go on with the letter?”

“Yes, do, by all means,” assented Peter. “Of course I only knocked it out in the rough. I should like to hear what you make of it.”

“Very much the same as what you do,” replied the diplomatic Burman. “I see they propose to confer on you the Honorary Fellowship and Badge of the Society while they’re down here.”

“Oh, they do, eh? I thought there must be a line or two on the second page that I hadn’t accounted for somehow. I suppose it’s only a bit of ribbon put in one’s buttonhole, after all, Cheam — not a medal or anything solid.”

“Very likely,” admitted Burman. “But what about the deputation, sir? The bird won’t bear looking into now by half a dozen experts who can’t understand properly what we say to them or we what they say to us. They’ll want to get right up to it. They’re bound to spot something fishy. You’ll have to put them off, sir.”

“That’s all very well, Cheam, but do you notice that this fellow writes on their own official paper and forgets to give any London address that will find him?”

“You’re right,” said Cheam, taking another look. “That tears it!”

“As a matter of fact, Cheam,” continued Peter wisely, “I don’t suppose they want a wire from me to be able to find them. They know that if they turn up here to-morrow I can’t very well in decency refuse to show them round, and so they’ve fixed it.... I shouldn’t wonder if Trescote himself hasn’t put them up to something. Very likely told them that I’m jealous of showing it.”

“Well, you will refuse them if you listen to the small voice of reason — refuse to let them within ten yards of the bird on any terms — no matter what excuse we have to make up about it. The fact is, I’ve been wanting to speak to you about this all the morning. We ought to get Whitwish away now. I can’t patch him up much longer; the skin wasn’t dressed for lasting. We’re all sitting round a volcano.”

“I know it, Cheam; I know it as well as you do — possibly better. The mischief is that we can’t get Whitwish away — less now than ever. You know that the roads are still watched?”

Burman Cheam nodded. He had noticed something significant that very day as he went with Walburga through Plymorchard.

“I have every reason for believing that they certainly are,” he replied.

“Well, they’re being watched closer than before, let me tell you. Last night they got the second of the other convicts who escaped — got him in a shed less than a mile away. They’re more convinced than ever that Whitwish has never been far off, and even that business of the stocking turning up the other day is taken as confirmation.”

“But that means nothing at all. It had been lying in the garden all the time, so Whitwish told me.”

“Of course it had. There’s nothing in it, but it just serves to remind someone that there’s another convict at large still, and so a few more men are clapped on and fresh instructions sent round to get on with it. I tell you, Cheam, Whitwish couldn’t cross the road within five miles of Foxgrove without being challenged.”

“Then he must lie doggo for a time. We can easily find somewhere about the grounds or buildings where we can hide him. The point is that the Groo-Groo’s as good as worn out. I can’t guarantee it not to moult or split or fall to pieces wholesale any time now, if it once gets started.”

“My lad,” said Peter kindly, “I wanted to keep you out of this convict affair, and what I want now is to keep you from getting into it any deeper. If Whitwish is to be hidden I’ll hide him. But—”

“But what?”

“If he goes the Groo-Groo necessarily disappears, and that’s going to be very awkward. I can’t say it flew away because its wings aren’t made for flying, and if I say it just naturally died I’ve got to be prepared with something reasonable about the body.”

“It’s your bird, sir, after all.”

“Ay, ay; but it’s more or less a public character now, and although I could take a high hand if I had nothing to be afraid of, as it is I can’t afford to.”

“Is there anything particular?” asked Cheam, who had his own reasons for wanting to know just how the land lay. “Anything fresh in the situation?”

Mr. Coppinger looked round, as though he suspected eavesdroppers, before replying — they were about a score of yards away from any possible cover — and took Cheam’s arm to emphasize the need of caution.

“Unless I’m very much mistaken there’s something getting about, Cheam, and I’m powerless to stop it. It’s in the air — a sort of magnetic feeling that things are not quite as they should be. I don’t know how far it’s gone, or where it started, but although no one might like to say exactly what he thinks about it yet, there’s no doubt that the bird is under suspicion.”

“All the more reason for getting it out of the way before there’s anything definite, I might suggest, sir.”

“It’s what I suggest to myself several hundred times a day, but that doesn’t get me any farther. The fundamental weakness, Cheam, is that the position is strategically untenable. If Whitwish isn’t to be discovered, he must be hid away: if he’s hid away the bird comes to a mysterious end; if the bird comes to a mysterious end suspicion will be heightened; if suspicion is heightened it’s more than likely that close search will then be made here; if close search is made here Whitwish, hidden away, will be discovered. That’s what’s called the ‘vicious circle,’ young man, and it’s what I’m going round and round in.”

“Very well,” said Cheam. “I suppose we must trust to luck for something.” His side of the conversation had been a move to find out whether Peter had any definite plans for the immediate future.

Plainly he had nothing. “I only wish I could take on more to help you.”

“That’s all right, Cheam,” said Peter amiably; “no one could improve it. I always have the assurance if you’re about that no matter what I may say it will be loyally backed up with the most convincing details. It isn’t your fault if the job we’ve dropped on is rather beyond our combined weight. And yet a few days ago I was thinking that if only I was clear of Trescote and his infernal Society, everything would become plain sailing. And now—”

“Well, you are clear of them, aren’t you?”

“Yes; but now it’s these confounded ‘Ornithologies’ that we can’t even lie to. Of course it’s a great relief to be under no conditions, but just for the moment it’s out of the frying-pan into the fire.”

“The fire, now,” mused Burman thoughtfully, as the wooden roof of the Bird Room caught his eye across the farther tree-tops. “Yes; why not? That’s an idea certainly.”


CHAPTER XXVIII

IT ENDS IN SMOKE
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TO LEAVE THE situation fatalistically to luck was about the last thing that Burman Cheam was contemplating. During the previous twenty-four hours he had been clubbing his brains ruthlessly to knock out a bright idea, but so far without achievement. Any scheme, he postulated, would involve Whitwish’s acceptance of some new risk and Peter’s ignorance of the whole proceeding. He could not take the chance of his father-in-law elect putting down his foot at anyone but himself becoming involved beyond extrication in the escapade, and the young man cheerfully admitted that if anything went wrong he would probably be in it up to the eyelids. But by this time he was more than satisfied that it was someone’s business to take Mr. Coppinger in hand and to wind up his excursion into crime on the best terms that offered. And who more fitting than Walburga’s future husband?

He was still as far away from the complete and perfect plan as ever, but Peter’s last words had held the germ of a brilliant finish. There was, he remembered reading, an ingenious writer of romances who spun his plots around an effective climax, and therefrom proceeded backwards — possibly a good enough way where one could dictate the terms, but in real life not very helpful.

By this time Peter had gone on, and the situation did not seem to invite further conversation. Cheam aimlessly turned his steps from the direction of the house until he found himself at the front gate and staring idly up and down the Plymorchard road. At the sound of the rattle of iron as Burman leaned against it, Warder Stubbs casually detached his form from the leafy depths of the hedge somewhere near and, having satisfied himself, nodded a curt greeting. So Mr. Coppinger had not been beside the mark; even Foxgrove was under observation.

“Afternoon, Stubbs,” said Burman, taking out a case of cigarettes as an excuse to linger. “Anything doing?”

“I understand that there is a Fruit and Flower Show and Village Fête in a marquee the other side of Plymorchard,” admitted the sardonic warder, human, however, to the extent of accepting Cheam’s simple offer. “As one of the unlanded classes and a strict non-dancer I see nothing in it.”

Burman laughed dutifully, at the same time wondering whether this was diplomacy or only local humour. He tried once more.

“I mean in the business sense. No fresh drive for that missing convict?”

“Nothing that has come my way, sir. But,” he added with a private smile that might possess some meaning, “of course they don’t confide everything to one in my position.”

It was diplomacy then, he decided. There was nothing to be got in that discreet quarter. Burman had turned away — his hand was on the gate again — when the throb of a motor-cycle drifted up the valley that shut in the road to Plymorchard.

“Wait!” whispered a good fairy in Cheam’s ear, and for no other reason in the world he waited. There was nothing arresting in the fact of a rider at that hour or in that place; there was nothing significant in Stubbs remaining by the roadside; there was nothing at all in it, from beginning to end or from top to bottom or from side to side, but that faint insoluble element in human affairs that sooner or later decides their ends “rough-hew them how we will.” He waited.

As the cyclist came up the road it was evident that Stubbs was also waiting. Cheam had half-expected him to hide, and he was wondering whether it was to witness the never undiverting sight of authority dissembling that he had stayed when the warder stepped well out into the road and held up his hand as a warning. The cyclist was then no more than two score yards away, and even in the failing light an ordinarily alert eye could sum up his build and figure. At once the engine changed its note and, droning mournfully, the machine slowed down and drew up beside the awaiting figure.

“Sorry to trouble you,” said Stubbs with cool formality, “but I should like to take a look at your licence.”

The rider — he was in the full rig and panoply affected by the toughest spirits of the road — slowly disencumbered himself of gauntlets, deliberately pushed up his paralysing goggles, and favoured the warder with a long, steady stare of personal challenge.

“Well, you’re all pretty near word-perfect, if that’s what you’re trying over,” he retorted in a high, thin voice, when he had looked as much as he wanted. “Bit slow in the movement of the arm, you are, Giovanni” — evidently a side thrust at Mr. Stubbs’s slightly southern aspect—” and if good looks take marks, No. 3 has you dead beaten.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I said—”

“Practising for the Cyclist’s Hold-up Open Event at the Police Gymkhana, aren’t you?” continued the scoffer. “Or is it that you all feel you’re thrown away in this deserted glen and aim at being transferred to point duty outside the Bank of England?”

“Now look here, sir,” protested Stubbs, rather impressed than affronted, “you know very well—”

“Or the Homeland Association has maybe inveigled ye to intercept wayfarers and point out the local beauty spots of Devon, Glorious Devon?”

“I said your licence—”

“I know ye did; I have it off be heart be this time. Why damme, man,” he suddenly exploded, dropping the tone of banter, “this is the fifth time I’ve been stopped and asked about it between here and Tawes.

Five blasted times in five blessed miles or may I perish. Isn’t it enough to sour the temper of a marmoset the way you’d be behaving?”

Oh, have you then? thought Cheam as he listened to this brisk conversation with an interest that gradually passed from mere amusement to intrigue. So that’s it, is it? You’re a little sprig of a fellow, Billy Bray — you always were a midget — and under your leather and mica you might be any other little sprig of a fellow. As likely as not Whitwish’s prison record says that he can ride and drive and so these chaps want to take a look at you to make certain.... And, by the immortal hokey, Billy, if you might pass for the convict, why couldn’t the convict...!

“Begin to get me?” nudged the fairy. “Mo-bike A.Q.Z. 0002, driven by a stripling, has been noted by every look-out!”

“Cock sparrow!” Cheam called softly across the road, falling back on the school nick-name that would at once take Bray’s attention. “Whence and whither away?”

The exchange of civilities with the warder had come to an end, and Billy Bray was arranging his gear preparatory to pushing off again when the words reached him. For a moment he looked aggressively at the speaker as if suspecting that this covered another attack from some new quarter. Then the frown gave way to a pleased grin of recognition, and chortling with mirth he skipped across to the gate and seized Cheam’s hand in his ladylike fingers.

“Old Devonshire Cream, by the holy Moses!” he exclaimed in the same reminiscent spirit. “What in the name of wonders that never cease are you doing here, Cheam?”

“I’m courting a rich widow now,” replied Burman, patting the gate stanchion in a proprietorial manner. “And what brings you this way, Billy?”

“I’m looking up an ancient aunt who lives at a place called Muggerhampton. Do you happen to know a Miss Sposter anywhere in these parts?”

“I don’t,” admitted Cheam, “but I know Muggerhampton, and it’s a lucky thing for you that the warder pulled you up here. You ought to have turned off through a farmyard the matter of a mile and a half back.”

“The devil!” ejaculated Bray. “I asked and they never told me so — or if they did they didn’t tell me in good plain English. Never mind, Cheam; it’s an ill wind — and I’d go farther than twice that out of me way on the back chance that I might see ye.”

“Well, you wouldn’t have done if it hadn’t been for the warder. And that reminds me, Billy — you insulted him something shameful. The man only did his duty, besides being in a manner a friend of mine. Smooth it over, Billy, with the slip of a coin into his palm, or he’ll have a black thought against you likely.”

Moods did not seem to weigh very heavily on Mr. William Bray’s social system. He had left Stubbs with a backward curse and the hope that he would soon meet with a fatal accident that would involve his neck in an appropriate tincture. He reapproached him with a sunny smile and a handsome compliment to the tactful way in which he carried out his duties, at the same time suggesting that if the warder could find time later to drink all their healths it would put Mr. Bray himself under a deep personal obligation. For reasons not wholly altruistic Cheam put in a soothing argument on his own account.

“That’s all right, sir,” Stubbs assured him aside, as he pocketed a couple of shillings. “Bit of Irish about him, isn’t there? I don’t take any notice of half of what that sort say when they’re put out. They don’t really mean it.”

“Now you’re coming in, Billy, to dust your throat,” said Cheam, taking his friend’s arm with what appeared to even Mr. Bray’s warm temperament to be truly hospitable insistence. “And afterwards,” he added, speaking with a singular explicitness to one who was at his elbow, “afterwards I’ll jump up behind and put you on the right way, or you’re as likely as not to miss it.”

Ten minutes sufficed to get everything in train, as the three conspirators arranged for the obsequies of the Groo-Groo in the Bird Room.

“And not a day too soon, sir,” remarked Whitwish, displaying the hapless skin for his inspection. “Blest if it didn’t split from head to tail just because I stretched myself after the governor had left me. I was reckoning that I should have to beat it a bit later, whatever happened.”

“Chuck it into the coop there,” directed Burman. “There’ll be nothing left of it but a stink of feathers when it next appears. Now for some likely bones to go in with it,” and the skeleton of a full-grown ostrich was dragged down and yielded its contribution, for there was no particular need to aim at technical exactness. “Everything will be pretty well mixed up when the roof falls,” Cheam commented, “and I shall take good care that the remains are trampled past all fitting together before they’re cool enough to handle.”

“You won’t have much trouble about that, sir,” said Whitwish, glancing critically. “Wooden walls, wooden roof, floor, and everything about it. Fairly invites incendiarism. What about a little drop of methylated to get things going?”

“Is there any?”

Whitwish had certainly made good use of his time. Probably there was not a cubic inch in the room that he had not investigated. He indicated certain bottles — old Ralph’s stock of taxidermal stuff had not suffered at his nephew’s hands — and several quarts of alcohol and other volatile spirit were poured on to the flimsiest objects.

“Look here,” said Billy Bray, “I don’t pretend to know all the ins and outs of this weird business, but it’ll be the queer thing if someone doesn’t spot that this hasn’t exactly been an accidental outbreak.”

“There’ll be nothing left to spot,” replied Burman, as he pushed a couple of wicker chairs against the Groo-Groo’s coop and drenched the lot with benzoline.

“It will be a case of complete combustion. There’ll be no one to spot anything, either. Coppinger won’t make any insurance claim. So there will be no inquiry.”

“I bet he won’t,” confirmed Whitwish. “Only too glad to see the last of the whole caboodle. What about the local — ahem! — fire brigade, sir?

“Most of them will be at the village fête; in any case, it would take at least a couple of hours for them to get here and be in action. Job will be there too, telling people all about his first prizes, and the servants have gone for the dancing and Mrs and Miss Coppinger to serve refreshments. There’s no one about the place but Coppinger himself, so that it couldn’t be better. If it gets a fifteen minute start a Metropolitan district call couldn’t save it.”

“Do we set fire to the house as well?” asked Billy, with an intelligent willingness to do the thing completely.

“My God, no!” cried Cheam, aghast. “For the love of Mike, don’t get doing anything funny, son. Now listen, Billy. You lie around after we have gone until the glim here begins to show somewhere on the outside. Then you fetch the house at once and root out old man Coppinger. No standing on ceremony, you understand; he’s got to listen.”

“Ay, ay, sir,” assented Bray. “He shall, if I have to stun him before he’ll do it.”

“Give him this note and see that he reads it. I’m not mentioning names in case it gets about, but he ought to tumble. If he’s hazy, rub it in that our IT ENDS IN SMOKE friend here is clean away by that time and that all traces of the Groo-Groo are being wiped out by a providential fusing of the electric light wires here in the Bird Room.”

“O.K.,” said Billy. “I’ve got it.”

“Now you,” instructed Cheam, turning to the other. “You slip into Mr. Bray’s rig and we ride straight out and chance it. He’s come down the Plymouth road from as far as Tawes and right through Plymorchard so that we’re not likely to be challenged. If we are, we must make a dash for it.”

“They may ‘phone through and put up a barrier later.”

“We’ve got to risk it, that’s all.”

Cheam had not thought that Whitwish would develop qualms, but the mannerly convict’s next remark astonished him still more.

“I suppose what troubles you, Mr. Bray, is whether you’re going to get your rotten old machine back again or whether I shall manage to pinch it?” he demanded, with a sudden change in his manner that was even more offensive than the provocation of the expression.

“What the hell do you mean, talking like that?” demanded Billy, his voice thinning shrilly as it did when he was wrathful. “D’ye think I’d be doing this, ye lousy swine, if it—”

“It’s all right, sir,” interposed a wholly respectful Whitwish; “I only wanted to hear your ordinary roadside voice unadulterated, and I didn’t see any other quick way to get it.”

“Do you mean — ?”

“I may have to live up to the part, sir. I’m naturally good at that sort of thing, you may take it from me, but there’s no time now for rehearsal. I hope you’ll never doubt that I’m properly grateful for what you’re doing, though of course I know it’s only on account of Mr. Cheam here.”

“Well, if you aren’t the queer lad!” murmured Mr. Bray appreciatively. “I wouldn’t have missed the like of this for the new 7 h p. ‘Cyclone’ that I’m wanting.”

“All ready?” asked Burman. “Out then. I’m going to touch it off now.”

The pillion-rider slipped down to open the big iron gate as they taxied towards it, and, apprised by the clang, Warder Stubbs appeared to bestow a salute when they trundled past him. It was punctiliously returned by both, for it was not until they were out of sight that Whitwish yielded to the temptation to turn his head for a moment and by a backward jerk indicate to Cheam his appreciation of the humour of the situation.

It was no part of their plan to avoid observation — they were keeping to the track of Bray’s route to the last possible furlong — and so they flaunted through Plymorchard, although it could easily have been avoided. A warder marked them in and a suspiciously leisured stranger, curious about wall mosses, marked them out again, but neither was interested. The system seemed to be working.

For the next couple of miles they were side by side with the tumbling Yarle, crossing it at Bathrum Bridge, where a peaked hat for a glancing moment showed in the doorway of the round-house. Past Ashstow — in whose narrow street Whitwish peremptorily horned a police-driven car to make way — they left the vale and, in the closing darkness, entered on the long “straight mile” that, rising every inch of its incline, would bring them direct into Tawes. Beyond Tawes....

“What-ho!” sang out Whitwish over his shoulder, and at the same moment Burman saw it. Half-way up the stretch — barely fifty yards ahead of them — a flash-lamp was describing meaning circles. Their own head-light just picked up a uniformed figure. Cheam bent forward.

“Open out!” he shouted, with a sudden reckless impulse to risk anything rather than have his companion taken. “Cram at it, Whitwish!” But even as the words left his lips he felt the power slackening and the next second they had tamely halted. If the official who now approached them harboured the suspicion of a doubt, Cheam felt that the game was as good as up. Whitwish’s face was not one that was likely to be soon forgotten.

“Sorry to have to stop you—”

“Oh, the hell, what now?” shrilled a thin, exasperated voice from the fore seat — a voice that Burman vowed afterwards he could have sworn to—” Wants to see my licence again, Cheam, I’ll bet you!

“Don’t trouble, sir,” apologized the abashed warder, stepping back again to give them passage. “I didn’t recognize you in this light, but of course I remember you again now.”

He was the last special outpost of law and order. Half an hour later Whitwish swung the machine round and brought it to rest by the roadside, with the head-light again pointing northward.

“It’ll suit me best to slip away here, sir,” he said, with an unexpected awkwardness over the parting. “Short of a miracle of chance I’m as good as over the border.”

“That’s for you to decide,” replied Cheam, fingering his wallet. “Will a couple of ones be enough to see you through?”

“I don’t hardly like — I’ve got friends down here who’ll stand by me.”

“Don’t be a mug, man. They’ll think none the worse of you for having something to go on with. Well, so long, and good luck to you!”

“The same to you, sir, and the very best of it. You’re a true sport if ever there was one. And I’m glad it’s come all right about the young lady.”

“Thanks; I’ll tell her in due season,” said Cheam good-humouredly. “Any other message?”

“Mr. Coppinger, sir. I” Words stumbled about his tongue, but nothing came of them. “You’ll tell him?”

Cheam waited a patient minute. What was he to tell? Whitwish raised an inarticulate gesture to the sky and without another word slipped quickly away into the night “All right,” Cheam called after him. “Yes; I’m sure he’ll understand.”

He started his engine again and began to flatten out the miles before him. It hadn’t been half a bad lark throughout, and precious few chaps there were who had engineered the escape of a real convict.... From the height of Tawes he noticed a glow in the northern sky that shivered from time to time into a larger corona; and as he skirted Plymorchard he heard across the fields the voices of excited men, shouting confused directions.


The Short Stories

[image: img49.jpg]

Weston Super Mare, Somerset — where Bramah spent his final years


List of Short Stories in Chronological Order

[image: img50.jpg]

THE TRANSMUTATION OF LING

THE STORY OF YUNG CHANG

THE PROBATION OF SEN HENG

THE EXPERIMENT OF THE MANDARIN CHAN HUNG

THE CONFESSION OF KAI LUNG

THE VENGEANCE OF TUNG FEL

THE CAREER OF THE CHARITABLE QUEN-KI-TONG

THE VISION OF YIN, THE SON OF YAT HUANG

THE ILL-REGULATED DESTINY OF KIN YEN, THE PICTURE-MAKER

THE STORY OF PRINCE YING, VIRTUOUS MEI, AND THE PURSUIT OF WORTHINESS

THE THREE RECORDED JUDGMENTS OF PRINCE YING, FROM THE INSCRIBED SCROLL OF MOU TAO, THE BEGGAR

THE IGNOBLE ALLIANCE OF LIN T’SING WITH THE OUTLAW FANG WANG, AND HOW IT AFFECTED THE DESTINIES

THE STORY OF YIN HO, HOA-MI, AND THE MAGICIAN

THE STORY OF TON HI, PRECIOUS GEM AND THE INCONSPICUOUS ELEPHANT

THE STORY OF SAM-TSO, THE FAMILY CALLED WONG AND THE WILLING BUFFALO

THE STORY OF SHO CHI, THE NO-LONGER MERCHANT NG HON. AND THE DOCILE LINNETS

THE STORY OF THE POET LAO PING, CHUN SHIN’S DAUGHTER FA, AND THE FIGHTING CRICKETS

LAM-HOO AND THE REWARD OF MERIT

CHUNG PUN AND THE MIRACULOUS PEACOCKS

YUEN YANG AND THE EMPTY LO-CHEE CRATE

SING TSUNG AND THE EXPONENT OF DARK MAGIC

KWEY CHAO AND THE GRATEFUL SONG BIRD

LI PAO, LUCKY STAR AND THE INTRUDING STRANGER

THE COIN OF DIONYSIUS

THE KNIGHT’S CROSS SIGNAL PROBLEM

THE TRAGEDY AT BROOKBEND COTTAGE

THE CLEVER MRS STRAITHWAITE

THE LAST EXPLOIT OF HARRY THE ACTOR

THE TILLING SHAW MYSTERY

THE COMEDY AT FOUNTAIN COTTAGE

THE GAME PLAYED IN THE DARK

INTRODUCTION

THE VIRGINIOLA FRAUD

THE DISAPPEARANCE OF MARIE SEVERE

THE SECRET OF DUNSTAN’S TOWER

THE MYSTERY OF THE POISONED DISH OF MUSHROOMS

THE GHOST AT MASSINGHAM MANSIONS

THE MISSING ACTRESS SENSATION

THE INGENIOUS MR. SPINOLA

THE KINGSMOUTH SPY CASE

THE EASTERN MYSTERY

THE SECRET OF HEADLAM HEIGHT

THE MYSTERY OF THE VANISHED PETITION CROWN

THE HOLLOWAY FLAT TRAGEDY

THE CURIOUS CIRCUMSTANCES OF THE TWO LEFT SHOES

THE INGENIOUS MIND OF MR RIGBY LACKSOME

THE CRIME AT THE HOUSE IN CULVER STREET

THE STRANGE CASE OF CYRIL BYCOURT

THE MISSING WITNESS SENSATION

THE ROAD TO TAPSFIELD

JOOLBY DOES A LITTLE BUSINESS

MR. BRONSKY HAS MISGIVINGS

CORA LARCH IS OFFERED A GOOD SITUATION

THE MEETING AT ELEVEN

TILEHURST FAILS TO KEEP AN APPOINTMENT

DR. OLIVANT ESTABLISHES HIS BONA FIDES

MAX CARRADOS BECOMES INTERESTED IN TRIFLES

IN WHICH THE ASSURANCE OF THE EYE DECEIVES THE MIND

NIPPER CONTRIBUTES TO THE PROBLEM

A MINE IS COUNTERMINED

THE STAGE IS SET

NORA TELLS THE TALE AND CARRADOS SUPPLIES THE MUSIC

A SIGNAL OF DISTRESS INTO THE UNKNOWN

THE MAN AT THE OTHER END

LAST LAUGHTER

MING TSEUEN AND THE EMERGENCY

THE DELICATE CASE OF MLLE.CELESTINE BON

THE DEAD MARCH

A VERY BLACK BUSINESS

THE BUNCH OF VIOLETS

REVOLUTION

SMOTHERED IN CORPSES

FATE AND A FAMILY COUNCIL

LUCRETIA AND THE HORSE-DOCTOR

THE WAR HAWKS

THE GREAT HOCKINGTON FIND

HAUTEPIERRE’S STAR

THE GOOSE AND THE GOLDEN EGG

THE MAKING OF MARIANNA

BOBBIE AND POETIC JUSTICE

THE HEART OF THE PAGAN

ONCE IN A BLUE MOON

THE MARQUISE RING

THE “DRAGON’ OF SWAFTON

THE DREAM OF WILLIAM ELGOOD

FROM A LONDON BALCONY




List of Short Stories in Alphabetical Order

[image: img50.jpg]

A MINE IS COUNTERMINED

A SIGNAL OF DISTRESS INTO THE UNKNOWN

A VERY BLACK BUSINESS

BOBBIE AND POETIC JUSTICE

CHUNG PUN AND THE MIRACULOUS PEACOCKS

CORA LARCH IS OFFERED A GOOD SITUATION

DR. OLIVANT ESTABLISHES HIS BONA FIDES

FATE AND A FAMILY COUNCIL

FROM A LONDON BALCONY

HAUTEPIERRE’S STAR

IN WHICH THE ASSURANCE OF THE EYE DECEIVES THE MIND

INTRODUCTION

JOOLBY DOES A LITTLE BUSINESS

KWEY CHAO AND THE GRATEFUL SONG BIRD

LAM-HOO AND THE REWARD OF MERIT

LAST LAUGHTER

LI PAO, LUCKY STAR AND THE INTRUDING STRANGER

LUCRETIA AND THE HORSE-DOCTOR

MAX CARRADOS BECOMES INTERESTED IN TRIFLES

MING TSEUEN AND THE EMERGENCY

MR. BRONSKY HAS MISGIVINGS

NIPPER CONTRIBUTES TO THE PROBLEM

NORA TELLS THE TALE AND CARRADOS SUPPLIES THE MUSIC

ONCE IN A BLUE MOON

REVOLUTION

SING TSUNG AND THE EXPONENT OF DARK MAGIC

SMOTHERED IN CORPSES

THE “DRAGON’ OF SWAFTON

THE BUNCH OF VIOLETS

THE CAREER OF THE CHARITABLE QUEN-KI-TONG

THE CLEVER MRS STRAITHWAITE

THE COIN OF DIONYSIUS

THE COMEDY AT FOUNTAIN COTTAGE

THE CONFESSION OF KAI LUNG

THE CRIME AT THE HOUSE IN CULVER STREET

THE CURIOUS CIRCUMSTANCES OF THE TWO LEFT SHOES

THE DEAD MARCH

THE DELICATE CASE OF MLLE.CELESTINE BON

THE DISAPPEARANCE OF MARIE SEVERE

THE DREAM OF WILLIAM ELGOOD

THE EASTERN MYSTERY

THE EXPERIMENT OF THE MANDARIN CHAN HUNG

THE GAME PLAYED IN THE DARK

THE GHOST AT MASSINGHAM MANSIONS

THE GOOSE AND THE GOLDEN EGG

THE GREAT HOCKINGTON FIND

THE HEART OF THE PAGAN

THE HOLLOWAY FLAT TRAGEDY

THE IGNOBLE ALLIANCE OF LIN T’SING WITH THE OUTLAW FANG WANG, AND HOW IT AFFECTED THE DESTINIES

THE ILL-REGULATED DESTINY OF KIN YEN, THE PICTURE-MAKER

THE INGENIOUS MIND OF MR RIGBY LACKSOME

THE INGENIOUS MR. SPINOLA

THE KINGSMOUTH SPY CASE

THE KNIGHT’S CROSS SIGNAL PROBLEM

THE LAST EXPLOIT OF HARRY THE ACTOR

THE MAKING OF MARIANNA

THE MAN AT THE OTHER END

THE MARQUISE RING

THE MEETING AT ELEVEN

THE MISSING ACTRESS SENSATION

THE MISSING WITNESS SENSATION

THE MYSTERY OF THE POISONED DISH OF MUSHROOMS

THE MYSTERY OF THE VANISHED PETITION CROWN

THE PROBATION OF SEN HENG

THE ROAD TO TAPSFIELD

THE SECRET OF DUNSTAN’S TOWER

THE SECRET OF HEADLAM HEIGHT

THE STAGE IS SET

THE STORY OF PRINCE YING, VIRTUOUS MEI, AND THE PURSUIT OF WORTHINESS

THE STORY OF SAM-TSO, THE FAMILY CALLED WONG AND THE WILLING BUFFALO

THE STORY OF SHO CHI, THE NO-LONGER MERCHANT NG HON. AND THE DOCILE LINNETS

THE STORY OF THE POET LAO PING, CHUN SHIN’S DAUGHTER FA, AND THE FIGHTING CRICKETS

THE STORY OF TON HI, PRECIOUS GEM AND THE INCONSPICUOUS ELEPHANT

THE STORY OF YIN HO, HOA-MI, AND THE MAGICIAN

THE STORY OF YUNG CHANG

THE STRANGE CASE OF CYRIL BYCOURT

THE THREE RECORDED JUDGMENTS OF PRINCE YING, FROM THE INSCRIBED SCROLL OF MOU TAO, THE BEGGAR

THE TILLING SHAW MYSTERY

THE TRAGEDY AT BROOKBEND COTTAGE

THE TRANSMUTATION OF LING

THE VENGEANCE OF TUNG FEL

THE VIRGINIOLA FRAUD

THE VISION OF YIN, THE SON OF YAT HUANG

THE WAR HAWKS

TILEHURST FAILS TO KEEP AN APPOINTMENT

YUEN YANG AND THE EMPTY LO-CHEE CRATE




The Delphi Classics Catalogue

[image: img51.png]

We are proud to present a hyperlinked listing of our complete catalogue of English titles, with new titles being added every month.  Buying direct from our website means you can make great savings and take advantage of our instant Updates service.  You can even purchase an entire series (Super Set) at a special discounted price.

Only from our website can readers purchase a complete Parts Edition of our titles. When you buy a Parts Edition, you will receive a folder of your chosen author’s works, with each novel, play, poetry collection, non-fiction book and more divided into its own special eBook. This allows you to read individual novels etc. and to know precisely where you are in an eBook. For more information, please visit our Parts Edition page.

Series Contents

[image: img52.jpg]

Series One

Anton Chekhov

Charles Dickens

D. H. Lawrence

Dickensiana Volume I

Edgar Allan Poe

Elizabeth Gaskell

Fyodor Dostoyevsky

George Eliot

H. G. Wells

Henry James

Ivan Turgenev

Jack London

James Joyce

Jane Austen

Joseph Conrad

Leo Tolstoy

Louisa May Alcott

Mark Twain

Oscar Wilde

Robert Louis Stevenson

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle

Sir Walter Scott

The Brontës

Thomas Hardy

Virginia Woolf

Wilkie Collins

William Makepeace Thackeray

[image: img53.jpg]

Series Two

Alexander Pushkin

Alexandre Dumas

Andrew Lang

Anthony Trollope

Bram Stoker

Christopher Marlowe

Daniel Defoe

Edith Wharton

F. Scott Fitzgerald

G. K. Chesterton

Gustave Flaubert

H. Rider Haggard

Herman Melville

Honoré de Balzac

J. W. von Goethe

Jules Verne

L. Frank Baum

Lewis Carroll

Marcel Proust

Nathaniel Hawthorne

Nikolai Gogol

O. Henry

Rudyard Kipling

Tobias Smollett

Victor Hugo

William Shakespeare

[image: img54.jpg]

Series Three

Ambrose Bierce

Ann Radcliffe

Ben Jonson

Charles Lever

Émile Zola

Ford Madox Ford

Geoffrey Chaucer

George Gissing

George Orwell

Guy de Maupassant

H. P. Lovecraft

Henrik Ibsen

Henry David Thoreau

Henry Fielding

J. M. Barrie

James Fenimore Cooper

John Buchan

John Galsworthy

Jonathan Swift

Kate Chopin

Katherine Mansfield

L. M. Montgomery

Laurence Sterne

Mary Shelley

Sheridan Le Fanu

Washington Irving

[image: img55.jpg]

Series Four

Arnold Bennett

Arthur Machen

Beatrix Potter

Bret Harte

Captain Frederick Marryat

Charles Kingsley

Charles Reade

G. A. Henty

Edgar Rice Burroughs

Edgar Wallace

E. M. Forster

E. Nesbit

George Meredith

Harriet Beecher Stowe

Jerome K. Jerome

John Ruskin

Maria Edgeworth

M. E. Braddon

Miguel de Cervantes

M. R. James

R. M. Ballantyne

Robert E. Howard

Samuel Johnson

Stendhal

Stephen Crane

Zane Grey

[image: img56.jpg]

Series Five

Algernon Blackwood

Anatole France

Beaumont and Fletcher

Charles Darwin

Edward Bulwer-Lytton

Edward Gibbon

E. F. Benson

Frances Hodgson Burnett

Friedrich Nietzsche

George Bernard Shaw

George MacDonald

Hilaire Belloc

John Bunyan

John Webster

Margaret Oliphant

Maxim Gorky

Oliver Goldsmith

Radclyffe Hall

Robert W. Chambers

Samuel Butler

Samuel Richardson

Sir Thomas Malory

Thomas Carlyle

William Harrison Ainsworth

William Dean Howells

William Morris

[image: img57.jpg]

Series Six

Anthony Hope

Aphra Behn

Arthur Morrison

Baroness Emma Orczy

Captain Mayne Reid

Charlotte M. Yonge

Charlotte Perkins Gilman

E. W. Hornung

Ellen Wood

Frances Burney

Frank Norris

Frank R. Stockton

Hall Caine

Horace Walpole

One Thousand and One Nights

R. Austin Freeman

Rafael Sabatini

Saki

Samuel Pepys

Sir Issac Newton

Stanley J. Weyman

Thomas De Quincey

Thomas Middleton

Voltaire

William Hazlitt

William Hope Hodgson

[image: img58.jpg]

Series Seven

Adam Smith

Benjamin Disraeli

Confucius

David Hume

E. M. Delafield

E. Phillips Oppenheim

Edmund Burke

Ernest Hemingway

Frances Trollope

Galileo Galilei

Guy Boothby

Hans Christian Andersen

Ian Fleming

Immanuel Kant

Karl Marx

Kenneth Grahame

Lytton Strachey

Mary Wollstonecraft

Michel de Montaigne

René Descartes

Richard Marsh

Sax Rohmer

Sir Richard Burton

Talbot Mundy

Thomas Babington Macaulay

W. W. Jacobs

[image: img59.jpg]

Series Eight

Anna Katharine Green

Arthur Schopenhauer

The Brothers Grimm

C. S. Lewis

Charles and Mary Lamb

Elizabeth von Arnim

Ernest Bramah

Francis Bacon

Gilbert and Sullivan

Grant Allen

Henryk Sienkiewicz

Hugh Walpole

Jean-Jacques Rousseau

John Locke

John Muir

Joseph Addison

Lafcadio Hearn

Lord Dunsany

Marie Corelli

Niccolò Machiavelli

Ouida

Richard Brinsley Sheridan

Sigmund Freud

Theodore Dreiser

Walter Pater

W. Somerset Maugham

[image: img60.jpg]

Series Nine

Aldous Huxley

August Strindberg

Booth Tarkington

C. S. Forester

Erasmus

Eugene Sue

Fergus Hume

George Moore

Gertrude Stein

Giovanni Boccaccio

Izaak Walton

J. M. Synge

Johanna Spyri

John Galt

Maurice Leblanc

Max Brand

Molière

Norse Sagas

R. D. Blackmore

R. S. Surtees

Sir Thomas More

Stephen Leacock

The Harvard Classics

Thomas Love Peacock

Thomas Paine

William James

[image: img61.jpg]

Series Ten

A. E. W. Mason

Abraham Lincoln

Baruch Spinoza

Carolyn Wells

Charles Brockden Brown

Earl Derr Biggers

Evelyn Waugh

F. Marion Crawford

Fred M. White

Frederick Douglass

Gaston Leroux

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel

George Berkeley

Howard Pyle

John Kendrick Bangs

John Steinbeck

John Stuart Mill

J. S. Fletcher

Martin Luther

Sherwood Anderson

Thomas Dekker

Thomas Hobbes

Thomas Jefferson

Willa Cather

William Faulkner

William Le Queux

[image: img62.jpg]

Series Eleven

A. Merritt

Blaise Pascal

Charles W. Chesnutt

Dashiell Hammett

Dinah Craik

Elizabeth Inchbald

François Rabelais

George Griffith

George du Maurier

Hamlin Garland

Hugh Lofting

Joel Chandler Harris

John Calvin

M. P. Shiel

Matthew Lewis

Nevil Shute

Olaf Stapledon

P. G. Wodehouse

Philip Massinger

Raymond Chandler

Romain Rolland

Sabine Baring-Gould

Sarah Orne Jewett

Thomas Aquinas

Thomas Browne

William Wycherley

[image: img63.jpg]

Series Twelve

A. A. Milne

Alexis de Tocqueville

Alphonse Daudet

Anne Thackeray Ritchie

Arthur Quiller-Couch

Clark Ashton Smith

Dorothy L. Sayers

E. T. W. Hoffmann

Emanuel Swedenborg  

Ernest Thompson Seton

H. Bedford-Jones 

Harry Collingwood

Ivan Goncharov

James Branch Cabell

Jane Porter

Louis Joseph Vance

May Sinclair

Mrs Humphry Ward

Mystery, Morality and Miracle Plays

Sinclair Lewis

The Mabinogion

Theodore Roosevelt

Thomas Hughes

Thomas Wolfe

William Black

William Godwin

[image: img64.jpg]

Series Thirteen

Arthur Ransome

Benjamin Franklin

Charles Williams

Denis Diderot

Dorothy Richardson

E. R. Eddison

Ellen Glasgow

Enid Blyton

Eugene O’Neill

Francis Stevens

Friedrich Engels

George Borrow

George Sand

J. D. Beresford

Jack Kerouac

John Ford

Josephine Tey

Mary Rinehart

P. C. Wren

Romance of the Three Kingdoms

T. E. Lawrence

Thorne Smith

Upton Sinclair

Victorian Explorers and Travellers

Winston Churchill (British statesman)

Winston Churchill (US novelist)

[image: img65.jpg]

Series Fourteen

Alfred de Musset

G. P. R. James

George Washington Cable

Grace Livingston Hill

J. R. R. Tolkien

James Hilton

Jean Racine

Jeffery Farnol

John Dewey

John Dos Passos

John Henry Newman

John Wyndham

Johnston McCulley

Mary Webb

Noël Coward

Otis Adelbert Kline

Peter Cheyney

Philip Stanhope

Raphael Holinshed

Sapper

Sir Richard Steele

Soren Kierkegaard 

Thomas Nashe

W. E. Johns

William Henry Hudson

William John Locke

[image: img66.jpg]

Series Fifteen

Albert Camus

Albert Einstein

Angela Brazil

Arthur Schnitzler

Bertrand Russell

Carson McCullers

Cornell Woolrich

Erle Stanley Gardner  

François de La Rochefoucauld

George Whyte-Melville

Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz

Ida B. Wells

Jacques Futrelle

John Aubrey

John Cowper Powys

John Lyly

Joris-Karl Huysmans

Marjorie Bowen

Maurice Maeterlinck

Natsume Soseki

Owen Wister

Rhoda Broughton

Seabury Quinn

Slave Narratives

Susanna Centlivre

Thomas Henry Huxley

[image: img67.jpg]

Ancient Classics

Achilles Tatius

Aeschines

Aeschylus

Alcaeus

Alciphron

Alcman

Ambrose

Ammianus Marcellinus

Anacreon

Andocides

Anselm of Canterbury

Antiphon

Apollodorus

Apollonius of Rhodes

Appian

Apuleius

Aratus

Archilochus

Aristophanes

Aristotle

Aristoxenus

Arrian

Athanasius

Athenaeus

Augustine

Aulus Gellius

Ausonius

Bacchylides

Basil of Caesarea

Bede

Boethius

Callimachus

Callistratus

Cassius Dio

Cato

Catullus

Cicero

Claudian

Clement of Alexandria

Coluthus

Cornelius Nepos

Cyprian

Demosthenes

Dio Chrysostom

Diodorus Siculus

Diogenes Laërtius

Dionysius of Halicarnassus

Ennius

Epictetus

Euclid

Eunapius

Euripides

Eusebius

Eutropius

Florus

Frontius

Fronto

Gregory I

Gregory of Nazianzus

Herodas

Herodian

Herodotus

Hesiod

Hippocrates

Homer

Horace

Iamblichus

Isaeus

Isocrates

Jerome

John Chrysostom

Josephus

Julian

Julius Caesar

Juvenal

Livy

Longus

Lucan

Lucian

Lucretius

Lycophron

Lysias

Lysias

Manetho

Marcus Aurelius

Martial

Nonnus

Onasander

Oppian

Origen

Orosius

Ovid

Panyassis

Parthenius

Pausanias

Persius

Petronius

Phaedrus

Philostratus

Pindar

Plato

Plautus

Pliny the Elder

Pliny the Younger

Plotinus

Plutarch

Polybius

Porphyry

Proclus

Procopius

Propertius

Prudentius

Ptolemy

Quintus Curtius Rufus

Quintus Smyrnaeus

Roman Law Codes

Sallust

Sappho

Seneca the Younger

Septuagint

Sidonius

Sophocles

Sozomen

Statius

Stesichorus

Strabo

Suetonius

Tacitus

Terence

Tertullian

Theocritus

Theophrastus

Thucydides

Tibullus

Valerius Flaccus

Varro

Velleius Paterculus

Virgil

Vitruvius

Xenophon

Zosimus

[image: img68.jpg]

Medieval Library

Ælfric of Eynsham

Anna Komnene

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle

Asser

Einhard

Geoffrey of Monmouth

Jacobus de Voragine

Marco Polo

Margery Kempe

Saxo Grammaticus

[image: img69.jpg]

Delphi Poets Series

A. E. Housman

Adam Mickiewicz

Adelaide Crapsey

Alexander Pope

Alfred, Lord Tennyson

Algernon Charles Swinburne

Alice Meynell

Andrew Marvell

Basho and the Haikuists

Beowulf

C. Day-Lewis

Charles Baudelaire

Charles Sorley

Charlotte Smith

Christina Rossetti

Confederation Poets

D. H. Lawrence

Dante Alighieri

Dante Gabriel Rossetti

Delphi Poetry Anthology

Dylan Thomas

Edgar Allan Poe

Edmund Spenser

Edmund Waller

Edward Lear

Edward Thomas

Edward Young

Edwin Arlington Robinson

Elizabeth Barrett Browning

Ella Wheeler Wilcox

Emily Dickinson

Epic of Gilgamesh

Ezra Pound

Francis Thompson

Friedrich Schiller

Fulke Greville

Garcilaso de la Vega

George Chapman

George Crabbe

George Herbert

Gerard Manley Hopkins

Giacomo Leopardi

Gustavo Adolfo Bécquer

Hafez

Heinrich Heine

Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey

Henry Lawson

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

Isaac Rosenberg

James Hogg

James Russell Lowell

Johan Ludvig Runeberg

John Clare

John Donne

John Dryden

John Gay

John Gower

John Greenleaf Whittier

John Keats

John Masefield

John Milton

John Wilmot, Earl of Rochester

Joseph Addison

Jupiter Hammon

Kahlil Gibran

Leigh Hunt

Lord Byron

Louise Imogen Guiney

Ludovico Ariosto

Luís de Camões

Mary Robinson

Matthew Arnold

Matthew Prior

Medieval Poetry Collection

Michael Drayton

Nikolai Nekrasov

Omar Khayyam

Paul Laurence Dunbar

Percy Bysshe Shelley

Petrarch

Phillis Wheatley

Rabindranath Tagore

Ralph Waldo Emerson

Richard Crashaw

Robert Bridges

Robert Browning

Robert Burns

Robert Frost

Robert Southey

Rumi

Rupert Brooke

Saadi

Samuel Taylor Coleridge

Sandor Petofi

Sanskrit Epics

Sara Teasdale

Siegfried Sassoon

Sir Philip Sidney

Sir Thomas Wyatt

Sir Walter Raleigh

Sylvia Plath

T. S. Eliot

Thomas Chatterton

Thomas Gray

Thomas Hardy

Thomas Hood

Thomas Moore

Thomas Otway

Torquato Tasso

Vita Sackville-West

W. B. Yeats

W. E. Henley

Walt Whitman

Walter Savage Landor

Wilfred Owen

William Blake

William Congreve

William Cowper

William Cullen Bryant

William Drummond

William Wordsworth

[image: img70.jpg]

Masters of Art

Albrecht Dürer

Alfred Sisley

Alphonse Mucha

Amedeo Modigliani

Andrea Mantegna

Anthony van Dyck

Artemisia Gentileschi

Auguste Rodin

Berthe Morisot

Camille Pissarro

Canaletto

Caravaggio

Caspar David Friedrich

Claude Lorrain

Claude Monet

Correggio

Dante Gabriel Rossetti

Diego Velázquez

Donatello

Edgar Degas

Édouard Manet

Edvard Munch

Edward Burne-Jones

Egon Schiele

El Greco

Eugène Delacroix

Fra Angelico

Francisco Goya

Georges Seurat

Gerard ter Borch

Gerrit Dou

Giotto

Giovanni Battista Tiepolo

Giovanni Bellini

Gustav Klimt

Gustave Courbet

Hans Holbein the Younger

Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec

Henri Matisse

Hieronymus Bosch

Hokusai

J. M. W. Turner

Jacques-Louis David

James Abbott McNeill Whistler

Jan van Eyck

Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres

Johannes Vermeer

John Constable

John Everett Millais

John William Waterhouse

Joshua Reynolds

Leonardo da Vinci

Mary Cassatt

Masaccio

Michelangelo

Nicolas Poussin

Paolo Veronese

Paul Cézanne

Paul Gauguin

Paul Klee

Peter Paul Rubens

Piero della Francesca

Pierre-Auguste Renoir

Piet Mondrian

Pieter Bruegel the Elder

Pietro Perugino

Pontormo

Raphael

Rembrandt van Rijn

Sandro Botticelli

Thomas Eakins

Thomas Gainsborough

Tintoretto

Titian

Vincent van Gogh

Wassily Kandinsky

William Hogarth

[image: img71.jpg]

Great Composers

Antonio Vivaldi

Franz Schubert

Frédéric Chopin

Giuseppe Verdi

Johann Sebastian Bach

Johannes Brahms

Ludwig van Beethoven

Piotr Illitch Tchaïkovsky

Richard Wagner

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart

Alphabetical List of Titles

View our entire catalogue here

[image: img72.png]

Browse eBooks by Themes

17th Century   18th Century   Adventure   Afr-Am   Americans   Baroque   Children's   Dutch   Early-19th   Eastern   Epic Poets   Fantasy   French   German   History   Horror   Humour   Interwar   Irish   Italian   LGBTQ   Medieval   Modernists   Non-Fiction   Philosophy   Playwrights   Pulp   Religion   Renaissance   Romantics   Russians   Sci-Fi   Scottish   Spanish   Thrillers   Victorians   War Poets

www.delphiclassics.com

Is there an author or artist you would like to see in a series?  Contact us at sales@delphiclassics.com (or via the social network links below) and let us know!

Be the first to learn of new releases and special offers:

Join our Mailing List


[image: img73.jpg]

Bramah died on 23 June 1942 at 40 Boulevard, Weston Super Mare, Somerset
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